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Introduction

	 

	Merry Christmas, Shifter Style!

	 

	Welcome to my special, limited edition sampler bundle of Christmas books. Anyone who’s read any of my books knows that my shifter crews are wild, sexy, sweary, and have their own (crazy) way of doing things. 

	 

	But the one thing they all have in common is they care about family—blood family, and even more, the families they’ve chosen and made together. And at no time is that more obvious than at Christmas!

	 

	So for those in the holiday mood who might not have read all my books, here are three different Christmas stories from three different series—plus a bonus Valentine’s book from my Wild Blood Shifters series.

These books have been previously published, and will be available in this bundle for a short time only. Happy Holiday Reading!

	 

	Bad Blood Wolf

	Jasmin is a cage fighting champion who thinks her jaguar will never bond with anyone. Brody is an outsider wolf from an enemy wolf pack, with dangerous secrets. When they team up to recover some stolen money, sparks fly—but it will take a Christmas miracle for these two loners to find a happily-ever-after…

	 

	Phantom’s Mate

	Nick is the only member of his crew that doesn’t have a mate, and he wants one. Problem is, he’s a ghost, halfway between the spirit world and the real world, bent on avenging his own death. But when he meets another ghost trapped in a tiny corner of the spirit world with unfinished business, he falls for her hard. Nick will do anything to free Brittany—even if it means she crosses into the light on Christmas Eve and leaves him behind…

	 

	Ignited

	Boomer, explosives and weapons expert, is fine with his life as an Outlaw Ridge operative: illegal missions, daring rescues, and blowing stuff up. But when a woman from his distant past tracks him down, asking for his help, it all threatens to come crashing down. Ten years ago, they saved each other’s lives, before she disappeared. Will Christmas magic be enough to help them do it one more time?

	 

	Brock’s Mate

	It’s almost Valentine’s day, and everyone in Brock Reilly’s crew has a mate but him. Broken down, burned-out from trying to save out-of-control rogue shifters, he and his wolf are a mess. The last thing he needs is to witness everyone else’s newly mated happiness. But fate turns the tables and sends him one last out-of-control shifter, running from her past. Can he save her before it’s too late? And more important, can she save him back? 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Bad Blood Wolf

	 

	 

	(Bad Blood Shifters Book 2)

	 

	by

	 

	Anastasia Wilde

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	Jasmin Wildacre sat crouched on top of a stall door in a broken-down barn, waiting for the bleeding to start.

	In front of her was a crowd of half-wild testosterone-hyped shifters, all of them male, almost all of them wolves. Even though they were in human form, the scent of fur and sweat and alcohol-fueled aggression was thick in the air. 

	Beyond them, in the open part of the barn floor, was a metal fighting cage. 

	One more fight to wait through. Just one, and then it was her turn. 

	Women are soft. Worthless.

	Soft things get crushed.

	Jasmin’s head was buzzing, the words from deep in her past reverberating in her skull.

	No! 

	She was hard, hard as steel, invincible. Her inner jaguar was pacing, desperate for the fight and the triumph of the win. Hot blood in her mouth, claws raking fur and skin, and that potent, intoxicating scent of fear. 

	Her jaguar fed on fear—the fear of those who thought they were strong, thought they owned the world, thought they had the right to crush the weak, that nothing could touch them.

	The moment when their arrogance turned to fear was the sweetness her jaguar craved. The blood was just a bonus. 

	Jasmin knew it was messed up. Everyone in the Bad Blood Crew was messed up. But Jasmin lived in fear of what would happen if she stopped feeding the craving, if she had to face the darkness without this release.

	Just one more fight, she always told herself. I don’t need this anymore. I have a crew now, a decent place to live, maybe even a shot at a semi-normal life. 

	I have friends that are on the way to becoming a fucked-up dysfunctional semblance of a family. 

	But the words never helped for long. Eventually, the feeling came over her again. Her skin grew itchy and tight. Her jag clawed at her insides, and half-assed fights with her crew didn’t make the feelings go away. 

	Going jag and hunting in the forest didn’t make them go away. Only this. Illegal shifter fights, forcing the wolves to submit and tap out, proving over and over again that nothing and no one could make her submit or surrender. 

	Not ever again.

	Just one more, she promised herself. 

	She was stronger than any wolf, she reminded herself. Stronger than anyone. That was important. But it didn’t matter until they knew it. To end the fight and get out of the cage, they had to submit. They had to admit she was stronger—that she was to be feared.

	The two wolves who were fighting next were on opposite sides of the cage, still in human form, stripped naked and waiting to be announced. 

	“In this corner,” the announcer was saying, “the White Tornado, with seventeen wins, taking on a challenge fight from the newcomer, Gray Thunder, who earned this challenge by winning his first fight tonight in a record three minutes and twenty-two seconds.”

	Gray Thunder was by far the bigger of the two, a huge barrel-chested man with crazy in his eyes. He waved at the crowd when he was announced, baring his teeth in a throaty growl to acknowledge the cheers and applause. They’d had to pull him off of his unconscious opponent to keep him from ending his first fight with a kill, but that didn’t bother this audience. As long as nobody actually died, the more violence, the better. 

	And this crowd was mostly from the Nashville wolf pack, anyway. Violence and cheating was a way of life for them. Jasmin’s crew, the Bad Bloods, knew that better than anyone. The wolf pack had nearly killed her whole crew a couple of months ago, as collateral damage in a bid to get rid of Nashville’s interim alpha, Jesse Travis of the Silverlake pack. Another reason it was insanity for her to be here. Another reason it was so satisfying to crush them under her paws one by one, and make them submit.

	Backstabbing assholes.

	Despite White Tornado’s winning record, he got almost no applause, but he didn’t seem to give a fuck. He barely acknowledged the crowd. 

	Jasmin watched him, the way she always did. Not because he was rip-my-panties-off-bend-me-over-and-take-me-from-behind-right-fucking-now sexy—though he was, if you were into wolves. Six-three, shoulder-length blond hair like a Viking, with unusual blue-green eyes and an old scar that ran from his hairline down across one of his sculptured cheekbones. He was completely ripped, but lean like a cat, from his pecs to his eight-pack to the v across his hips, to his tight ass and the impressive dick between long, well-muscled legs. 

	Okay, maybe it was a little bit because of that. But mostly she watched him because she couldn’t read him, and that made her jag nervous. She didn’t understand what drove him. The rest of them reeked of blood lust or frustrated desires or suppressed rage, of the desperate need to prove themselves, of the need to cause pain, of sheer insanity.

	The White Tornado had none of that. He didn’t seem to have any friends, either, despite his scent marking him as part of the Nashville pack, and not one of the few outsiders that were sprinkled through the crowd, like her. This wolf got more boos and taunts than applause, no matter how many times he won. 

	He was about to fight, and there was no adrenalin hype in his body language, no excitement. He didn’t even look like he wanted to be here. 

	And yet, he kept coming, kept fighting—week after week, each opponent getting tougher, getting closer to beating him. 

	And still he came, as though defeat itself was what drew him, watching it hurtle toward him like a deer frozen between the headlights of an oncoming car, seeing the end coming but no longer able to get out of its way. 

	The gates clanged open and the combatants entered, Changing to wolf with a rippling shimmer of skin and fur, and the loud pops of bones breaking and re-forming. 

	Gray Thunder was a monster, as big and barrel-chested in gray wolf form as he was as a human. The White Tornado wasn’t quite white—more a light cream color, with a sprinkle of silver-gray around his ears and cheek ruffs, and down his back. His wolf eyes were blue instead of golden, making him look more like an Alaskan Husky than a wolf. 

	He paced Gray Thunder, watching, waiting. And then, with a howl, Gray Thunder attacked, and the cage shook with the clash of bodies.

	It shouldn’t have been a fair fight—Gray Thunder had weight, strength, and sheer insanity on his side. White Tornado lived up to his name, moving through the cage like a whirlwind, snapping and darting away, forcing Gray Thunder to constantly change force and direction, using up his stamina. 

	Of course it pissed the big wolf off. He lunged over and over, trying for full body contact, getting more and more frustrated because the smaller wolf continually eluded him, twisting back for an attack before moving again. 

	Jasmin could see the rage building in Gray Thunder. Now… yep, he had White Tornado backed into a corner and was coming on like a freight train, going in for the takedown.

	Good luck with that. 

	Jasmin jumped off the edge of the stall and headed for the ready area. Her fight was next, and she knew how this would end. 

	White Tornado would let Gray Thunder attack, and then sink his teeth in and refuse to let go. Refuse to let the blood and bites and claws and pain deter him. He won every fight by latching on to his attacker and just not fucking giving up. This one would be no different.

	Over in the ready area, Jasmin began rotating her arms and legs, loosening up her muscles though she didn’t really need to. Her jag was hypervigilant, always on guard against attack, always ready to fight. And her animal’s fluid movement didn’t need a warm-up.

	But it focused her mind. She had the adrenalin jitters that jonesing for a combat fix always gave her.

	Women are soft. You’ll be crushed. 

	No. She had to block out everything, tighten her emotions to a laser focus so only the steel remained. 

	Losing was not an option. 

	The announcer came on the PA. “And the winner, by knockout, the White Tornado!”

	There was a noticeable lack of applause. 

	The gate near her opened, and Gray Thunder was carried out by two bouncers, followed by White Tornado, back in human form. He looked almost as beaten up as the loser, covered in bruises and claw marks, with a nasty bite on his thigh and blood running from a gash at his temple and spilling down on the taut muscles of his chest.

	He didn’t look triumphant. He just looked tired. 

	He turned his head, as if he could feel Jasmin’s gaze. Their eyes met, and something electric spilled down her spine. Excitement, curiosity, and… fear. Not his fear. Her own. 

	If she kept coming here, one day she’d have to fight him. But he had no arrogance for her jag to feed on, and no fear. 

	Nothing to fuel her rage and soothe her cravings.

	At that moment, she knew, deep inside her, that the White Tornado would be the one to take her down.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	Brody Jameson, aka the White Tornado, sluiced himself off with one of the buckets of warm water they kept in a corner of the barn, where the concrete floor sloped down to a drain. Fuck, he was so sick and tired of this. 

	Only the seven hundred dollars he had coming to him made it worthwhile. Cash money, off the books. Getting beat to hell was the only thing that could keep that much untraceable cash coming in as fast as he needed it.

	As long as he won. He didn’t know what the hell he was going to do when he lost. That was the day his life would come crashing down, and all he could do was keep moving forward until that day came. 

	He wiped the rest of the blood off him with one of the rags they kept ready, and toweled himself sort-of dry before he moved over to the brick-and-board shelves where the contestants kept their gym bags. Clothes, shoes, car keys, flasks, bandages—all tucked away and watched over by one of the Nashville bouncers to keep the rest of these assholes from stealing it. 

	Brody downed a couple of ibuprofen from the bottle he kept in his bag, washed down with whiskey from his personal flask, and then pulled on his jeans, commando. His leg was still bleeding from a couple of the deeper cuts he’d taken, but he didn’t even bother with bandages. Maybe the bloodstains would come out, maybe they wouldn’t. He just didn’t fucking care anymore. 

	The floor manager came over and handed him his winnings. He waited while Brody counted it, and then slapped him on the shoulder and congratulated him. The only person here who had—or would.

	“Monday night?” he asked, stylus poised over his tablet, where he kept the fight schedule. 

	“Yeah,” said Brody. Monday night. Wednesday night. Friday night. Into infinity, until his perilously balanced house of cards collapsed and crushed him. 

	He pocketed the money, then pulled a t-shirt over his head and zipped up his gym bag. He wanted nothing more than to get home and crawl into bed, but the Demon Queen of the Amazon was about to fight. 

	She was so damn beautiful it took his breath away. Her jaguar was poetry in motion: sleek and sinuous, with fur and ears that looked soft as a house cat’s, coupled with blinding speed, deadly grace, and a flat-out crazy streak that made her fight until every wolf she took on begged for mercy. 

	Damn, the number of times he’d fantasized about her tying him to his bed and making him beg. Or vice versa—he was nothing if not adaptable. He wanted to run his fingers through that long silky black hair over and over, while she wrapped her legs around him and screamed his name. 

	But she was way out of his league. And a cat. And a member of the Bad Blood Crew, who not only had a hatred for all Nashville wolves, but who were certifiably batshit crazy, every last one of them. 

	Never stick your dick in the crazy. That’s what his dad had always told him. Good advice. 

	Not that that kept his dick from trying to jump out of his pants when he watched her fight. Or walk. Or do pretty much anything. 

	He turned around to see those smoky cat’s eyes fixed on him. 

	It was like a sledgehammer hitting him in the chest. He froze, their eyes locked. 

	And then Bastian, one of Nashville’s junior lieutenants and biggest assholes, stepped up to Jasmin. He flicked Brody a dismissive glance. 

	“You ain’t lookin’ at the traitor just on account of he took down a newbie, are you, kitten? ‘Cause if you want a good ride, don’t mess with that second-rate bull. I got you.” 

	His two minions, following a step behind as usual, snickered. 

	Oh, such a bad idea. 

	Brody watched, still frozen, as Jasmin turned slowly and raked her gaze up and down Bastian’s beefy, over-muscled body. He had his shirt open to show the bare-breasted mermaid tattoo on his left pec, positioned so her boobs joggled when he flexed, which he did now.

	So classy. 

	Jasmin raised her eyes to Bastian’s face and answered in that sexy, gravelly voice that Brody had only heard once or twice. 

	“You,” she said to Bastian, “do not fucking ‘got’ me, puppy dog.”

	His minions snickered again, this time at Bastian’s expense. His face went tight and angry. “Just bein’ friendly,” he said. “No call to be a bitch, when everyone can see you need a real man to put you in your place.” He grabbed his crotch.

	Jasmin didn’t blink. 

	Watch out. 

	“I do?” she purred. “Then what are you doing here? Because I would fuck a traitor, an omega or a house cat before I’d let you have even a teeny little taste of me.”

	Oh, shit. Now she’d pissed him off. Bastian’s face darkened, and he reached out to actually fucking grab her breast. “Looks like that’s all you got, bitch. A little teeny—well, you can’t rightly even call that a rack, can you?” 

	Jasmin went totally still. 

	Brody started over there to punch Bastian’s lights out, but stopped at the look on Jasmin’s face. 

	Bastian’s hand froze in mid-air. 

	Moving as slowly as a stalking cat, Jasmin peeled off her own shirt. She was wearing nothing underneath, and her breasts were—well, only an idiot like Bastian would think they weren’t amazing. Smooth, sexy, kissable rounds, moving with her sleekly muscled chest. 

	Bastian had clearly changed his mind about the inferiority of the boobs, because his jaw went slack. Brody would have called him a freakin’ perv except that he was staring just as hard, and his boner had started up again. 

	Jasmin reached out to Bastian, still moving in hypnotic slow motion. With a flick of her fingers she manifested her claws, and then slowly raked one down Bastian’s chest, right through the busty mermaid, splitting the skin and cutting her boobs off.

	Bastian’s eyes widened in shock, and blood ran down his chest. 

	Jasmin looked from her own chest to Bastian’s. “There,” she purred. “Now she doesn’t have a rack either.”

	She turned and walked off toward the bag area, tossing her long black hair over her shoulder, showing them her back to underscore that she didn’t have any fear of them at all. 

	Damn, Brody thought. He might have just fallen in love with the crazy. 

	 

	Jasmin took her pants off and tucked her clothes into her bag, then let one of the fight security crew escort her to the cage. Deep inside, she could hear her grandmother’s voice. 

	How dare you do that to a man? He’ll come after you! He’ll hurt you! Say you’re sorry!

	She shoved her layers of steel over the whining weakling they’d tried to raise her to be. She told herself she was grateful to the buzz-cut now-boobless-mermaid guy, whoever the fuck he was. Dealing with him had forced her to slow down and focus.

	And it had fueled her jaguar’s rage. Arrogant prick, trying to intimidate her. But she’d given him nothing. No fear. 

	Only pain and humiliation. 

	She stood in front of the gate, waiting for the announcer, blocking out everything—the noise, the crowd, the fact that she was totally naked in a barn full of hyped-up dominant male wolves. 

	She couldn’t let any of that affect her. When she was a prisoner in Alexander Fucking Grant’s shifter-experimentation lab, the guards had paraded all the women around with no clothes, shocking them with stun weapons and spraying them with fire hoses to force them into obedience. 

	Touching them whenever they wanted.

	She was impervious to all of it.

	She had to be, or they would have broken her. She’d seen other shifters break, but not her—never her. 

	Women are soft. She’d heard that all her life. Women were soft, and soft meant weak, and weak meant you were at the mercy of everyone stronger than you. 

	Like the female jaguars were at the mercy of the males. 

	Her mother had suffered from being too soft, and Jasmin knew the only way she would get out was to grow up hard. Her mother’s legacy had been greater than she ever knew, because without that steel inside her, Jasmin would never have survived Grant’s cells. 

	Jonesing for a brawl now and then was a small price to pay for the kind of strength that meant no matter how deep and dark your prison, a part of you would always be free. 

	If only she didn’t have to keep proving it. 

	As the gate opened, she let her jaguar have her skin—tawny fur with clusters of black spots. She didn’t bother to wait for the announcer.

	Rules were for pack animals. She was one jaguar, alone. 

	At the other side of the cage she saw a huge wolf, black as midnight, with just one white paw. 

	There was crazy in this one’s eyes, too.

	Good. She liked the crazy. And no one here had as much crazy as a Bad Blood. 

	The announcer got on the PA.

	“And now for the moment you’ve been waiting for,” he said. “Our star attraction, the Demon Queen of the Amazon, versus the Rabid-Fire Wolf.”

	Stupid name, Jasmin thought. But the audience cheered wildly.

	Cheer while you can. This isn’t going to last long.

	Jasmin let out a snarl, showing her fangs, knowing her eyes were glittering green-gold. In her nostrils was the smell of blood and canine fur, the stink of wolves.

	But deeper than that, far down in her brain, was the smell of the turgid jungle air, humid and lush and filled with decay. 

	She’d always been told the jungle law was eat or be eaten, kill or be killed. 

	Now she knew better. You could kill all you wanted, but until your enemy submitted, you hadn’t really won. 

	With a feral snarl, she aimed for the wolf’s huge neck, and attacked. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 3

	 

	 

	Brody should have left when he had the chance. But he’d stuck around to watch Jasmin, the Demon Queen of the Amazon.

	She’d won her fight, like she always did. Her jaguar had looked sexy as hell doing it, like she always did. Which reminded him how long it had been since a woman had touched him with love, or even just lust, and that reminded him again how far out of his league this particular woman was. Like it always did. 

	And Rabid-Fire, aka Justin Dangerfield, had ended the fight by Changing back to human and tapping out. 

	Like they always did. 

	She never went for the knockout. He knew wild jaguars sometimes killed their prey by suffocating it. Not that he’d researched jaguars on the internet, or anything. He would have expected she’d use that instinct to her advantage when she could, cutting off her opponent’s air until he passed out. 

	But she seemed to want them conscious. She needed their submission, like an alpha wolf out of control. Not the kind of woman you wanted to mess with. 

	Damn, though, there was something about that sinuous, sexy jaguar that made him feel alive, as if he could fix what was broken inside him just by being near her. A fire burned in her belly, and he wanted that desperately. Wanted to touch her, wanted to burn.

	Yeah. Like that would happen. 

	He headed for the door. He usually made sure to leave before Bastian and his minions, because they had a habit of waiting in the parking lot and mugging outsiders for their winnings, especially when they were in a bad mood. And Bastian was going to be in a hella bad mood tonight, after that run-in with Jasmin. 

	Brody had to grin at that, even though it hurt his cut-up face. The sight of her slicing the boobs off Bastian’s tattoo was priceless. 

	But tonight he’d stayed too long, and they were nowhere in sight, which meant they could be waiting for him. He stepped cautiously out into the frosty December night, head lifted, scenting the air for danger. 

	He was right about the danger—it just wasn’t aimed at him. From over in a shadowy section of the gravel parking area he heard jeering laughter, and then a woman’s voice in a mix of English and something that sounded Spanish, but wasn’t quite. 

	She was cursing someone out. In Portuguese. 

	Fuck. Jasmin. 

	She can take care of herself, he told himself. She’s undefeated in the cage. Not to mention that video he’d seen on the internet. A normal Brazilian jaguar killing a big-ass crocodile in the wild and dragging it off by the neck to eat it. 

	A crocodile, for fuck’s sake.

	And Jasmin was half again the size of a normal jaguar. 

	But his legs were already moving, because what kind of an asshole was he if he just drove off and let four guys gang up on somebody who’d already been in a cage fight tonight? And yeah, because she was a woman, and that made his protective instincts kick in. 

	And maybe a little bit because he wanted to be a hero. Her hero.

	By the time he got there, he’d recognized the voices. Bastian, of course, with his sidekicks Jimmy and Trace, and that little weasel Anton who followed them around, licking their cowboy boots and doing their dirty work. 

	He also heard the sound of fists meeting flesh. 

	Brody skidded around the tail end of a pickup truck and straight into the fight, punching Jimmy in the kidney. He waited for him to turn around, and then punched him in the face. 

	“Don’t shift!” he yelled to Jasmin, who was fighting like a trained martial artist, kicking and jabbing in a graceful blur of movement. 

	That was their MO. They wanted her money, and if she shifted, she’d leave her bag and her clothes on the ground for Anton to go through while the other three bled her. 

	She flicked a glance at Brody, and then ducked under Bastian’s arm and kicked him in the stomach. Trace knocked her feet out from under her, and Bastian kicked her in the ribs. 

	Brody’s focus was divided between worrying about Jasmin, and fending off Jimmy. He didn’t sense Anton behind him until the last minute, and he didn’t quite duck in time. The tire iron glanced off his skull and got him in the shoulder.

	Sneaky fucker. 

	He swung around and kicked the tire iron out of Anton’s hands, but the asshole dodged between the cars before Brody could take him down. Jimmy had climbed to his feet and was pummeling him. Brody got him with a sharp kick to the side of the knee, ripping the ligaments and sending him to the ground. That would take some time to heal, and in the meantime he wasn’t going anywhere. 

	Behind Jimmy, he heard a snarl, and then bones popping as the jaguar ripped out of Jasmin’s clothing. There was a series of oh fucks, and then wolves were busting out all around him. 

	Brody had no choice. He Changed, just stopping to unzip his jeans and shove them far enough down so his legs wouldn’t get tangled. His t-shirt ripped off his back. 

	Then it was all teeth and claws and blood and growls, everyone rolling around between the vehicles, the scent of blood and fury permeating the night. 

	It was all over in less than ten minutes. Bastian and his buddies had counted on an easy three-on-one victory—three on two was too much for their pansy asses. Especially when one of the two was the Demon Queen of the Amazon with murder in her eyes. 

	Anton screeched up in a jacked-up pickup, and Bastian and Trace dragged Jimmy into the bed. Jasmin leaped at the truck, her claws raking across the fenders and making huge gouges in the shiny paint as they sped off. 

	When they were gone, Jasmin stayed crouched, ears pricked, as if listening for another attack. The only sound was a muffled cheer from the barn as another fight ended. 

	Brody Changed back, his joints and muscles protesting. Fuck, everything hurt. And his life was now a pile of steaming shit with kitty-cat footprints all over it. 

	He turned on her. “Damn it all, Demazon, I told you not to shift!”

	She turned on him with a spitting snarl, and Changed. “Why the fuck not?” she demanded in that throaty, sexy voice. “Why would I fight as a human when my jag can rip them apart?”

	“Exactly, sucker,” Brody said. “Go check your bag and your clothes, if you can find them. Wherever you put your winnings, they’re not there now.”

	Jasmin emitted a low growl, her eyes slitted, and stalked off between the cars. 

	Brody started looking around for his clothes. 

	Sure enough, his stuff had been dragged off and scattered. He found his boots under two different cars, his bag tossed in the mud, and his jeans flung in the back of someone’s pickup.

	He went through the pockets, trying to hold onto some hope, but he already knew what he would find. Nothing. Not one damn dollar. 

	While he was fighting for a woman who probably didn’t even need his help, that little shithead Anton had stolen his money.

	“Fuck it all!”

	He slammed his hands against the tailgate of the truck, not even caring that he dented it. He dragged his jeans on and stomped his feet into his boots. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” 

	He linked his hands behind his neck, his mind racing. All of it wasted. The blood, the punishing fights, and now it was gone, all the money he counted on to keep him going, and everything was going to come crashing the hell down. 

	“My whole bag’s gone, money and all. They take yours too?” Jasmin was behind him, wearing her pants and dragging her shirt over her head. She looked massively pissed off. 

	“Of course they did,” he snarled. “Not the bag, just the damned money. And you’re fucking welcome, by the way.” 

	“Fuck you,” she snapped back. “Why did you barge in at all?” 

	Was she kidding? He hadn’t been expecting a parade and a medal, but a little appreciation would be nice. He was bleeding from half a dozen new places, and his right ear felt like it had been ripped half off. 

	He just shook his head. “Why do you think? Because—”

	She didn’t even let him get the words out. “Because I’m a woman. And weak. Women always need a man to protect them.”

	Seriously? He was having the don’t-underestimate-women conversation with the Demon Queen? She could probably take him apart without even getting serious about it.

	He sighed. “You’re not weak,” he said. “You’re a cage champion, for fuck’s sake. But there were four of them—”

	“I could have taken them,” she muttered. 

	Fine.

	“Good for you, Demazon,” he said bitterly. “Next time I’ll leave you to it. I might even say something nice at your funeral.”

	He shouldered his bag. “So unless you know where I can get another seven hundred cash by Sunday night, I’m just gonna take my shredded ego and my broke-ass self and go home. Have a nice life.”

	He was walking away when he heard her voice behind him. “What happens Sunday night?”

	He stopped, but he didn’t turn around. “None of your damned business. But I’ll give you a heads-up. It won’t be pretty.” 

	Silence. He started walking again. 

	“You need to get that ear stitched up before it starts to heal, or it won’t reattach. Want me to do it?”

	He stopped and touched his right ear, which burned like fire. Fucking Bastian really had torn it half off, and she was right—shifter healing was awesome, but his ear couldn’t knit together flapping around like that. And by the time he got one of the Nashville healers to look at it, the edges would have healed over and it would be too late.

	Not to mention having to explain what happened to him. 

	He turned around. “Unless you carry a med kit in your pocket, Demazon, I think I’m shit out of luck.”

	She just rolled her eyes and walked over to an old beater truck parked a few spaces away. She pulled open the passenger door and dragged a battered tackle box from behind the seat.

	“Sit,” she said, jerking her head at the truck seat.

	Dammit. With a sigh, Brody walked over and parked his butt on the edge of the seat, legs splayed out into the parking lot with his bag between them. Jasmin was already rooting through the box, which did in fact look like a full med kit. 

	“You carry that everywhere?” he asked.

	“I’m Bad Blood,” Jasmin said absently, tearing the wrapper off a gauze pad and soaking it with disinfectant. “We don’t have a terrifyingly over-decorated mansion and our own clinic. We have six fucked-up brawlers, four of us dominant, and one a newbie with a hair trigger. We bleed each other a lot.”

	She started wiping the blood off his ear with the gauze. He flinched away. “Shit on a stick!” he ground out. Whatever she put on it stung like a mother.

	“Sheesh,” she said. “White Tornado, the mighty cage fighter. Don’t be a—” She grabbed the back of his neck and held his head still. “—baby,” she finished. 

	She dabbed at his ear, careful not to pull on the torn flesh. Her hands were strong, but her touch was surprisingly gentle. He felt warmth spreading through him, and the pain seemed to lessen. 

	“I thought you were going to say ‘don’t be a pussy,’” he said, giving in to the urge to mess with her.

	The illumination from the dome light was pretty dim, but he could have sworn he saw the faintest smile touch the corner of her mouth.

	She guided his hand to the gauze and had him hold it around the wound while she threaded sutures onto a surgical needle. “If only you were,” she said. “Then you wouldn’t be such a fucking crybaby.”

	She moved his hand with the gauze back down to his lap, and he felt her line up the pieces of his torn ear. “You know what they say,” she added. “Balls are fragile. Pussies can take a pounding and come back for more. So try to be a pussy, okay?”

	He snorted, but he held still, clenching the bloody gauze in his fist while she sewed up his ear. He was almost painfully aware of how close she was, the warmth of her taut muscular body, the wild musky scent of her, overlaid with blood and sweat. 

	And her hands, gentle and sure, her whole attention on getting the stitches just so. 

	“There,” she said, leaning down and biting off the thread. He felt an overwhelming desire to turn his head and capture her lips, to see if she tasted as sweet and wild as she smelled. 

	Then she stood up and the moment was gone, but he still felt an uncertain ache in the center of his chest. Like he’d lost something important. 

	She stood back and looked at him. “A day or so, and you’ll be as pretty as ever.”

	Did she really think he was good-looking? Nah, not with that scar on his face. It was just something to say.

	“That’s not saying much,” he grunted. He stood up. That place in the middle of his chest still ached, worse than the rest of his wounds because it felt so empty. Lonely.

	She was still looking up at him, her eyes uncertain. 

	Ah, hell. His whole life was going to be destroyed anyway. Might as well go out with a bang. 

	He slid his hand around the back of her neck, and leaned down to taste her lips. 

	Wildness rose in him when they touched hers, and he angled his head to taste her better, kiss her more deeply. Heat rushed through him, and he felt that fire he’d been longing for. 

	It was so hard to pull away, but this wasn’t something that could ever really happen. He brushed her lips once more and pulled back, resting his forehead on hers. “Thanks for fixing me up,” he said softly. “Sorry I yelled at you about the money.”

	He shouldered his bag and walked away, not looking back. He wanted to remember that moment, the way it felt. And if she was going to rip his throat out for touching her, he didn’t want to see it coming. 

	But when he got to his car and walked around to open the driver’s door, she was still standing there silhouetted by the dome light of her truck, staring after him, her eyes glowing green in the dark.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 4

	 

	 

	Jasmin woke up the next morning still thinking about the White Tornado. Brody Jameson. 

	Why the fuck had he kissed her?

	Before, he was nothing to her. Less than nothing. An enemy, in or out of the cage. A Nashville wolf.

	But dammit, now she wanted to know things about him. Why he fought, if it didn’t make him feel better. Why he looked so sad and defeated, even when he won. 

	Why losing the money was so devastating to him. What kind of trouble he was in.

	Why a single kiss filled her with wild heat, and made her want to wrap her legs around that taut waist and feel him thrust inside her…

	Oh, no. A big ‘hell no.’ No way was she messing with a Nashville wolf. 

	Even though Bastian had called him a traitor, which meant he couldn’t be all bad, right? Because the Nashville pack were professional-level douches. So a traitor to the pack might even be a decent guy. 

	She wondered what he’d done to make them hate him. She wondered if there was any way she could help him get his money back, and get revenge on those thieving assholes who’d stolen from them both.

	No. Not wondering. Not caring about the wolf. His problems were not her problems, just because he’d jumped into that fight thinking she needed him, or some shit. 

	She did not need an outcast wolf. What she needed was coffee, so she could think straight and mornings didn’t suck so much. 

	She stretched all four legs and Changed out of jaguar form. She couldn’t sleep as a human—not since they’d escaped from Alexander Grant’s cells. That’s why she still lived in a converted shed while everyone else had trailers, or lived in the main cabin. 

	Her cat needed a Spartan space, simple and clear and uncluttered, and open to the outside. All she had was a futon in the corner, which worked for sitting or sleeping. A couple of side tables, and a shelf on the wall for her books. A small dresser and a few hooks for her clothes. 

	The crew had helped her insulate her shed for the winter, and added a woodstove in the corner opposite the bed to keep her warm. Flynn, their lion-shifter alpha, and Tank, their grizzly bear Protector, were contractors, and they’d built her a big skylight in the roof, one that opened all the way and was big enough for an escape route.

	Now she didn’t have to leave the shed door open at night, like she had before. 

	She pulled on some sweats and a hoodie, wincing as they caught on the scabs from her fights. Some of those would need most of the day to heal. She shoved her feet into a pair of rubber clogs and opened the door.

	And was assaulted by Christmas. 

	She’d trained herself to tune out the noise from the rest of the crew, so she hadn’t been paying attention to what was going on outside. 

	The compound was a big circular clearing in the middle of the acres of forest land that made up their territory. The main house was a gorgeous two-story log cabin with huge windows, originally built by a billionaire who didn’t like to rough it on his hunting weekends.

	The same billionaire who’d held them captive for months and tortured them. Payback was a bitch. 

	The cabin had a wraparound porch and a state-of-the-art stone-built barbecue area and fire pit. The rest of the compound wasn’t so fancy.

	The outbuildings were rough boards, and dirt paths led to the secondhand singlewide trailers where Xander the panther and Sloan the snow leopard lived. Beat-up trucks were parked at haphazard angles wherever there was space—or wherever the drivers had felt like leaving them. 

	And right now, it looked like Santa’s sleigh had exploded mid-air and rained decorations onto the ground. 

	The sleigh itself—a cheesy plastic version—was lying sideways on the porch roof, with the reindeer dangling off. Boxes of lights were scattered everywhere, waiting to be put up. More reindeer dotted the ground—the kind made out of wire and lined in lights—mixed in with colorful two-foot-high elves and nutcrackers. 

	Holy Christmas hell. 

	Lissa. This was Lissa’s doing. 

	She was Tank’s mate, the newest member of the crew, and she was obsessed with holidays. And family. And turning the crew into some demented version of The Waltons or some other smarmy Hallmark-worthy TV show.

	Right now, she was setting up a line of inflatable snowmen along the edge of the fire pit, assisted by Tank, who was so fucking besotted he’d do any idiot thing for her. She looked tiny next to his huge bulk, and ridiculously girly in her pink winter jacket and bunny boots. Her face was all rosy with the cold, eyes sparkling as she gestured to Tank. 

	Lissa finished anchoring a snowman and began walking back to where Tank was inflating the next one with his air compressor. A hunting knife flew out of the oak tree across the clearing, towards the snowman Lissa had just set up, and landed point-first right between his eyes. There was a loud ‘pop,’ and the snowman began deflating with a hiss of air. 

	Maniacal laughter came from the oak tree. 

	Lissa turned and stared at the snowman, and then up at the tree, where Xander was lying stretched out on a huge branch.

	“Xander, you miserable Christmas-hating elf-fucking panther,” she yelled. “You killed my snowman!”

	She stomped over to the deflated snowman, pulled the knife out of it, and headed for the tree, yelling the whole way. “Come down out of that tree, you sneaky pussypanther! I’m going to bleed you.”

	“Come and get me, Ursa Minor,” Xander called. “I just wanted to add a little realism to the display. Did you know, studies have shown that the number of deaths increase around the holidays?”

	“There’s gonna be one more when I get my claws on you,” she snarled. Growls started emanating from her throat. 

	Tank raised his eyes to the heavens and shook his head. He ran after Lissa and grabbed her jacket, sliding it off her shoulders as she walked. She kicked off her boots, and then she exploded into a black bear and went straight up the tree after Xander, her jeans and t-shirt shredding off her body.

	Xander yowled as her claws got him in the flank just as he Changed. He tumbled out of the tree. Lissa leaped after him, and they rolled around on the dead grass, clawing and snapping at each other. 

	Tank patrolled the perimeter, scooping elves and wire reindeer out of their way, hampered by the pink jacket tucked under his arm. Jasmin detoured to go past him, silently holding out her hand. 

	Tank handed the jacket over. “Thanks. She loves that jacket.”

	It was the first pretty, girly thing Lissa had ever owned, and Tank had bought it for her. Even though it was stupid, it meant a lot to Lissa, and Jasmin didn’t have the heart to see it get ruined in a brawl. 

	She scooped up the ridiculous bunny boots and took them into the main cabin as well, hanging the jacket on the coat rack and dumping the boots underneath it. 

	She stepped into the living room and almost got her eye poked out by a branch from the twelve-foot pine tree lying haphazardly in the middle of the floor. 

	“What the fuck?” she snarled, ducking underneath the branch and stomping toward the open kitchen. Every surface seemed to be covered with lights, garlands, and ornaments that had yet to be put up. 

	Sloan was standing at the kitchen island, blond hair mussed and morning scruff on his face, breaking eggs into a bowl. He looked hopefully at Jasmin. 

	She ignored him. As a former professional chef, she did most of the cooking for the crew, but she didn’t cook in the mornings.

	Fuck mornings.

	Especially when they were full of Christmas cheer.

	“Who left a goddamn pine tree in the middle of the floor?” she demanded, pouring herself a giant mug of coffee.

	“Flynn,” Sloan said. “He was pissed off because they tried to put it in the dining area.” 

	“What the hell’s wrong with the dining area?”

	“The trapdoor to the weapons locker is under it.” 

	Jasmin’s hand stopped with the mug halfway to her mouth. “He thinks we’re going to be attacked at Christmas?”

	Sloan crossed his arms, widened his stance and deepened his voice in an imitation of Flynn. “It’s not even three months since the Nashville pack tried to kill us. What if there’d been a fucking Christmas tree on top of the weapons stash then?”

	Jasmin gave a half-shrug. “He has a point.” 

	It was true. The only reason they weren’t dead was because of those weapons—and because of the Nashville rebels that had turned on their pack and come to the rescue just in time. The rebels had their own territory now, out in Idaho, led by Donnie Jenkins—the only son of the old Nashville alpha who wasn’t somewhere between a complete asshole and downright evil.

	Sloan shrugged. “When they’re done brawling, I’ll help Tank set it up in the other corner, next to the fireplace.”

	Jasmin took her coffee and went to the window. “It’s already over,” she said. 

	Xander was still in panther form, licking the scratches on his flank and sending Lissa baleful glances. 

	Tank had taken off his shirt and was wrapping Lissa up in it, oblivious to the blood seeping through from her own wounds. They must be minor—Tank ruffled her hair, grinning, and said something that made her laugh. Then he scooped her up in his arms and headed for the house. 

	Jasmin tried to ignore the little icicle that stabbed through her heart. It wasn’t like she was jealous. The last thing she wanted was a mate. Mates were selfish and demanding and stomped on your heart if you were stupid enough to open it up to them.

	But all that gooey love was hard to be around. The rest of them were still messed up, still missing their old lives and everything they’d lost. 

	Tank’s and Lissa’s happiness was making everybody antsy. Or maybe nauseous.

	Still, she watched as the two bears stopped for a moment on the porch, seeing Lissa whisper something to Tank, watching the sappy smile spread over his face, heart in his eyes as he looked at her. 

	He’d always been the softest of all of them, despite being a terrifying brawler. Jasmin wasn’t soft like that, she told herself.

	But something still ached in her as she watched them. A little empty place that seemed to have opened up overnight. And that brought a vision of long blond hair and Viking cheekbones, one of them cut by a scar.

	Fuck Brody Jameson. She was one jaguar, alone. She turned away from the window.

	“Rough night?” Sloan asked, glancing at her bruised and scabbed-over face. He began stirring the eggs with a fork, stabbing at the yolks in a way that made the chef in Jasmin wince. 

	She shrugged. “Better than some, worse than others.”

	“Uh huh.” He gave her a level look, but didn’t ask any questions. Sloan was the quiet one, the only non-dominant in the crew, and he was not a fan of oversharing.

	Jasmin liked that about him. 

	Sloan put a frying pan on the stove and melted butter in it. He had the heat on too high, and the butter immediately started to burn at the edges. He held the bowl of eggs above the pan, preparing to pour them into overheated burned-butter oblivion.

	Jasmin caved. 

	“Stop!” she commanded, freezing him in his tracks. “Fine. You win. I can’t stand it.”

	She came around the island and took the pan off the burner with one hand, while taking the egg bowl away from him with the other.

	“Go over there and grate cheese,” she said, pointing to the other end of the island. “Cheddar or Jack, whatever we’ve got. And slice some mushrooms.”

	“Aye aye, Captain,” Sloan said, smirking. 

	“And you’re an asshole, because you know I don’t cook breakfast.”

	“Aye, aye.” 

	“Shut the fuck up.”

	Cooking soothed Jasmin’s temper, the way it always did. She sautéed the mushrooms and mixed a touch of cream into the eggs, and then made cheese and mushroom omelets. She didn’t even jag-slap the smug look off Sloan’s face. Pecker. 

	When she and Sloan had finished eating their omelets, she made him slice and grate some more, just to get him back for suckering her into morning cooking. 

	And because she couldn’t stop thinking about Brody Fucking Jameson. The way he’d looked at her. Touched her. Kissed her. The look on his face when he realized his money was gone.

	Not my problem, she told herself for the tenth or eleventh time. But she couldn’t stop thinking about ways to get his money back. Get my money back, she amended. They stole my fucking money. 

	She went over in her mind everything she knew about the Nashville pack, bits and pieces she’d picked up at the fights. Things Noah Reilly had told her, when he stayed with the Bad Bloods. Where the Nashville wolves hung out. What they did there. What was the best way to get to a cowardly prick and his prick friends, who owed her seven hundred dollars and a few pints of blood. 

	When she looked up, she realized she’d made four more omelets. She put two in the oven to keep warm, because Tank and Lissa were busy fucking in the mansion-sized shower again. 

	Then she pulled her phone out of her hoodie pocket and texted Xander. 

	Cheese/mushroom omelet. Hot. Come get it before Sloan eats it. 

	A text alert immediately came in on Sloan’s phone. He looked at it and grinned. 

	“What did he threaten you with?” Jasmin asked. She put the fourth omelet on a plate and poured another mug of coffee, this one with cream. 

	“The usual,” Sloan said. “Death. Drowning in the well, to be specific.”

	“Nice. Points for creativity.”

	Jasmin picked up the coffee and the omelet plate and started up the curving stairs, heading for Flynn’s quarters. As the alpha, he had the master suite in the loft. There was a balcony/office, and then a bedroom and bath behind glass walls, which could be tinted for privacy or clear to take advantage of the views out the windows set in the peaked roof. 

	Right now they were tinted as dark as they would go. 

	Jasmin, hands full, kicked the door a couple of times by way of knocking. 

	Flynn’s grumpy voice came from inside. “You can’t come in. I’m naked.”

	Jasmin shoved the door open with her foot. “Like you fucking care. You wouldn’t wear clothes at all if we didn’t give you so much shit about having to look at your pink shriveled dick.” 

	She walked in, her cat’s eyes adjusting to the dimness. Flynn was, indeed, naked, lying on the king-sized bed writing on a legal pad in a small pool of light from a desk lamp. 

	“Dude. Cover up the junk, would you?”

	Flynn sighed and pulled a sheet over himself. “What do you want?”

	“For you to eat.” She handed him the plate and set the coffee cup on his nightstand. Then she perched on the side of the bed. 

	Flynn picked up the fork, looking at her suspiciously. “You don’t make breakfast.”

	“You were sulking, and Sloan was mangling the eggs. Desperate times, desperate measures.”

	He gave a snort and a half-grin. “Sucker. Better be careful, you’ll go all soft and motherly on us any minute.”

	“Fuck you.” 

	Flynn started shoveling eggs into his face. It was good to see him eat. Flynn was having trouble adjusting to being alpha, despite having an outsized sense of responsibility and a caring streak he tried his damnedest to hide. He’d been landed with this messed-up crew by default, and he was doing his best by them, but she knew he had demons of his own he was battling. 

	That meant he drank way too much, and spent way too much time alone. She wished he’d realize how much he needed the crew—and how much the others needed him.

	He was the glue that held the crew together.

	He took a gulp of coffee. “So what do you really want, Jungle Kitty?” 

	And he was almost impossible to fool. 

	“What would you say would make somebody need about two thousand a week, cash, and make them scared when they didn’t have it?” she asked. 

	Flynn raised his eyebrows, then frowned. “The usual,” he said. “Drugs. Gambling debts. Some other kind of debt that makes somebody borrow from loan sharks, like bringing illegal relatives into the country. Blackmail.”

	Shit. She’d never even thought about blackmail. What the hell was Brody into? 

	“Can I borrow your truck again tonight?” she asked. “I need to meet some people at a bar.” 

	Flynn eyed her, taking another drink of coffee. “Any of them the people who did that to your face?”

	Jasmin shrugged. “I need to help out a friend.” 

	“The kind of friend who needs a shit-ton of cash?” 

	She shrugged again. 

	“That’s not an answer.”

	“Okay then, yeah.” 

	Flynn put his plate down. “I’m not in the mood to dance around with you today,” he said. “I know about the cage fights, because it’s my business to know about blood being shed between my crew and other shifters, whatever the reason. I haven’t said anything because they seemed to keep a tight control over it, and it didn’t look like there would be any blowback on the crew.”

	Jasmin looked away. She hadn’t realized that Flynn knew, but it didn’t surprise her. He was sneaky and paranoid, and he was right—it was his job to know what was going on inside his territory, and around it.

	“But messing around with this other shit—drugs, loan sharks, blackmail—I can’t have that in my crew.”

	Jasmin nodded. 

	He eyed Jasmin’s cut-up face. “You’ve been fighting more since we became an official crew. The others have calmed down, but you’ve gotten worse.” 

	He left that open-ended. 

	Jasmin didn’t answer. She knew it was true. A few weeks ago they’d all pledged to Flynn as their alpha. That meant they were officially recognized as a crew by the Shifter Council, but it was more than that. 

	Their crew had bonded with a special kind of magic that was usually reserved for wolf packs. It gave Flynn the power to protect their territory and draw on the power of the land and the crew bond to defend them.

	It also bound them together in a way that sat uncomfortably on Jasmin’s shoulders. She hated feeling so entwined with the rest of the crew. So… helpless inside a net of obligations and expectations and magic and love.

	It reminded her way too much of the way her mother had been bound to her father. For better or for worse—and with every jaguar couple she’d ever known, it had just gotten worse. 

	She knew that network of obligation sat uncomfortably on Flynn as well. 

	The silence stretched out, with only the sound of Flynn’s fork scraping the plate. 

	Finally she said, “It’s not as satisfying beating up on the crew now that we’re bonded. Plus, watching Tank and Lissa do all that sappy love shit just makes my jag want to bleed things.”

	Flynn snorted. “I hear that. Listening to them fuck all the time is driving me crazy, not to mention the cloud of pheromones that follows them around. It’s enough to make a person sign up with one of those online hookup apps.” 

	Jasmin tried to picture Flynn on Tinder—tangled dreads, bare feet, naked half the time.

	“You have to wear pants to date, I’m pretty sure,” she said.

	“Not if you’re hooking up,” Flynn said. “Isn’t the whole idea to end up not wearing pants?”

	Good point. She suddenly wondered if Brody Jameson was on Tinder. Because that made not wearing pants suddenly seem like a good idea.

	Dammit.

	At that moment, a blast of Christmas music came through the wired-in speakers in Flynn’s room. A second later, both their phones buzzed with text alerts.

	MANDATORY CREW DECORATING. EGGNOG. COOKIES. ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES. WAIT, THAT’S WHAT EGGNOG IS. COME DOWN AND BE HAPPY OR I’LL HAVE TANK DRAG YOU OUT AND THROW YOU OVER THE BALCONY. LOVE, LISSA

	P.S. NO TURNING OFF THE CHRISTMAS MUSIC. I’VE BLED PEOPLE FOR LESS. 

	Jasmin sighed and got to her feet. Flynn reached out suddenly and grabbed her wrist.

	“I know you’re brawling to keep your jag from going wild,” he said. “Do I have anything to worry about?”

	Jasmin gazed into his eyes. She could feel his alpha energy enveloping her. Not the dominance that forced obedience, but the bond forged when she’d pledged her loyalty and he’d pledged his protection. 

	It felt warm. It felt good, and that scared her. Obligations made you vulnerable, and vulnerability made you weak. 

	She tried to shake her head, but couldn’t.

	He said, “This thing tonight. No bodies, and nothing comes back on the crew, from Nashville or anybody else. And whatever this ‘friend’ is into, you stay out of it. If you can promise all that, you can borrow the truck and do whatever the fuck you want. Except crash it.”

	She nodded. “Okay. Thanks.”

	He didn’t let go of her wrist. “If shit gets bad, talk to me,” he said quietly. “I don’t want to lose you.”

	She nodded once more, and he released her.

	He tapped a couple of buttons on his phone to pull up the wireless interface for the music system. The music changed abruptly. 

	Jasmin rolled her eyes. 

	“What?” Flynn said. “It’s still Christmas music.”

	Jasmin just shook her head. Flynn found a pair of pants, and they walked downstairs to the cheerful, utterly inappropriate strains of South Park’s “Merry Fucking Christmas.” 

	

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 5

	 

	 

	It was Saturday night, and Brody had one foot up on the brass rail at the bar inside the Mad River Road House, tossing back a beer and watching Bastian and his minions running the pool table.

	Staking themselves with his money.

	Six months ago, they would never have gotten away with it. Six months ago, he had friends at his side, who would’ve helped him bleed those suckers and get his money back. 

	But all his friends had moved to Idaho with Donnie Jenkins to start a new pack, and Brody was stuck here. He didn’t even know why the fuck he’d come to the bar tonight, except that he wasn’t in the mood for the hip downtown clubs he used to go to, and if he had to stare at the walls of his apartment any longer, he’d go wolf and tear the place apart.

	This was mostly a shifter bar, full of Nashville wolves, but the beer was cheap and the nachos were good, and he told himself there was a miniscule chance one of the women would get drunk enough to want to have a one-night fling with the last of the ‘traitors.’ 

	Self-delusion was a beautiful thing.

	Especially since he was still burning for the Demon Queen of the Amazon. The more he tried to stop thinking about her, the more she assaulted his memory. Her scent, her touch, the sexy way she moved—both her cat and her human form. 

	And the way he’d felt when he kissed her. Hot and wild, gentle and protective. One damn kiss, and now he was ruined. He’d barely been able to get his dick to lie down and take a rest since last night, and none of the girls here even looked pretty anymore.

	They weren’t her. 

	Thinking about Jasmin almost made him forget the rest of his problems. He needed money by tomorrow night—needed it bad. Even if his credit card weren’t maxed and his bank account tapped out till payday, he couldn’t take big cash withdrawals from his regular accounts without eventually drawing suspicion from the wrong people. 

	But people needed to be paid. People needed to be kept safe. Everything depended on it. 

	Which was the other reason he was here tonight. Trying to convince himself it was worth the risk for him to challenge Bastian at pool, and try to win his money back.

	He wished he could just straight-up go after the bastard. He could take Bastian—despite all that muscle and swagger, he was a coward at heart. But he couldn’t take Bastian and all his friends—and he couldn’t guarantee he’d get the money back even if he did. 

	He needed to win it publicly, so Bastian would have no choice but to hand it over. 

	He’d been going back and forth in his mind for the last hour, weighing the risk, trying to figure out if it would even work. 

	What he needed was a fucking miracle.

	And at that moment, the door opened and his miracle walked smack into the middle of the bar. The Demon Queen of the Amazon herself. 

	Dead silence followed her, rippling through the room until all conversations had stopped. 

	She had on tight jeans with cowboy boots, and some kind of slinky red tank top with thin little straps, despite the fact that it was cold as fuck out. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and the material clung to her breasts and showed off her sleek muscular arms.

	Her hair was loose, spreading down her back like a silk waterfall, slipping and sliding in a way that made Brody want to grab handfuls of it, tangle his fingers in it and pull her head back so he could kiss her neck, biting his way down the sensitive skin and hearing her moan.

	What the hell was she doing here? 

	One tiny sparkling place in his chest blazed with the hope that she’d come to find him. The rest of him figured she’d come after Bastian and the minions, and this bar was about to erupt into the mother of all brawls. 

	Jasmin gazed around the room like she owned the place and was deciding if she was going to kick them all out, or let them stay. When she was done with that, she walked her ass straight over to the bar, not three feet away from Brody.

	Everyone between them immediately left. 

	Conversation around the room was picking back up, but she was still getting wary looks. So was he. 

	Fuck. 

	He should talk to her. If only the scent of her—wild jag and mango shampoo—hadn’t erased all the words from his brain. 

	His wolf was in favor of just kissing the fuck out of her, getting his throat torn out and dying happy. 

	“Dos Equis,” Jasmin said to the bartender. “Bottle. I’ll open it.”

	The bartender gave an almost inaudible growl. Insisting on getting her beer still capped was an insult, saying she didn’t trust the bartender to make sure no one put anything in it. 

	Brody could tell people were still staring. The tension in the room was raising the hairs on the back of his neck. 

	Ah, hell. They thought he was a traitor anyway.

	Brody moved down the bar till he was standing so close the scent of her lit up his brain like a pinball machine. “Let me get that.”

	He put down a few bills, and grabbed the bottle and the opener as Pete slid them across the polished wood surface. He opened Jasmin’s beer, the bottle wet with condensation, and then snapped the cap between his fingers, shooting it toward the garbage pail on the other side of the bar.

	Score. 

	Probably the only time he was gonna do that tonight. 

	Jasmin tipped her head back and took a swallow. Brody watched the long kissable column of her throat, her bare shoulders. His wolf whined pathetically.

	As if she’d heard that silent whimper, she turned to him, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “So, Tornado,” she said. “Come here often?”

	Her eyes glinted with mischief—and something else. A wild recklessness that spoke to something inside him that had been asleep forever, and probably should have stayed that way. 

	Too late now. 

	“What the fuck are you doing here?” he asked conversationally. “Are you insane?”

	Jasmin set her beer back on the bar top and made a sound halfway between a snarl and a laugh. It got his body humming right down to his toes. 

	“I’m Bad Blood,” she said. “So that would be a yes. And I’m pissed off that those thieving backstabbing motherfuckers stole our money. So I came here to win it back from them, in front of all their friends. You in?”

	She jerked her head toward the pool table, challenge in her eyes. 

	Brody never shot pool. Everybody thought it was because he sucked at it, but the truth was that he was good at it. Too good. 

	Like magic. 

	But hell, he’d asked for a miracle. He just hadn’t expected it to come in such a beautiful, crazy-ass package. His blood fizzed with her nearness, and with the possibility of keeping his life from crashing down for a few more days. Whatever she was doing, he wanted in. Anything to make that feeling last longer. 

	“What the fuck,” he said. “Who am I to stand in the way of certain death?”

	He’d rather go down fighting, with her at his side, than just wait for the house of cards to collapse.

	She grinned at him. “Good wolf,” she purred. “Give me a minute to get us rolling.” She walked off towards the pool table without a backward glance. 

	Brody turned to the bartender. “Another beer,” he said. Then, “Scratch that, make it a whiskey. Double.” He was going to need all the help he could get. 

	Hips swinging in a boner-inducing manner, Jasmin sashayed over to the pool table where Bastian was playing, timing her arrival just as he sank a tricky 8-ball shot to win the game. 

	Bastian looked up, and his gaze narrowed. “Well, if it ain’t the little pussycat,” he drawled. “Change your mind about me takin’ you for a ride?” 

	Jasmin eyed him up and down. Brody could have sworn he saw a flash of claws at her fingertips, but they disappeared before he could be sure.

	Whiskey in hand, he began drifting over toward the pool tables. 

	“I want next game,” Jasmin said to Bastian. 

	“Yeah?” he said, looking her over. “Cody and his partner got next. You gonna make it worth my while to let you jump the line?” He licked his lips suggestively.

	Did the idiot never learn?

	“Mmmm,” Jasmin purred. “Two hundred a rack?” 

	A little gasp went through the listening crowd. Table stakes were usually ten or twenty bucks a game—just enough to make it interesting. 

	Bastian sniggered, staring at her chest. “I told you before, your rack ain’t worth two hundred.” But he looked tempted. “Let’s see your money.”

	Jasmin reached seductively into her cleavage, pulled out a wad of bills, and started slowly counting them onto the side of the pool table. She put down four twenties, then stopped on the fifth one. “Oops, this one has blood on it.”

	She sniffed it, then licked her lips. She put it at the bottom of the stack, a little smile coming to her face, like she was reliving a happy memory.

	Bastian swallowed, and Brody hid a grin. Either she really was crazy, or she was fucking with Bastian big time. Or both. 

	Jasmin counted out the rest of her two hundred, and tapped the bills into a nice neat stack. She tucked the remaining money away down the front of her top.

	Brody knew Bastian couldn’t turn down that challenge—not with everybody watching.

	“Fine,” Bastian said, staring at the money, and then at her cleavage. “You want to hand me your money, you’re on.”

	“She still needs a partner,” Trace pointed out. 

	“She can play with Anton.”

	That was his cue. Brody stepped forward. “No need,” he said. He winked at Jasmin. “I got you, babe.” 

	He’d deliberately used Bastian’s words from last night. Jasmin cut him a sideways glance, but her mouth curved in a catlike smile. 

	Bastian opened his mouth to protest, but Jasmin cut him off. 

	“Works for me. Let’s see what you got, Tornado.” 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 6

	 

	 

	Jasmin watched the White Tornado chalking up his cue. 

	This was fucking crazy. Jasmin didn’t have much spare cash—she was saving for a car of her own so she could get a restaurant job, someday when her jag settled down a little. She couldn’t afford to throw away two hundred bucks.

	Even after Flynn had agreed to lend her the truck tonight, she hadn’t been sure she was going through with this. 

	But Brody Fucking Jameson wouldn’t stay out of her head. She’d checked out two other bars before she’d lucked out and found him in the same place where Bastian liked to play pool. Now she just had to get him his damn money back so she could forget about him, and that desolate look when he’d lost it.

	He looked anything but desolate now. He looked hot as fuck—blue t-shirt that showed off his muscular arms and stretched tight over his pecs, tucked into worn-in jeans with tears in the knees that fit like a second skin.

	Forget that, she told herself. Focus on the mission. Focus on your anger. 

	It pissed her off that she’d been robbed. And it pissed her off even more that Brody had gotten robbed trying to help her.

	But what pissed her off the most was that they’d been robbed by arrogant pricks who didn’t even need the money. They just did it because they were entitled assholes. Because they could. 

	None of them had the balls to get in the cage, so she had to make them submit some other way.

	And we might get to taste the wolf again. We could bite him. 

	Stop it, she told her jag. That kiss was a one-time thing. 

	Still, she watched him, telling herself she was watching for weaknesses. Trying to figure out what made him tick, why he needed so much money he’d fight week after week with no enjoyment. 

	Gambling debts? But gamblers were adrenalin junkies, and she’d seen enough of him in the cage to know he wasn’t. And he didn’t act like an addict, either. Anyone with a habit that big was jumpy, mercurial, moody. 

	Brody was none of those things.

	Who cares what he wants the money for? Just get it for him, and then you can be gone. 

	She strolled over to where he was standing and took the chalk from him. Electricity tingled up her arms when her fingers brushed his. 

	He looked over at her, startled.

	Had he felt it too?

	Butterflies started fluttering in her stomach. Game nerves, she told herself. That’s all it is. 

	 

	Bastian’s team laid down their money. Four hundred dollars on the edge of the table.

	Trace broke first, and the balls scattered. He stalked the table, checking it out, and then had a murmured conversation with Bastian. “Solids,” he said, calling the color. He sank the 6 ball before he missed a shot. 

	Jasmin looked at Brody, and he jerked his chin toward the table, giving her first shot. 

	They had stripes—balls 9 through15. 

	Jasmin hadn’t shot pool in a few years, but it was like riding a bike. Or anyway, she hoped it was. She’d never actually learned to ride a bike, so that saying could be a load of shit for all she knew. 

	She sank two balls before she miscalculated and missed one. 

	Bastian took over, and as soon as he shot she knew he was good. Better than her, probably. Which meant that Brody better be a damned good pool player. 

	Bastian sank three balls in a row, and then it was Brody’s turn. “Better get ready to lose your money,” Bastian sneered. “Brody there’s a pool virgin. You might have to show him how to hold his stick.”

	Brody just gave her a lazy smile. “You can wrap your hands around my stick any time, babe.”

	Her jag wanted to go rub up against him and show him exactly where to put his hands, and his stick. Oh, fuck. 

	“I think you got it,” she called back. “Just make a hole with your fingers and put the stick in it. Slide it back and forth a few times, and take your shot.”

	There were snickers all around the table, and Brody gave her a sideways look.

	Anton said, “I hear he’s been waiting a long time for someone to explain that to him.” More laughter. 

	Brody had been going for an easy shot, but at Anton’s words, he changed his mind and lined up his cue for a complicated bank shot. 

	Damn it, why did men always let their egos get in the way of their good sense?

	Face taut with concentration, Brody lined up his cue stick and shot. The 9 ball caromed off the bank, hit the 11 ball, and they both thumped into opposite pockets. He proceeded to run the table, moving surely between shots, calculating angle and force so precisely that the cue ball always bounced back to exactly where he wanted it.

	It was one of the sexiest things she’d ever seen. And watching his jeans stretch over his ass as he bent over the table didn’t hurt either. 

	Bite it, her jag suggested. 

	Shut up. 

	“Eight ball in the corner,” Brody said, gesturing with his cue. He made the shot perfectly, finishing the game to stunned silence.

	“Look at that,” Jasmin said. “Virgin’s luck.”

	She reached for the money lying on the edge of the table, but Bastian slapped his hand down on it. “Rematch,” he ground out. “Y’all got lucky.”

	Jasmin had the wild urge to whip out her claws and take his hand right off. She had no problem with all her money having blood on it. 

	But she couldn’t. He was playing right into her hands. She needed him to play again, and she needed to up the ante. 

	“Winners own the table,” she said, baiting him. “Maybe we should play somebody else.” She looked over at Brody, hoping he had the sense to pick up on her intentions.

	“Yeah, maybe,” he said carelessly. “These guys weren’t much of a challenge.”

	Bastian snarled. “Double or nothing,” he said. 

	There you go. So easy. Bastian turned away, and Brody winked at her. 

	Bastian racked up the balls, shoving them viciously into the triangle. Good. If he was pissed, he’d be easier to beat. 

	Brody came around the table and stood close to her, murmuring in her ear. “You can still show me where the stick should go, if you want,” he said. “I’m always open to learning new techniques.”

	It was a cheesy line, but it still set her nerve endings jangling. 

	Finish this. Get out. Before this whole damn night turns into one big regret.

	 

	Bastian had to hit up his friends to come up with another four hundred dollars, to match what was already on the table. 

	He must have spent some of last night’s haul already, or maybe it was home in his piggy bank. 

	Brody didn’t fucking care. Bastian was going down. 

	The more he focused on the game, the more the whole table started to look like one vast grid of lines and angles. His mind was automatically calculating the probabilities, possibilities, which shot would lead where, even which ones the others might miss.

	Math was his superpower. It always had been, from the time he was a little kid. Algebra, geometry, physics, statistics, you name it, he could do it—in his head, if he had to. It was how he’d earned his way through college playing pool—angles, force and trajectory. It was why he had a cushy job in the Nashville pack’s finance company, handling their investments. 

	He was a whiz at picking stocks and predicting the market. 

	The one thing he couldn’t do was lose his focus. The problem was, every time his partner came within three feet of him, he started to feel breathless and a little bit high.

	He couldn’t let her down. Even more than wanting to get his damn money back, he still wanted to be her hero. Stupid, but there it was.

	Jasmin broke this time. She sank the 4 ball on the break, so they took solids, and she sank three more before missing a shot. 

	Bastian sank three of the seven stripes, and then it was Brody’s turn. 

	He didn’t have much to work with, and to run the table from this position would be too suspicious. He could probably do it, but it would take the kind of skill nobody saw outside a world championships. 

	He made two balls before he came up against a shot no one but a pro could make. It killed him to miss one, but it wouldn’t help their cause if he were called out as a ringer.

	Luckily, Trace just wasn’t that good. 

	Trace sank three more balls. He came damn close to sinking the final one, too, and Brody’s stomach clenched before the ball shuddered against the edge of the pocket and bounced away.

	It was Jasmin’s turn now, and she easily sank their last two balls and called the pocket for the 8-ball. It was a tricky shot, and she took her time lining it up. 

	Brody was so busy watching the table, giving her a murmured “a little to the left,” that he didn’t notice Anton easing up behind her until it was too late. 

	Her stick jerked, and the cue ball clipped the 8-ball on the wrong side. It bounced off the corner of the pocket, and the cue ball went straight in. Scratch.

	They’d lost the game, and all Jasmin’s money. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 7

	 

	 

	The bar erupted into cheers. 

	Brody stared at the table, shocked. That little fucker Anton had jogged Jasmin’s cue stick. 

	Fury rose up in Brody, and Jasmin’s whole body went rigid, like she was trying not to go jag and rip somebody’s throat out. 

	Bastian reached for the money, and this time Brody was the one to slap his hand down on the stack of bills. 

	“Foul,” he said. “You sent your little omega shitsucker over there to fuck up her shot.”

	Bastian sneered at him. “Y’all just can’t stand to lose.”

	Jasmin’s eyes were gleaming green-gold, and she was snarling softly. 

	“All right, simmer down now.” Cutter Easton, one of Nashville’s senior lieutenants, pushed his way through the crowd. Brody hadn’t even known he was here tonight. 

	“Seems we have a little disagreement here.” 

	“Forfeit,” Brody said. “They cheated.”

	Cutter looked at him coolly. He was shorter than Brody, but with powerful shoulders and muscular legs. He was always balanced on the balls of his feet, like he was ready for a fight. In his late thirties, he was one of Timber Jenkins’—the alpha’s—closest advisors. You didn’t fuck with Cutter unless you wanted trouble from Timber himself, and Brody didn’t. 

	“There’s no proof of that,” Cutter said. “But since there’s a debate, what do you say to one more game?” He glanced at Jasmin, and Brody knew he didn’t want to re-escalate the feud with the Bad Bloods. “Money stays on the table. Both teams match it. Winner takes all.” 

	Was he crazy? What was he playing at? 

	It didn’t matter. Brody had maybe fifty bucks in his pocket, if that. He wondered how much blood-soaked money Jasmin had between her boobs. 

	Jasmin’s eyes narrowed. He could almost see the gears turning in her mind. They should have won that game, but that would have put them only eight hundred up. To make up the money Bastian had stolen from them, they would have had to bet it all again anyway. 

	But that was when she’d only put in two hundred. If she put up eight hundred more and they lost, she’d be out a thousand, plus the seven hundred from the other night. 

	Shit. He couldn’t let her risk it, even if she had that much on her. She was already reaching down inside her top again. 

	But he couldn’t give up, either. He didn’t have it in him. 

	“I don’t have cash on me, but I’ll put up my car,” Brody heard himself say. The bar went quiet. He knew they thought he was crazy. Hell, he was crazy. 

	Bastian snorted. “That rust-bucket ain’t worth more than a couple hundred.”

	“It’s worth a hell of a lot more than four hundred, and you know it,” he countered. “Cutter, witness.”

	The lieutenant nodded. That made it a pack matter. If he lost, Brody had to give up the car, and Bastian had to accept it as payment.

	Jasmin counted out four hundred more, Brody moved his hand, and she laid the money on the stack. Then she backed up and stood with him, shoulder to shoulder, her presence reassuring instead of distracting. They were in this together now. And Brody was going to have to run the damn table, and take his chances with being called out as a pro.

	Brody watched Bastian racking up the balls, and felt himself go into the zone.

	He’d been right the first time. He was going to regret this whole fucking night. 

	 

	Brody grabbed two more beers from the bar, handed one to Jasmin, and took a pull of his own to ease his dry throat. He could feel the tension in the room ratcheting up. Everyone in the bar seemed to be crowded around the table, some people standing on chairs to get a look. 

	Two thousand dollars, lying on the side of the table. And an IOU for Brody’s car on top of the stack.

	If he lost the car and his money, he was totally screwed. His hands started to sweat. 

	But it wasn’t just the heat and the crowd. He could feel the will of the pack turned against him. Nashville didn’t have the magical bond some of the other, smaller packs had—Nash Jenkins had won alpha by fighting his father, but he’d never renewed that bond.

	Some said it had weakened the pack. Soured them. 

	But wolves in a pack still felt something, even if they weren’t bound by magic. It was in their nature to bond, to think and hunt as one when they needed to. 

	They felt the belonging—and they felt when they were shut out of it. Ostracized. Alone. 

	His wolf wanted to howl with fear and anger. 

	His chest felt like an elephant was sitting on it. This was different from the cage fights; in a fight, he had to psych himself up. Get his wolf riled. 

	Here, his wolf was already anxious. Edgy. Too many scents and sounds, too much hostility from the other wolves. 

	Suddenly, he felt Jasmin’s hand on his back, light and sure. Warmth spread up his spine, blossomed in his chest. The tightness eased, and he could breathe again. 

	He wasn’t alone.

	Bastian came way too close to running the table, sinking five balls. 

	Damn. Brody had no choice. 

	He tried to narrow his focus to nothing but the table in front of him, the balls, the tip of the cue and the imaginary lines he was drawing on the table in his mind.

	He took three long, deep breaths, lined up his shot, and went for it all. 

	Lines and angles, forces and trajectories, odds and probabilities. It all clicked through his mind like information on a computer screen. 

	He paced the table, totally focused. Straight shot, bank shot, double shot, one tricky shot that bounced off the rail and came back to hit another ball and carom into the pocket. Blam. Blam. Blam. In minutes, there were only two solid balls left—the 6, and the 8-ball, sitting in an impossible position, tucked in behind one of Bastian’s remaining balls.

	If Brody sank the 6-ball, it would be impossible for him to get to the 8. If the cue ball hit Bastian’s ball before the 8-ball, which he would have to do, they’d lose. 

	He deliberately missed the six, managing to leave Trace in just as bad a position as he was in. Trace sank one ball, and table scratched instead of trying to separate his last ball from the 8 and taking a chance on hitting it illegally. 

	Jasmin lined up her shot. If she hit it right, she’d be in a perfect position to sink the 8. Or anyway, as good as it got in this fucked-up game.

	She’d put up the money. She deserved the takedown. And she could do it—she was the Demon Queen. He nodded at her. You got this.

	She gave him one long, enigmatic look, and shot at the 6.

	She missed it.

	What the fuck? There was no way she’d lost her nerve. Unless she didn’t think she could make the 8, and she’d deliberately bailed.

	Or she was giving him the takedown. But the Demon Queen never quit before the takedown.

	Bastian had a choice now. He could go after his final ball and hope he didn’t hit the 8, losing the game. Or he could scratch again, and let Brody have one more shot. 

	He chickened out, scratching, and it was Brody’s turn.

	He was ending this now. 

	The bar had gone silent. Brody sank the 6 easily, and was left with the 8, still hiding behind the 11-ball.

	He caught Jasmin’s eye, and then cut his eyes briefly to the money lying on the side of the table and lifted his chin ever so slightly.

	Go get it.

	Because there was a damn good possibility that when he made this last shot, they were going to have to run for it, and he sure as hell wasn’t leaving that money behind a second time. 

	He made a show of walking the table as if looking for a shot, even though he knew exactly how he was going to do it. 

	“Ain’t no way to make that, asshole,” Bastian said. “Just take your scratch and finish this.”

	Jasmin was heading for the chalk sitting on the side of the table next to the pile of cash. 

	“Fuck off, Bastian,” Brody said, still taking his time. 

	Jasmin picked up the chalk and began chalking her cue stick, eyes on him. She gave him the tiniest of nods.

	 “Eight ball, corner pocket.” Brody gestured with his cue stick. “Off that rail, that one, and that one.”

	Bastian laughed. Jasmin didn’t. She put the chalk down. Her hand rested on the table, right next to the money. 

	Brody positioned himself, leaned over the table, lined up his cue and shot. 

	Blam. Blam. Blam. Smack. 

	The cue ball caromed off the three rails he’d called, right into the sweet spot on the side of the 8-ball, without hitting the 11. 

	The 8-ball tipped into the corner pocket. 

	The game was over. They’d won.

	He felt like the whole place should erupt in cheers again, but of course it didn’t. Bastian wasn’t popular, but he was sure as hell more popular than Brody. And Jasmin wasn’t popular at all. 

	There was near dead-silence in the room. Bastian’s face was purple with fury, and he turned to grab the money before Brody could get to it. 

	But Jasmin had already scooped up the cash off the side of the table. She cocked her hips and looked up at Bastian. “Thanks for a fun evening, puppy. Let’s do it again sometime.”

	She sauntered toward the door. “See you soon.”

	Bastian started after her and Brody went to intercept, but Cutter was faster. He put his hand on Bastian’s shoulder and murmured into his ear, quietly but emphatically. 

	Jasmin passed Brody and stuffed a wad of bills into Brody’s pocket, his IOU peeking out between them. “There,” she said. “We’re even.”

	Her words barely registered—his attention was focused on the other wolves.

	Bastian shook his head like an angry bull and shrugged Cutter’s hand off his shoulder, but some of the tension drained from his body. It drained from Brody’s as well. It looked like Cutter had no intention of letting Bastian start another feud with the Bad Bloods. The first one had cost the pack a fuck-ton of money, considering they’d ended up buying the Bad Blood’s territory from Alexander Grant’s lawyers and signing it over to Flynn, along with a hefty settlement for damages caused when Randall Creston and Tyrone Jenkins had attacked them to try to kill Jesse Travis.

	Brody thanked whatever wolf gods existed that Cutter was here tonight. Then he realized the Demon Queen of the Amazon had disappeared out the door, without saying another word.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 8

	 

	 

	In a moment he was slamming out the door, his beer still in his hand. What the actual fuck? She sashayed in here, flirted with him, dared him to back her in this crazy stunt. They’d pulled it off—together—and now she was just taking off like he didn’t exist?

	He caught up to her just as she was getting to her truck, all the tension of the night erupting in anger. 

	 “What the hell was that?” he demanded. “We’re not ‘even.’”

	She faced him, that beautiful curtain of hair swinging as she turned. “What are you talking about? I divided the money fairly, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 

	He shook his head. “You’re a piece of work, you know that? That’s not what I’m worried about.”

	She shrugged. “Then you shouldn’t be worried about anything. I got you your money back. Take it and spend it on drugs or gambling debts or whatever was so important.”

	She opened the truck door, and he reached past her and slammed it shut. “Why did you do it?” he demanded. “You didn’t track me down and risk your pretty spotted fur by coming into a wolf bar you’ve never been to before, just to help me win my fucking money back. And if you did, I don’t need your pity.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Fine then. I was winning my money back. You were just along for the ride. What do you want me to do, fight you? Because I will, if it will make you take the money and shut up.” 

	He put his hands on his hips. “You’re going to fight me to make me keep the money.” This was insane.

	“I’m going to fight you to make you shut up.” 

	“Why’d you do it?”

	He held her gaze relentlessly. Her eyes were bright green, like new leaves in a forest, but opaque. If the eyes were the windows of the soul, hers had been shuttered for a long time.

	For the first time, she looked uncomfortable. “You ask a lot of fucking questions. Those assholes stole your money when you were trying to help me out. I owed you, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Now I can.”

	Damn it. He sent the beer bottle spinning off into the night, hearing it shatter on the ground. “You fucked up that last shot on purpose.” 

	He hadn’t meant to say that, but it just came out. It bugged him, like she’d challenged him, and then let him win. 

	Like she’d handed him the takedown. The Demon Queen always took the takedown. 

	She rolled her eyes again. “Give your male ego a rest, Wolf. Take your money and go home.” She took a step forward, her scent aggressive. “Or did you decide you want to fight after all? Because my jag is all riled up by that testosterone storm in there, and it wouldn’t take much to make her come out and play.”

	She ran her fingers over his shirt like she’d done to Bastian, claws out. The fabric slit underneath her razor-sharp touch, but she didn’t draw blood.

	He almost wished she would.

	He wanted to fight. He wanted to fuck. He didn’t know what he wanted, but she was driving him crazy. 

	“Fine then. Let’s play,” he growled. 

	He dug his fingers into the silky waterfall of hair at the back of her neck and pulled her to him, his lips crashing down on hers in a wild kiss.

	For a second she went totally still, and he thought—I’m fucking dead. But at least I got one more taste.

	And then her lips parted under his and she pressed up against him, hot and wild. The world narrowed down to lips and tongue and teeth and hands, the two of them plastered together, kissing and biting and running their hands over each other’s bodies in frantic haste. 

	She felt as good as he’d dreamed. No, better—the warm tight curve of her ass fit perfectly in his hands, and her breasts pressing against his chest were an oasis of softness compared to the lithe muscles on the rest of her body. He shivered at the heat of her hands when she touched his skin through the slits in his shirt where she’d parted the fabric.

	Feelings long-dormant in him came alive. His wolf howled inside him, and an aching need shuddered through him. He held her tight to him, running his fingers through her hair over and over the way he’d always wanted to, and its silky softness made him long for something he couldn’t name. 

	The scent of her arousal mixed with his own was so much more intoxicating than alcohol. He devoured her lips, high on the scent of her, knowing he’d lost his mind and never wanting it back. 

	His dick was hot and hard, straining against the seam of his jeans, and he let go of the silky strands of hair and cupped her ass again. He lifted her so that she straddled his hips, back against the side of the truck, and pressed his cock against the sweet spot between her thighs.

	Want me. Want me as much as I want you. 

	She gave a feral moan as he found the right spot, and he rolled his hips, caressing her through the tight cloth. 

	She nipped at his lower lip, sending his wolf growling, and then her teeth traveled down the side of his neck, not quite piercing the skin. His dick throbbed, and a deep moan forced its way out of his throat. He’d never wanted a woman this much. Not even close. 

	Her hands slid down the back of his jeans, tightening the pull on his dick. The feel of her warm skin on his naked ass drew another groan from him. 

	Brody reached around and pulled open the back door of the truck. It was an old one, with a bench seat in the back, and he pushed Jasmin onto the seat. Her ass had barely hit the vinyl before she was undoing his jeans. She put her hand inside his briefs and wrapped it around his swollen cock, sliding her fist up its length.

	He barely kept from letting out a full-blown howl. She slid backward across the seat without letting go of him, and he moved with her, managing to pull the door shut behind him. 

	He knelt above her, fumbling at her jeans, gritting his teeth in a strangled moan every time she pulled rhythmically at his cock. 

	This was insane. He was half-naked in Jasmin the Demon Queen’s truck right outside the Mad River Road House, where half the Nashville pack would love to catch him with his pants down. 

	Somehow that made it hotter. 

	He shoved her jeans partway down and then reached between her legs and found her soft hot pussy, already soaking wet. That alone almost sent him over the edge. 

	He stroked her, spreading her juices all the way up to her clit and down to her opening, over and over, wanting that feral cat moan that had turned him on so hard. 

	She gave a growl of frustration and kicked off her boots. He pulled her jeans off, then bent over, lifted her legs up over his shoulders and buried his face in her pussy. The heat and sent of her made him crazy, and he sucked on her clit, thrust his tongue into her core, licked every slick fold until she was whimpering. 

	He held her sweet, naked thighs apart until he was done with her, until she was bucking and moaning and exploding around him. She clutched at his thighs, tearing holes in his jeans with her claws, and he loved the pinpricks of pain as much as the sweet silky taste of her. 

	He lowered her hips and swiveled on the seat, pulling her up so that she straddled his lap. With one smooth, desperate thrust he was inside her, enveloped in her sex. 

	That, too, was a thousand times better than he’d imagined. Hotter, wetter, sexier.

	This time he couldn’t quite swallow the howl. 

	All the depression that had been plaguing him turned into something wild and crazed and fucking alive.

	Jasmin ripped bigger holes in his shirt, her hands eager for his flesh, stroking and scratching and stroking again, her head thrown back.

	He had to touch all of her. He had to taste all of her. Brody grabbed the hem of her shirt and pulled it off, exposing her breasts.

	She began to move, her eyes closed, but he wrapped one arm around her hips and held her still, completely sheathing him. Then he sucked one pinkish-brown nipple into his mouth. 

	She gasped and struggled, trying to fuck, but he held her still and concentrated on her breast, cupping it roughly in his hand, licking and sucking with a rhythm that he just barely echoed with his hips.

	She snarled softly, her muscles rigid, and her fingers dug into his shoulders. 

	He lavished attention on the tight bud of her nipple with his tongue and teeth and lips, and she moaned again, head thrown back, silky curtain of hair cascading over his arms. He loved the feel of it sliding over his skin, and he paused a moment to rip the remains of his shirt off so he could feel it around him. 

	He went back to sucking her, giving the other breast equal time, not slowing his pace. She was bucking her hips as much as she could in his iron-hard grasp, and he loved having her soft strength surrounding him, impaling it with his cock, driving this controlled woman out of control, giving her more pleasure than she wanted. 

	He wanted to give her more than she could take.

	He leaned her back against the seat, angling her hips back until he could slide his thumb in between them and tease her clit. She gasped, then bucked and came hard, igniting in his hands like dynamite, letting out another harsh snarl. “Fuck, yes,” she murmured. 

	Brody began thrusting into her, feeling her sliding along his length. He still fingered her clit, and she was gasping now, moving with the rhythm, moaning desperately as he felt the tension building in her again. 

	His wolf felt like he was on the hunt, chasing something unnamed and unnamable across a huge open expanse. The cadence of his running feet became the rhythm of their lovemaking, on and on, tirelessly, searching for that one prize just out of his reach. 

	And then his wolf leaped inside him, and he couldn’t hold back any more. He slammed himself upwards into Jasmin, still holding her hips so that he could get as deep inside her as he could, wanting to touch parts of her that no one else had ever touched. 

	The moment seemed to stretch out, his body on fire, all his nerve endings pulsing, his wolf reaching and grasping—and then he felt like his lungs and his cock exploded at the same time. 

	She screamed the moment he came, and she came again, this time clawing his back until she drew blood. He grabbed her behind the head and kissed her again, long and deep, their mouths connected as their bodies pulsed into one another. 

	 He felt her clench around him, and he rode out the waves of her climax, feeling every delicious aftershock through his whole body. 

	Her lips softened under his, and she went relaxed and boneless, like a sleeping cat. He kissed her over and over, stroking her hair and sipping at her lips, brushing them with his and then deepening the kiss again to drink his fill of her sweet essence. 

	Her body molded against him, all tension and resistance gone, and everything was suddenly right with his world.

	He felt a low rumble in her chest, almost like a purr.

	He moved his lips across her cheek, down her jawbone. “You’re so beautiful,” he said. “I knew there was something soft and sweet underneath that badass cat.”

	Her whole body froze.

	And then she was scrambling away from him, snarling, out the other door of the truck. For one moment she stood in the moonlight, naked and magnificent, and then her jaguar burst out of her body with a scream.

	Brody held his breath, waiting for the attack. 

	It never came. She gave him one furious look from her gold-green eyes, and vanished into the night. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 9

	 

	 

	Brody sat in the back seat of Jasmin’s pickup, his breath fogging in the frosty air, wondering what the hell just happened. 

	Because one minute he was having a fucking out-of-body experience, and the next he was sitting alone with his pants around his ankles, feeling like a total fool. 

	He heard the slam of the bar door and voices coming across the parking lot. He wrestled his jeans back on in a hurry—the last thing he needed was for his not-so-loving packmates to find him butt-naked. 

	He found his torn-up shirt tangled with Jasmin’s slinky red one. He brought the smooth fabric to his nose and inhaled her spicy scent. An overwhelming feeling of loss and longing slammed over him. 

	It was just sex in the back seat of a truck, he tried to tell himself. It probably didn’t mean anything. Hell, parking lot sex was pretty much the definition of meaningless. 

	So why did he feel like he’d been shattered, and didn’t know how to put himself back together because none of the pieces fit together the same way?

	It couldn’t be possible she didn’t feel anything. 

	He let the fabric slide through his fingers, remembering the feel of her hair slipping over his skin, her warm softness sheathing him. His belly clenched and his chest ached. His wolf whined. 

	She didn’t want him. She hadn’t just walked away—she’d run like her fur was on fire. He should just lock her stuff in her truck and go. 

	He couldn’t make himself do it. He couldn’t put down the shirt, couldn’t shut the truck door, couldn’t walk the hell away. Just the thought of it made the shattered pieces of him feel like they were being crushed to powder.

	Brody stood for a long moment, stroking the soft red fabric.

	Then he picked up her jeans and searched the pockets for her keys and her pool winnings. He locked up her truck, taking her things with him. 

	He got into his car—an old Chevelle he’d bought when he sold his other ride to make money. Back when he still had stuff to sell, and hadn’t sunk down to having to fight instead. 

	He grabbed another shirt out of the back seat to replace the one Jasmin had shredded, and shrugged on his jacket, sticking her keys and money in the side pocket.

	Then he fired up the Chevelle and headed out to forbidden land—Bad Blood territory. 

	 

	As he bumped up the dirt road towards the Bad Bloods’ compound, Brody tried not to think about all the reasons this was a really bad idea. 

	Starting with the fact that he was a known enemy coming into the territory of a certifiably crazy, utterly paranoid badass lion shifter, uninvited and in the middle of the night.

	He figured he had a fifty-fifty chance of being dead within sixty seconds of getting out of the car. 

	Even so, something kept pulling him forward. Death wish, probably. He pulled into the compound and parked in an empty space amid the random array of trucks dotting the clearing.

	His wolf sight was sharp, even in the dark, and he could see that the place was covered in Christmas decorations. The only ones still lit up were a row of three wire deer covered in white lights, hanging by their hind feet from the fat limb of an oak tree with their heads down, like hunters’ kills.

	From their necks fell strings of red lights that pooled on the ground. It looked like someone had shot three of Santa’s reindeer and left the bloody carcasses to drain. With festive lights.

	He didn’t know whether to laugh, or get back in his car and drive the hell away. The Bad Bloods really were fucking crazy. 

	He gathered up Jasmin’s clothes and then got slowly out of the car, senses alert. 

	Everything was dark, cold, and silent, except for the faint smell of smoke from a couple of wood stoves.

	This was such a bad idea. He didn’t even know which building Jasmin slept in. 

	He could smell crisscrossing scent trails, old and new. Lion. Two strange cats, the grizzly, and another bear. 

	And Jasmin. A tantalizing hint of fresh scent. 

	He closed his eyes, trying to sense her presence in the night. Something prickled up the back of his spine. There was more than one presence out here, looming in the shadows. 

	Watching him. 

	He opened his eyes again, scanning the trees. He thought he saw a bulky shadow, but then he blinked and it was gone.

	The prickle on his spine turned to goose bumps.

	Then he saw her. 

	A sinuous shadow on the other side of the clearing, near where a path led to two darkened structures that looked like trailers. He’d know her anywhere. 

	The shadowy form paused, and its head turned toward him. He saw the flash of green-gold eyes, and a glimpse of tawny spotted fur. 

	He held his breath. 

	She didn’t acknowledge him. She just jumped onto the roof of one of the sheds that lined the edge of the clearing. He heard the creak of skylight hinges, and then she jumped down inside the building and disappeared.

	Was that an invitation? Or a ‘fuck you’? Brody shook his head. Didn’t matter. He was here now, and there was no sense in wasting a perfectly good death wish. 

	He strode over to the shed, knocked once, and then opened the door and stepped inside. 

	 

	The inside of the shed was like a damn monk’s cell. Maybe fifteen by twelve, with a woodstove in the corner, bare sheetrock walls and hardly any furniture. 

	And a deadly jaguar, who somehow looked bigger inside the small space. She was half-crouched on the futon, hackles raised, making small snarling noises in her throat.

	Oh, shit. He raised her pile of clothes in front of him like a shield. Or an offering to an angry goddess. 

	“I brought your clothes back. And your keys, and your money.” He fumbled in his pocket, bringing out the keys and the cash.

	Jasmin was still making those throaty noises, and her muscles quivered like she was holding herself back from attacking. 

	He’d been right the first time. Bad, bad idea.

	And then her scent hit him. Wild and spicy, and angry and… scared. 

	Holy shit, she was terrified. 

	The realization cut through him like a knife. The Demon Queen of the Amazon shouldn’t be this scared. It physically hurt him, and all he could think about was making it better. 

	He let the pile of stuff drop, not even caring that it scattered on the floor. He stepped forward, hands out with his palms toward her. 

	“Hey there. You okay?” The growling eased, and she stared at him with those gorgeous eyes, the tip of her tail twitching. 

	He kept moving, very slowly, speaking softly and trying not to spook her. What had he done that scared her so much?

	“I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I don’t know what I did, but whatever it was, I didn’t mean it. Can you Change and talk to me?”

	She made those noises again, low and distressed. 

	“Okay. It’s okay. You don’t have to Change. You’re fine. You’re beautiful.” 

	He reached the edge of the futon and knelt. She didn’t attack. She didn’t move.

	“Can I touch you?”

	The noises in her throat stopped, and her eyes widened. Fear? Surprise?

	What the hell. He could probably get out the door and make it to the car before she killed him.

	He reached out one hand and rubbed it lightly up the side of her face. 

	No bite. No claws.

	Tentatively, he stroked the fur between her ears. So soft. He ran his hand down her head and neck, smoothing the bristling fur. 

	When she didn’t try to kill him, he did it again, and again, trying to soothe her with his touch. Gradually he felt the skin and muscles relax. 

	But he still hurt inside. From the pain of her running, from the pain of knowing he’d done something wrong. 

	He wanted—he didn’t know what he wanted. Except his heart still felt raw and sore and needy, and he longed for a gentle touch. A human touch. 

	He stilled his hand. “Can I tell you something?” he said softly. 

	She turned her head and stared at him, then lowered her body until she was lying on the futon. He took that for a ‘yes.’

	He gave a self-conscious laugh, pulling his hands back into his lap. Out of habit, he found a quarter in his jacket pocket, and started spinning it between his fingers.

	“You scare the hell out of me, you know that?” he said. “And not just because you’re so beautiful, and so badass. And could probably tear me apart.” Her tail twitched, but she was still watching him. Still listening. 

	“But because… shit.”

	Man up, Jameson, he told himself.

	“Because you’re so out of my league,” he said in a rush. “I kind of used to fantasize about you, about talking to you, asking you out, having wild amazing sex with you somewhere that wasn’t the back of a truck. And even with all that, what just happened a little while ago was so way more amazing than I ever imagined.”

	She was still watching him intently, and he just babbled on. It was a relief to have somebody to talk to. He was so fucking tired of being ostracized, being lonely, carrying so much all by himself. He was a wolf, made to be in a pack.

	He was never meant to be alone. 

	“Truthfully,” he said, staring down at his scratched-up arms, “my life pretty much sucks right now. You might have noticed that I’m not a fan favorite in the Nashville pack. I don’t know how jaguars feel about their crews, but for wolves… well, the pack bond is everything. If your pack hates you, it hurts you … here.”

	He put his fist over his heart. 

	“But every time I’m around you, every time you touch me, I start to feel better. Like that weight on my chest is lifted, and I can breathe again.” 

	He shifted his weight on the futon and looked into her eyes. “I want to know what this is, what I feel when we’re together. I want to know if you feel it too.”

	He wished to hell he was getting some reaction from her. Something to tell him if she even cared what he was saying. 

	“You’re the first good thing that’s happened to me in a really long time. And I get you have your own shit going on. But I thought…”

	He trailed off, dropping his head into his hands and tangling his fingers in his hair. This was going nowhere. He was talking to a fucking cat. He shoved his hair back and got to his feet. 

	“Ah, fuck it,” he said. “You don’t owe me anything. You already helped me more than I deserved. And whatever I felt tonight… you obviously didn’t.”

	He walked to the door. “Thanks for helping me get my money back. You’ll never know how much that meant.” He felt like his heart was ripping apart. She didn’t care. She never would. “Have a nice life, Demazon.”

	He was already stepping outside when he heard the soft ‘pops’ of bones breaking, and then Jasmin’s low, gravelly voice. 

	“Don’t go.”

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 10

	 

	 

	Brody stopped halfway out the door. Jasmin waited, crouched on the bed, naked and vulnerable.

	This was crazy. She should just let him go. He was a wolf—a Nashville wolf—and whatever either one of them had felt in the back of that truck, this couldn’t ever be anything. 

	But she still couldn’t let him walk out, looking so lost and hopeless. It made her chest hurt inside.

	“You can stay for a while. If you want.”

	He turned around, gazing at her with those gorgeous blue-green eyes. They showed everything he was feeling. Pain and defeat. Fear, loneliness, anger. And a tiny bit of hope. 

	He looked afraid to hope. She didn’t want him to be afraid.

	“Don’t go.” It was a whisper this time. 

	He closed the door and leaned against it. The dim light played off his chiseled cheekbones, and the muscles in his legs flexed inside his jeans. She could still feel the touch of those long-fingered hands on her skin. It made her shiver. 

	His face was tight and closed. He didn’t know his eyes were giving him away. 

	“Why did you run?” he demanded. “We had something. You must have felt it. It was like—” He broke off, shoving his hands in his jacket pockets and clenching them into fists. “Shit,” he muttered, staring at the floor. 

	“It was like something exploded inside me. You woke up feelings I haven’t had in—hell, you woke up things I’ve never felt. It has to mean something.” 

	She didn’t answer—she couldn’t. Too many feelings were swirling around inside her, blocking her throat, choking off her voice. He sighed, and something inside him seemed to crumble.

	He looked up at her, his voice desolate. “I just want one thing in my fucked-up life to mean something.” 

	Brody hurts. Make it stop. Her jag was getting frantic again, like she had when he almost walked out. 

	Without thinking, Jasmin got up off the futon and crossed the room, pressing herself against him, resting her head on his chest and encircling him with her arms.

	“I don’t know what it means,” she said. “I don’t. But maybe we can find out.”

	She felt him take a long, hitching breath, and then let it out, some of the tension and stress going with it. He wrapped his arms around her, one hand cupping the back of her head, his cheek resting on her hair. 

	They stood that way for a long time, holding each other. 

	Jasmin didn’t know what to do next. She was so used to being hard and tough, and now her armor was broken in pieces and she was like a sea creature, all soft and vulnerable without its shell. 

	She didn’t know what to do with that feeling. 

	“I’m not what you’re looking for,” she said finally.

	Brody loosened his arms and pulled back just enough so he could look down into her face. 

	“How do you know?” he said. “I don’t even know what I’m looking for.”

	“You said it in the truck,” she said. “You want someone soft. I’m not soft.” It was important that he understand that. “I don’t do soft, and I don’t do gentle.”

	And I don’t do love. Those things made you vulnerable. Weak. She couldn’t afford to be weak. 

	He went quiet for a minute, obviously thinking. His fingers moved through her hair, stroking it gently. It was almost like the feeling she had when he stroked her fur. It was… nice. 

	Finally he said, “You were gentle when you fixed up my ear.”

	She snorted. “I called you a crybaby.”

	He grinned. “Yeah. It was hot.” 

	She shook her head. “You’re a strange man, Wolf.”

	His grin faded, and his eyes turned serious. “It’s not what you say,” he told her. “It’s here.”

	He skimmed his fingers down her arms until he got to her hands. He picked them up and kissed the knuckles softly, one on each hand. “Your hands say what’s in your heart.”

	She didn’t know what was in her heart. She’d slammed the door on all that when she’d turned her back on the person her family wanted her to be.

	He seemed to sense her uncertainty. He let go of her hands and stretched his arm, reaching over to grab one of her oversized shirts off a hook on the wall. 

	“Put this on,” he said. 

	Jasmin narrowed her eyes. “You don’t want me naked?”

	The grin came back. “I will probably always want you naked. But this—whatever it is—is about more than getting naked.”

	That made no sense. All male/female relationships were about getting naked. “What are we supposed to do if we’re not naked?”

	Brody laughed. It was a nice sound, deep and rich. She realized she’d never seen a full-on, genuine smile on his face before. He was breathtakingly hot when he smiled all the way to his eyes. 

	“We’ll get to know each other. Put the shirt on. Where’s your hairbrush?”

	“What?”

	“Never mind, I see it.” He grabbed her hairbrush off the top of the dresser and led her to the futon, shrugging his jacket off while she slipped the shirt on. 

	“Sit down. This way.” He positioned her so she was sitting with her back to him. He sat down, and she felt him gather her hair into his hands. 

	“I used to brush my mom’s hair, when I was little,” he said. He started at the ends, easing the tangles out, gripping the hair about halfway up so it wouldn’t pull at her scalp. “She was a wolf, not a cat, but she liked it.”

	He’d said was. “Is she—did she die young?” Jasmin asked. 

	“No,” Brody said. “She left. When I was six.”

	“Oh.” She felt a little piece of her heart break for him. She pictured a little boy brushing his mother’s hair, so sweet and careful, and then one day she just wasn’t there. What could have made her leave him? 

	“What happened?” she asked. 

	Brody moved the brush further up her hair, encountering another tangle. “She had problems,” he said briefly. “It was better for everyone that she went.”

	His voice was cool, but she could recognize armor when she heard it. There was a deep wound there he was protecting. “I’m sorry,” she said. 

	“Yeah.” He teased the tangle out, and moved on to the next one. 

	He said, “I heard you cursing out Bastian in Portuguese. Did you grow up in Brazil?”

	A not-so-subtle subject change. “I was born there,” she said. “We lived there until I was five, and then we moved to Florida. I grew up in the Everglades.”

	“Cool,” Brody said. “Were your family crocodile hunters? Tell me you were crocodile hunters. That would be so awesome.”

	That made her smile. “Sorry,” she said. “My dad was an accountant.” 

	“God, really? That’s so boring,” Brody said. 

	Yeah. So boring that he took his frustrations out on the women in his life. 

	“I’m disappointed,” Brody went on. “I figured you came from a long line of superheroes.” 

	“Well, if I did, I wouldn’t be allowed to tell you, would I? Although ‘mild-mannered accountant for a boring metropolitan corporation’ would make the perfect cover for a superhero. Just sayin’.”

	“Is that what you did too? For work, I mean?” Brody had smoothed out all the tangles, and now he was brushing her hair in long strokes. It was soothing. She could see why his mom had liked it. 

	“Hell, no,” Jasmin said. Like she’d want to be anything like her dad. “I was a professional chef.” 

	Brody stopped brushing. “For real? That’s almost as cool as crocodile hunting. Did you wear a white coat and make unpronounceable dishes with squiggly garnishes for hipsters to ooh and aah over? And did you salute and say ‘yes, Chef!’ to some screaming tyrant, like on TV?”

	“All of the above,” she said. “In a very fancy hipster restaurant in St. Louis. Except I was the screaming tyrant and everyone saluted me. It was awesome. Yelling at the crew when they mince instead of dice isn’t nearly as satisfying.” 

	She heard the grin in Brody’s voice. “Head chef? Wow. Why’d you leave?”

	Brody had gone back to brushing her hair. Every few strokes, he ran his fingers through it. She liked how that felt. 

	His question brought her own armor back. “Alexander Grant,” she said, her voice hard. “And his ‘make shifters into pets for the wealthy’ program.”

	Brody’s hands stilled. “Hell, I’m sorry,” he said. “Stupid question.”

	She shrugged. It wasn’t like people didn’t know. “We got out,” she said. “And now I get to cook in Alexander Fucking Grant’s state-of-the-art kitchen every day, and lounge on his expensive furniture, and drink his black label whiskey and brandy. And he’s the one in a cell.”

	He should be dead. She still dreamed of bleeding him slowly, toying with him like he was a mouse in her paws. But at least he was locked up. She hoped the prison guards and the other inmates were treating him very, very badly.

	Brody began brushing her hair again. “He should be fucking dead,” he said, as if he’d heard her thoughts.

	No argument from her.

	He gathered her hair together, then let it spill back down, as if he liked playing with it. He went on, “You ever think of going back to cooking? I mean, chef-ing?”

	“Sometimes,” she said. “I don’t know if my jag can handle it now, though. Too much stress, and not allowed to bleed anybody.” 

	He gave a snort of laughter, but when he spoke, his voice was serious. “Give her a little time.”

	He had no idea. Jasmin didn’t know if she’d ever be fit to be around people again. 

	She just nodded, though. “I’ve been thinking of getting a job as a cook in a lower-key kind of place. To start out.”

	“Not a bad idea. What does your crew think?”

	“I haven’t told them, but they’re gonna hate it if I’m working every night. Right now I do all the cooking, and those assholes are spoiled rotten. Except breakfast. I don’t do breakfast.” 

	“Cold cereal never hurt anybody.” 

	“Nah, Flynn usually does breakfast. He makes killer pancakes, for an amateur.” 

	“I’ve only met Flynn once, but I’m having trouble imagining him making pancakes. Of course, that could be because he was strapped with about six different firearms at the time.”

	“He’s multifaceted,” Jasmin said. Brody snorted.

	She wondered what Flynn would think of Brody being here. Of them ‘getting to know each other.’ She’d promised not to bring his trouble home with her. 

	He scooped her hair up again, and slid the collar of her shirt down, kissing her on the shoulder. His lips were soft, and the scruff on his face rasped lightly against her skin. 

	“See, we got to know each other a little,” he said, echoing her thoughts again. It was uncanny. “Like normal people. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

	“I guess not.” His lips were moving up her neck, and she had to hold back the urge to start purring. “It wasn’t as much fun as being naked, though.” 

	“No?” 

	He’d reached that place just below her ear, and she couldn’t help but let out the tiniest little moan. She felt his grin this time, and he sucked on the spot, his teeth grazing the skin.

	Goosebumps spread down her chest, and her nipples tightened. “I still don’t understand why you don’t want naked.”

	His tongue made a slow circle on the side of her neck before he answered. “I might have changed my mind about that.” 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 11

	 

	 

	This time, he was the one who was soft. Soft kisses, soft murmurs, soft touches. 

	Jasmin never knew soft could be so sexy. 

	His body was hard and his spirit was wild, but he kept it all reined in. Instead of the violent headlong desperate need of a few hours ago, he coaxed her with his lips, his tongue, his fingertips. 

	Lips on her neck, finding all her tender, sensitive places.

	Tongue sliding over her skin. Under her ear, down her spine, in the hollow of her collarbone. 

	Fingertips grazing the curves of her body. Ribs, hipbones, the small of her back. Thighs and breasts. Feather-light pressure, sizzling over her skin, spreading heat and lightning wherever they touched. 

	Brody took off his shirt and she leaned back against him. Skin to skin. Heat to heat. 

	Heat pooling in her belly, between her legs. Her shirt disappeared, and she was naked under his hands, turning boneless under those soft, deliberate touches. 

	She wanted more, and she never wanted it to stop. 

	He wound his fingers through her hair, stroking her body with it. It felt soft and silky and erotic, sliding over her skin, followed by more kisses. More swirls of his tongue, wet heat and cool breath. 

	She could feel his heart pounding, belying the slowness of his touch. She could feel him wanting her—the swell of his cock, the thunder of his blood. His fingers drifted up her thighs, stroking, stroking, stoking the fire between her legs.

	The memory of him inside her made her belly clench. His mouth on her, his hot cock thrusting into her core, shattering her from the inside out. 

	She wanted that again. She wanted more. Wanted to taste him and touch him and draw him within her. 

	He laid her down on the bed, lifting her hands over her head and running his palms up the insides of her arms. He pinned her wrists lightly to the bed, lying against her and covering her mouth with his.

	Slow. Leisurely. Exploring with his tongue. Tasting with his lips. Sucking her lower lip into his mouth, just barely grazing it with his teeth before taking her once more in a deep, soul-penetrating kiss. 

	Something inside Jasmin opened like a jungle flower. Heat and wet and intoxicating scents. Arousal and longing. 

	He freed her hands and rolled to the side, unfastening his jeans. She reached for him, cupping his muscular ass before sliding her hand around to free his swollen cock.

	He sucked his breath in when she touched him, and his heartrate ratcheted up. 

	She pushed him over on his back. Her turn to go slow. 

	She took off his boots before she eased his jeans off. She raked her nails lightly over the inside of his thigh, watching his muscles clench. Her tongue followed in a slow lick from his knee to the crease of his hip. 

	He tasted of sweat and salt, and the unique musk that said Brody. 

	His cock was heavy, begging for a taste. She licked it, slowly, from the base to the tip, sliding the head into her mouth and out again. 

	His moan went straight to her sex. She licked and sucked, learning his scent and his taste, what made him writhe and moan and clutch at her shoulders, fist his fingers in her hair. 

	Without warning, he shifted position and pulled her hips around, spreading her thighs over his face. His tongue found her core while she still worked his shaft, and sensation shivered through her as they both gave and received pleasure simultaneously. 

	Jasmin felt her climax cresting, her whole focus on Brody’s lips and tongue caressing her pussy, and the feel and taste of his shaft in her mouth. She cried out, shuddering, her body shaking with emotion and sensation. He held her to him, licking at her as his hips bucked, and she forgot everything but the wild pulsing all through her. 

	When he had pulled every ounce of her climax from her, Brody lifted her hips and slid backwards. Before she had even recovered, he was on his knees behind her, thrusting into her entrance, so wet and ready for him. 

	He gave a long, low groan as he entered her, as if he’d been waiting his whole life for this. He pushed into her, his huge length filling her completely, holding her hips as he found a home inside her. 

	His thrusts were long and slow, immediately starting another rise of pleasure. Her jag was ecstatic, loving the feel of Brody behind her, the press of his hips kissing her buttocks with every thrust. She was snarling softly, with pleasure rather than anger, pushing backwards to take as much of him as she could.

	Sexy wolf, strong and hard, soft and gentle. He was everything. So good. So fucking good. 

	Brody’s thrusts grew faster and stronger, sending her up to the edge again. He leaned over her, one arm on the futon next to her, one hand caressing her breasts, his lips moving on the back of her neck. 

	“Oh, yeah,” he was whispering. “So beautiful. So hot and sweet.”

	She could feel his climax building along with her own, the tension in his body, the gasp of his breath, the thunder of his heartbeat. Finally he gave one last deep thrust, then wrapped his arm around her waist. He sat back on his heels with her on his lap, still inside her, teeth lightly gripping her neck, fingers sliding down to caress her clit.

	They exploded together, completely undone, their minds full of nothing but heat and skin, pounding blood and cascading emotion. 

	 

	It took a long time for them to come down. At some point, Jasmin became aware that she was twined around Brody, wrapped in his arms, head on his chest.

	It took another minute for her to realize that low, vibrating rumble she felt was her jag. Purring. 

	Underneath that she could hear his heart beating—a slow comforting rhythm. He ran his fingers lightly down her back to the curve of her hip, and back up again, as if memorizing her contours. 

	Out of the blue, he said, “I want to spend the day with you tomorrow.”

	Jasmin felt herself tense, and willed her muscles to relax again. “Why?” 

	Brody gave a little huff of laughter. “Geez,” he said. “I suck at relationships, but I’m going to look like a star next to you.” 

	She curved her fingers, letting her claws out the tiniest bit and pricking his chest. “No need to be insulting.”

	“Fine,” he said. “I will explain the complex intricacies of relationships. I want to get to know you better. Meet your crew.”

	“My crew is insane, loyal, good-hearted, fucked-up, and homicidal. And one of them is obsessed with Christmas. There. Now you don’t need to meet them.”

	Brody went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “I want to eat with you, and annoy you by stealing food off your plate. Walk with you in the woods. Kiss you under some mistletoe. Take you out for ice cream. Just… I don’t know.” A serious note crept into his voice. “I want to keep trying to figure out what this is, that makes me feel so damned good when I’m near you.”

	His voice grew softer. “And makes me feel like I don’t want to leave you.” 

	She felt good when she was near him, too. Too good. This was probably the way her mother had gotten sucked in, and her grandmother and all the jaguar women before her.

	She should say no. Make him go, make him give her space. But when she opened her mouth, what came out was, “We’ll see.” 

	Brody kissed her hair gently and didn’t say anything more, but she could tell he was disappointed. She could also tell he wasn’t giving up. The White Tornado never gave up. He just locked his jaws and held on until his opponent tapped out. 

	His jaws were locked on her now. Too bad for him, her jag would never submit. She didn’t know why that knowledge suddenly made her sad.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 12

	 

	 

	When Brody woke up, the bed next to him was empty. The woodstove had almost gone out and the skylight was open, letting frosty air pour into the little shed.

	Brody dressed quickly, the cold penetrating into his gut. He’d asked Jasmin if he could spend the day with her. This was looking a lot like a ‘no.’

	 He thought he remembered her jaguar rubbing its face against his, just before she left in the middle of the night while he was half asleep. He’d hoped it was a gesture of affection.

	Now he was thinking it was ‘goodbye.’

	When he stepped out of the shed, he saw no one but a man up in the oak tree, busily hanging a fourth reindeer ‘corpse’ from the limb he was sitting on. He had on all black—jeans, t-shirt and fleece-lined denim jacket—and his black hair tumbled down over his collar. 

	“Nice decorations,” Brody called out casually. “Nothing like dead animals to make Christmas feel festive.”

	The guy gave him a feral grin. “That’s what I always say.” He jumped off the tree branch, landing gracefully on the ground eight feet below. “I’m Xander. Panther. I like to kill stuff. You looking for Jasmin?”

	“Uh, yeah.” 

	“Come on inside, then.” He headed for the main house.

	When they stepped inside, there was no Jasmin, only a blond man measuring coffee into the coffeemaker. He glanced up in surprise. 

	“Who the fuck is that?” he asked, looking at Brody. 

	“It’s a Nashville wolf,” Xander said. “I think it’s a stray.”

	“And you didn’t kill it yet?” the man asked. “Why not?”

	“That’s Sloan,” Xander said, as Brody backed up a couple of steps, trying to keep both of them in his line of sight and hoping he could take them. “Sloan doesn’t really like to kill stuff that much. He usually lets me do it.” 

	“You’re welcome,” Sloan muttered.

	“You don’t actually need to kill me,” Brody said. He wasn’t sure if they were really hostile, or just fucking with him.

	“You’re Nashville,” Xander said. “Nashville tried to kill us.”

	“I actually fought on the other side,” Brody told him. “With Donnie Jenkins?”

	Xander narrowed his eyes. “I don’t remember you.”

	“Um, I think you were kind of passed out at the time,” Brody said. “Poisoned?”

	“Hmph,” Xander grunted. “That wasn’t my fault.” 

	At that moment, Jasmin walked in from the back of the house, fresh from the shower, wearing sweats and rubbing her wet hair with a towel. The feelings from last night hit Brody in the gut like a sucker punch. 

	“Shit,” she said, looking at Brody, then at Xander. “Where did he come from?”

	Not exactly the welcome he’d been hoping for. But she didn’t sound pissed. More… surprised. Maybe that was a little smile at the corners of her mouth? 

	“He followed you home,” Xander said. “I think he’s a stray.” 

	Sloan finished measuring coffee and pushed the ‘start’ button. He gave Jasmin an exaggerated ‘what did you expect?’ look. “You fed it, didn’t you,” he said. “How many times do I have to tell you? If you feed them, they just keep coming around.”

	“That explains you two, then,” Jasmin said. She was smiling. Brody felt himself start to relax, warmth spreading through him. Maybe he could still convince her to let him spend the day. 

	“She didn’t feed it,” Xander said. “I think she did the boingo-boingo with it. Now it’ll never leave.” 

	Jasmin head-smacked him as she went by. 

	“Then it better be able to make itself useful in the kitchen,” Jasmin said. “Because I’m about to make dinner for the crockpot, and those who do not help do not eat.”

	Brody only wished he’d be able to stay for dinner, but he was supposed to meet his contact tonight. He wasn’t about to bring that up now, though. Not if she was going to let him stay. 

	“I can do that,” he said. “Just tell me what you need.”

	“Brace yourself,” Xander advised. “Those who do help get yelled at a lot. Hope you’re not a sensitive little puppy.” 

	“I hope you can tell the difference between cubes and slices,” Jasmin said. “Unlike certain asshole panthers.”

	Brody saluted. “Yes, Chef.” Her smile got a little bigger, even though she was trying to hide it. 

	“It doesn’t matter,” Xander said. “It’s like one of those evil chef shows on TV. You get abused no matter what you do.” 

	“Not scared,” Brody said. “I’m going to wow you with my knife-wielding prowess.”

	There were snorts and snickers all around the kitchen. 

	“Sucker,” Sloan coughed behind his hand. 

	Jasmin handed Brody an onion, a cutting board, and a French chef knife. “I need this diced,” she said. “For those unaware of it, dice are cube-shaped.” 

	“I like the sexy Iron Chef thing you have going on,” he murmured.

	She just gave him a sideways glance and said, “Impress me, Tornado.” 

	She turned away, but not before brushing her hand over his ass. Brody willed his dick to stay down, but it was a losing battle. 

	Jasmin started gathering ingredients and measuring things into bowls. She was just as beautiful doing that as she was fighting in a cage. She had a fluid economy of movement that just made him want to pull her on his lap and bite the side of her neck to feel her writhe…

	“Hey!” Xander elbowed him in the ribs. “Better slap down that boner and get to work, or that knife will probably end up where the sun don’t shine.”

	He leaned on the countertop at Brody’s elbow, giving him ‘the benefit of his knife-wielding experience,’ explaining the difference between chopping and mincing in excruciating and totally inaccurate detail.

	Brody knew Jasmin was watching, even though she pretended to ignore him. Sloan was peeling potatoes and smirking. 

	Showtime. 

	Brody set the onion on the cutting board and the knife slipped effortlessly into his hand. He hadn’t cooked much lately, but…

	With three strokes, he slashed the onion into four sections. Blade flashing at warp speed, he moved down the row until he had four piles of onion, each cut to a different size. 

	He pointed with the knife blade. “Sliced, diced, chopped, minced.” In one quick movement, he wrapped his left elbow around Xander’s neck and held the blade to his throat. “Dead.” 

	The whole room went still. Brody released Xander. “Any questions?” 

	Sloan turned to Jasmin, potato peeler poised. “I like him,” he said. 

	Jasmin was staring at him as if he were Thor defeating Loki in a superhero movie. She walked over, hooked her finger through the belt loop of his jeans, and whispered in his ear, “That was so hot.” 

	Brody melted.

	“Dude,” Xander said. “That was amazing. You’re like, Jasmin’s perfect wife.” Jasmin head-smacked him again. 

	A deep voice came from behind them. “Who the fuck is that?”

	Brody sighed. 

	“Hey, Dad!” Xander said. “It’s a puppy. It followed Jaz home. Can we keep it?”

	Brody turned to see an enormous man padding down the curved staircase. He wore only a pair of jeans—sort of. There seemed to be more rips than fabric, and large expanses of skin were showing through. His tangle of black dreadlocks was wild and unkempt, and his alpha presence rolled out before him. 

	Holy fuck, this guy had more alpha in his little finger than the Nashville pack’s whole leadership team, alpha and lieutenants combined. 

	Jasmin’s face went still, but she kept her fingers in his belt loop. “Flynn, this is Brody Jameson. Brody, this is Flynn, our alpha. Brody’s from the Nashville pack,” she added.

	“Not from the evil murdering douchebag part, though,” Xander said. “He says he’s one of Donnie’s guys.”

	Flynn looked him over. His eyes were dark brown—almost black—filled with cool calculation and formidable intelligence. 

	“I thought all Donnie’s people moved to Idaho.”

	“I didn’t go,” Brody said. “Personal reasons.” 

	Flynn just held him in that steady gaze. Brody felt like a butterfly pinned to a board.

	Then he turned his gaze to Jasmin. “Where’s my truck?” 

	“Parking lot, Mad River Road House,” she said. “You need it? I was going to go over later and get it.” 

	Flynn shook his head. “Later’s fine.” He went over to the coffee pot, which was still filling. He picked up a mug and swapped it with the pot, letting the coffee drip straight into it, and then poured more coffee from the partly filled pot into the mug. He swapped them back.

	“So, Brody,” he said. “You ever been on Tinder?”

	What?

	Jasmin gave a muffled snort, patted Brody’s ass and went back to cooking. 

	“Um, no,” Brody said. 

	“I heard you’re supposed to wear pants on dates.” 

	Ooookay. If this was a test, it was the weirdest one he’d ever heard of.

	Brody considered. “I doubt that’s in the Terms of Service. And isn’t the whole point of a hookup app to end up not wearing pants?” 

	 Flynn nodded. “My thoughts exactly.” 

	He added cream to his coffee and said, “Don’t fuck with my crew, or I’ll kill you.” He wandered out. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 13

	 

	 

	Jasmin couldn’t believe Brody had stayed. After she’d gone jag in the middle of the night, she’d figured he’d take off. But he stuck around and helped her make dinner, made friends with the crew, and insinuated himself easily in arguments about sports and debates over TV shows and assassination techniques.

	That place inside her that had gone all warm and squishy last night still bubbled with feeling. She didn’t quite know what to do with that. 

	She liked having Brody here.

	She didn’t know what to do with that, either. 

	She could feel him watching her at odd moments. She knew he wanted something from her—some kind of relationshippy thing that she was pretty sure she didn’t know how to do. She kept waiting for him to get bored and leave, but he didn’t. 

	Instead, he offered to take her over to the bar and pick up Flynn’s truck. But when they got to the turnoff, he went on by. 

	Jasmin twisted her head and watched it disappear. “You know it was that way, right?” 

	“I know. We’re going to town first.”

	She frowned. “What for?”

	“I’m taking you to lunch.” 

	“What, like a date?” Jasmin felt a little flash of panic. She didn’t do dates. She didn’t know how to do dates.

	“Yes,” Brody said. “Exactly like a date. We’re going to my favorite restaurant, and we’re having food there, for which I will pay. Datelike.” 

	“You should have asked me first.”

	“You would have said no.” 

	True.

	Jasmin tried again. “I hate eating at restaurants. The food pisses me off because I’m always thinking about how I could do it better.”

	Brody grinned. “Excellent. Tell Toni that. He’s the owner—he loves to talk cooking. He’s the one who taught me how to wield a knife.” 

	Huh. It might be kind of fun to talk to a restaurant owner. But not on a date. She felt like she was on a roller coaster that was just cresting the big hill at the beginning of the ride. 

	“This isn’t a date,” she insisted.

	“Yep, it is. I’m working up to being your boyfriend.” He reached over and took her hand. 

	Jasmin pulled it away, like a cat that hates having its paws touched. “You’re not going to be my boyfriend. It makes it sound like we’re in high school.”

	“Fine.” Brody was still smiling. “What do you prefer? Lover? Paramour? Fuck buddy?” She just shook her head. 

	He reached over and took her hand again. She pulled it away. “Stop doing that.” 

	“I thought you liked it when I touch you.”

	She did like it. She loved the feel of his hands, the warmth of his skin. His easy affection made her jag want to wind herself around him and purr. 

	But it made her feel soft inside. Warm and squishy and pliable, like she’d do anything he wanted. 

	“It’s too… boyfriendy.”

	He bit his lips, obviously trying not to laugh.

	“I want to do tons of boyfriendy things,” he said. “I want to buy you ice cream, and flowers, and stupid little presents. I want to take you on dates. I want to take you dancing. I want to rub your feet when you’re tired and make out with you in the movies and go in one of those photo booths and make faces at the camera, and stick the pictures in the corner of my bedroom mirror so I can look at them every time I get dressed.”

	“Stop being an idiot,” she said. It sounded fun. And silly. And like something she could never do. 

	He reached over and rested his hand on her thigh. She leaned back in the seat, but she didn’t push him away. Stupid Tornado. He never gave up. 

	“This still isn’t a date.”

	He just grinned. Fucker. 

	 

	They pulled into the parking lot of a shabby little building on the outskirts of town, that Jasmin had never noticed before. There was a small sign—La Cabañero. Fine South American Cuisine. 

	It was late for lunch, but the parking lot was still half-full. She liked that already. South Americans worked on a slower timeframe than Americans, and they liked their leisurely meals. 

	Then they got out of the car, and the smell of the food hit her. 

	Grilled meat and spices, and a hint of home. It hit a place in her heart she hadn’t realized was there.

	Brody glanced sideways at her, as if sensing something of how she felt. He caught her hand and twined his fingers with hers. 

	This time she didn’t pull away.

	“Don’t know if you’ve been yearning for Brazilian food,” he said, “but Toni does some great dishes. Also Argentinian specialties, Chilean… lots of meat, and traditional food from different cultures. You’ll love it.” 

	She did love it. She loved Toni the minute she met him. He was a portly little man with silver hair who looked like he enjoyed his own food. He came out of the kitchen the minute he learned Brody was there, exclaiming in a mixture of English and Portuguese, and kissing Brody on both cheeks. 

	He fussed over Jasmin, pinching her cheek and telling Brody she was beautiful. When he found out she spoke Portuguese he was thrilled; when he found out she was a chef he was in ecstasy. 

	He insisted on bringing them a selection of what seemed like everything on the menu, explaining to Jasmin his ‘secret’ ingredients and asking her opinion on everything. 

	“I am thinking to add more chili pepper to this filling,” he said, handing her a fresh, hot, deep-fried pastry stuffed with spicy meat. “What you say? Yes? No?” 

	Jasmin filled her stomach and gave her opinions. Brody sat back and watched, chiming in every now and then. He seemed distracted, though, glancing at his phone every few minutes where it lay on the tabletop.

	About halfway through the meal it vibrated. Brody picked it up, glanced at the notification, and dismissed it. 

	“Anything important?” Jasmin asked. 

	He shook his head. “Just a friend.” He put the phone down, but a certain tension had left him. 

	Sunday, she remembered suddenly. He’d said he needed the money by Sunday night, and it was Sunday. Was that whoever he needed to give it to, messaging him? Dealer? Bookie? Blackmailer?

	Brody was talking to Toni, tasting a new dish, laughing at something the older man said. There was no chance to ask him. 

	And she had the feeling he wouldn’t tell her, even if she did ask.

	That knowledge made her feel suddenly cold inside. She didn’t really know this man. He was a stranger.

	Finally, when they were full and the restaurant was nearly empty, Toni said, “Dio mio, it is good to see you, Brody! And your lovely lady. It has been too long. When you going to leave that stuffy office and come cook for me, so I can retire?”

	Brody laughed. “You’ll never retire, and I’m not that good.”

	“Ah, well, semi-retire, then,” he said. “I am tired, and Rosa needs me at home.” He turned to Jasmin. “My wife,” he said. “Her health is not always so good, you see.” 

	“I’m sorry,” she said sincerely.

	He patted her hand. “Getting old sucks,” he said, eyes twinkling. That made her laugh. 

	Brody went off with him to haggle over the bill. Presumably Jasmin wasn’t supposed to hear these delicate negotiations, because she was a female and this was a date. 

	Men. 

	Men with secrets, men who left their women out of everything important.

	Men who left their cell phones on the table.

	She eyed his phone. It was wrong to read other people’s messages. A violation of privacy. Of trust. 

	But Brody was into something he almost certainly shouldn’t be. Secrets were dangerous. Secrets could kill. 

	Secrets could lead to people being captured and sent to experimental labs, scarred, broken and tortured.

	She picked up the phone and checked the last message. There was no contact name—just a number—and the message was nothing but an address and time. 1303 Sycamore. 6:30.

	She put the phone down. 

	Brody came back to the table laden down with bags of leftovers. After many double-cheeked kisses and effusions, they left, Toni waving from the door. 

	“He liked you,” Brody said as they drove away. 

	She liked Toni, too. “He’s a sweet old man,” she said. “And a good chef.” A really good chef. She didn’t know if Brody had any idea just how good he was. 

	“He really is looking for help,” Brody said. “Maybe when your jag settles down?”

	She looked at the restaurant disappearing in the rearview mirror. She’d give a lot to work in a place like that. But she had the feeling that if she and Brody had a smackdown over whatever he was doing tonight, Toni wouldn’t like her quite so much. 

	“Maybe,” she said. She looked at the bags. “He gave you enough food to keep you going for a week.”

	“It’s for the crew,” Brody said. “I’m going to bribe them to make them like me.”

	Good luck with that. If he didn’t come clean with her, she was going to use the leftovers to bribe the crew to bleed him until he talked. They’d see who won. 

	 

	By the time they picked up the truck and made it back to the compound, the day was already turning to dusk. Brody knew he was going to have to go soon.

	He hated to see this day end. It had been a bright spot in the dismalness of his life for the past year—the one thing that had given him a sliver of hope for the future.

	If only the past wasn’t rearing its ugly head, dragging him down with its sticky tentacles. 

	They only thing that might—might—make things right was if his contact came through for him tonight. If he had what Brody needed. If it worked the way it was supposed to.

	If Jasmin didn’t try to get involved. 

	He couldn’t drag her into this. Not after everything she’d been through. It was too dangerous. He just didn’t know if she’d understand that. 

	The crew dove on the leftovers like a horde of ravening locusts. He didn’t know if it made them like him any better, but hell, it couldn’t hurt. 

	“Idiots,” Jasmin said to them. “Dinner’s going to be ready in an hour.” She checked the crockpot, adjusting the temperature. 

	“What’s your point?” Sloan asked, mouth full of reheated fried meat pastry. “This is awesome.” 

	“You staying for dinner, Brody?” Xander asked. “You should. We’re going to play the Deprived Childhood Game after.”

	The rest of the crew groaned.

	“It’s fun,” Xander said, ignoring them. “It’s a drinking game. You go around the table, and each person says something normal and ordinary they’ve never done, like going fishing, or flying in a plane. Then everyone who’s done it has to drink.”

	Lissa said, “I don’t know why you want to play that all the time. You had the most normal childhood of any of us. You have to drink practically every time.”

	Xander grinned at her. “Exactly.” Lissa rolled her eyes.

	“Gosh, watching you get sloppy drunk sounds so fun,” Brody said. “But I have to go. Duty calls.”

	He saw Jasmin tense up. Shit. She hadn’t forgotten he’d told her he needed the money by Sunday night, and she was more than smart enough to put two and two together.

	“You sure?” she said. “Doesn’t seem like they have a right to make you work on a Sunday night.”

	“Personal business,” Brody said, and just barely kept himself from wincing. The same words he’d used when saying why he hadn’t gone to Idaho. “And yeah, sorry. It can’t wait. I just have to use the restroom, and then I need to get going.”

	“Down the hall on the left,” Jasmin said, pointing. She was still watching him, her eyes slightly narrowed. Fuck. 

	He used the bathroom and then returned. “Where’s my jacket?” he asked. Everybody looked around. 

	“This it?” Flynn said. It was slung over the back of the barstool he was leaning on, at the kitchen island.

	“Yeah. Thanks.”

	Brody liked the rest of the crew, but Flynn made him nervous. The big lion had a habit of staying so quiet you barely noticed him, despite his size and his alpha presence. Like the way a lion could suddenly rise out of the tall grass and pounce, and you couldn’t believe anything that big had escaped your notice long enough to sneak in for the kill.

	Flynn might be as crazy as they said. But it was the most dangerous kind of crazy—cool, calculated, and not bound by anyone’s rules or expectations. Not society’s, not his crew’s, not anybody’s. If Brody threatened Jasmin or anyone else in the crew, he had no doubt Flynn would take him down without hesitation or regret. 

	Brody shrugged on his jacket. “Walk me out, Demazon?” 

	She gave him a long level look, then followed him outside to the porch. He turned to face her.

	“I had a great day,” he said.

	Don’t ask questions, he begged her silently. Just let me take care of this on my own. “Will I see you at the fights tomorrow?”

	Her eyes narrowed. “The money I got back for you isn’t enough? You still need to fight to get more? Seven hundred, three nights a week—that’s over two thousand a week. What the hell are you into, Brody?”

	Fuck. He should have known she wouldn’t let it lie. 

	“Nothing that threatens you. And I want to keep it that way. Please just stay out of it, Jaz.”

	He reached out for her, but she stepped back.

	“How can I?” she said. “If you really want to be my ‘boyfriend,’ like you said, anything that costs that much and takes over that much of your life is going to affect me. I deserve to at least know what it is before I make up my mind if I’m going to let you in.”

	Brody heaved a sigh. She was right, but it didn’t help. He couldn’t tell her. 

	He hated that he couldn’t tell her.

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “I just… I can’t. I just have some stuff to take care of.”

	“Men stuff?”

	“My stuff.” He reached out and cupped her cheek. “I don’t want to get you involved.” 

	She gave a little snarl and pulled away again. “So letting me in on your secrets isn’t one of those boyfriendy things you were planning on doing. With all those feelings you supposedly have for me.”

	He blew out a sigh. “I do have feelings for you. That’s why I don’t want to get you involved. I’m trying to work this out, and if I can, then I won’t have to lay it on you.”

	“Isn’t that what relationships are supposed to be about?”

	He gave a frustrated growl. Why was she making this so hard? “I don’t know. Maybe. But this is something—” He broke off. “Just leave it alone. Please.”

	She grabbed his arm, digging her claws in. “What is it? Drugs? Gambling? Blackmail?”

	He couldn’t do this. It hurt too much, and there was no way he could do what she wanted. What she needed. He felt like he was bleeding inside. 

	He jerked his arm away, and her claws tore gashes in his sleeve. “Jaz. Please. Leave it. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

	He gave her a quick, hard kiss, and left her. 



	




	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 14

	 

	 

	Jasmin stared after Brody as he drove away, watching his taillights disappear into the darkness.

	Fuck caring. Fuck boyfriends. Fuck relationships. 

	She should have just stuck with getting naked. 

	Because this was what happened. You opened up to them, and then they went off about their man-business and told you it was none of your affair. 

	It hurt. It had only been three days, and already it hurt. She fucking hated that it hurt. 

	She’d fought beside him, stitched his wounds, made love to him. Gone on a fucking date with him. Let him convince her to crack the door to her heart open a tiny bit.

	And this was what she got. Men were assholes. All of them. 

	The door to the cabin creaked, and Flynn came out to stand beside her. 

	“Fucker took off, huh?” 

	“Yep.”

	“Is he coming back?” 

	“Not sure.” She paused. “Not sure if I want him to. Men suck.”

	She didn’t bother to add ‘present company excepted,’ but Flynn just gave a little snort. “No argument there.”

	He paused. “Want me to kick his ass?”

	She gave him a sideways look. Flynn protected the crew, but he usually let her fight her own battles. This offer had a big-brotherly tone to it that made her feel a little bit better inside. 

	“Thanks for the thought, but I can do it myself.” 

	He nodded. “Some guys need a good jag-slapping to set them straight.” 

	Damn right.

	He waited a beat, settling on the wooden railing. Then he asked, “If you do decide to let his sorry ass hang around, is this ‘duty’ that’s calling him one of those things I should know about?”

	Considering his warning to her yesterday, it was a pretty mild question, and one he deserved an answer to. Flynn wasn’t big on the law, so if Brody was into something illegal, it wasn’t necessarily a deal breaker. Not for Flynn, anyway—Jasmin wasn’t so sure. But as alpha, Flynn needed to know if there was any potential threat to the crew—from criminals, from police, or from Council Enforcers. 

	Jasmin growled in frustration. “I wish I knew,” she said. “He didn’t see fit to confide in me about what he’s doing. Asshole.” 

	“But I’m thinking you know where he’s going.”

	It wasn’t a question. Both of them had been through enough that they didn’t take much on trust. Flynn figured she’d looked at Brody’s messages. Hell, she was surprised Flynn hadn’t found a way to do it too.

	“Yep.” 

	Flynn nodded. “Good. Then I won’t be forced to tell you I checked his phone while he was in the crapper and read the address.”

	Never mind. Of course he had. Ever paranoid, ever sneaky. If Jasmin hadn’t been so pissed off, she would have laughed. 

	“So, I’m going to go check out a potential threat to my crew,” Flynn said. “Want to tag along? We’ll bring Sloan and Xander, and make it a party.”

	Jasmin cocked her head. “Will there be guns?”

	“Hell yeah.”

	“Can I shoot Brody?”

	“As long as no one’s watching.” 

	“I’m in.” 

	 

	They piled into Flynn’s truck and took off for the address Jasmin had lifted off Brody’s phone. No one talked much. Jasmin felt guilty, following Brody and spying on him, and then she felt pissed off for feeling guilty. 

	So far, this relationship thing sucked. 

	They cruised past the location slowly. It was an industrial area on the outskirts of Nashville—warehouses and darkened office buildings and chain-link-fenced lots full of heavy machinery. 

	1303 Sycamore looked like an abandoned warehouse. Flynn cruised by, looking for Brody’s car.

	“There it is,” Sloan said. 

	They drove on to the next building and parked. They exited quietly, careful not to slam the truck doors, and then they sprinted next door, running lightly on their toes to keep the noise down. They heard voices, and flattened themselves against the side of the building in the shadows.

	Jasmin crouched near the ground to peer around the corner, so that Flynn could lean over her head and look too. 

	The shadows were deep except where one of the warehouse’s loading doors was rolled up, spilling a square of light onto the parking lot. Brody was standing next to the waist-high loading dock entrance, arguing with a short, bulky man wearing a black leather jacket. 

	“Fuck, man, you told me you’d have it this week,” Brody was saying. He sounded frustrated, and a bit desperate. “Do you know what I went through to get this fucking money?”

	The other man shook his head. “I don’t make the shit, dude, I just sell it. It’s not like I can solve your shifter problems with over-the-counter meds. You want something that rare, you get it when I get it. Now, you want the regular stuff or not? I don’t have all fucking night to stand here listening to you whine.”

	Shifter problems? Jasmin sniffed the air. She didn’t have a wolf’s sense of smell, but the scent drifting toward her from the man in the leather jacket was human, not shifter.

	She looked up at Flynn, who looked down at her with a shake of his head. Shifters dealing in black market goods with humans? Not a good sign. 

	Brody blew out a sigh. “Fine. Give me whatever you have.”

	The man drew several vials out of his jacket pocket and handed them to Brody, who gave him a wad of bills in exchange. 

	So it was drugs. That was just fucking awesome. 

	Brody pocketed the vials and walked toward his car. Jasmin straightened up, and Flynn raised one eyebrow in a question.

	Should they confront Brody now?

	Jasmin shook her head. She wanted a chance to think before she blew everything up with Brody. And she wanted to have the chance to talk to him alone.

	If she fucking decided to talk to him at all. 

	They flattened themselves against the side of the building once more as Brody drove past, and then relaxed. 

	Flynn said, “I’m going to find out what kind of shit that fucker’s peddling.”

	Sloan said, “If you do that, you’ll blow Brody’s source.” 

	Xander chimed in, “And that’s a bad thing, why?”

	Sloan shrugged. “Depends on what he’s getting and what he needs it for.” 

	Jasmin said, “It’s not like it’s medicinal. Shifters don’t have medical problems.”

	“Maybe not,” Sloan said. “But whatever he’s buying, it’s illegal as shit, obviously, and if we storm in there and start asking questions about Brody, the dealer could decide he’s a liability and take him out.” 

	Shit. 

	Flynn said, “I can fix that. Sloan, you’re with me. Get your weapon ready. Jasmin, Xander, go back and wait in the truck.”

	Jasmin opened her mouth to protest being left behind, but Flynn shook his head. “You’ve been seen publicly with Brody. Best the dealer doesn’t get a look at you. Wait in the truck. That’s an order.”

	She felt the press of his alpha presence and took the hint. 

	“Fine.” She walked off, growling in her throat, Xander a step behind her. 

	 

	Ten minutes later Flynn and Sloan appeared out of the shadows and climbed into the truck. Flynn started the engine, and they rolled away.

	“I hope you didn’t kill him,” Xander said. “Because I’ll be really pissed if you did it without me.” 

	Flynn shot him his crazy crooked grin. Adrenalin was humming off both him and Sloan, but there was only the faintest whiff of blood.

	“Nah,” Sloan said. “We just had a little civilized conversation.” 

	“Sloan can be very persuasive,” Flynn added.

	Wait. What the hell did that mean? Sloan was the quietest one among them, the submissive one. At least, he’d always seemed to be. 

	But she had other things to worry about besides Sloan. 

	“Awesome,” Jasmin said sarcastically. “Did you get any answers? About my so-called boyfriend, who all this is about, even though you did the same damn thing he did and told me to mind my own fucking business while you did men things?”

	Sloan said, “It wasn’t like that.”

	Flynn said, “Yes it was. I’m the alpha, and some shit gets done my way. Deal with it.” 

	Jasmin growled. 

	Flynn went on, “The dealer won’t connect us with Brody. We posed as normal drug dealers, wanting to make sure he’s not horning in on our territory. Turns out he’s a human who deals in esoteric shifter drugs. The kind the Professor was fucking around with.”

	They all growled at that. The Professor was the one who’d experimented on them in Alexander Grant’s lab. Bad shit, bad memories.

	“What does Brody want with shifter drugs?” Xander asked. “Was he working with Creston?”

	Jasmin sucked in her breath. 

	Randall Creston was the Nashville pack psychiatrist who’d led the attack on their compound. The pack had been after Jesse Travis, but getting rid of Jesse was just Creston’s bribe to the pack for backing him up. Creston had been after one of the Bad Bloods, Tristan Barnes, and his sister Terin—who were rare white wolves—and a little boy named Brock Wells, whose father came from the same isolated Alaskan pack as Tristan’s family.

	That pack was famous for having unusual mental powers. Whoever Creston had been working with had wanted them badly enough for him to be willing to take out the whole Bad Blood Crew in order to get to them. 

	If Brody had been working with him…

	Fear and anger burned in her. Surely if he were that evil, she would have felt it. She wouldn’t have these feelings for him—whatever they were. 

	There had to be some other explanation. 

	Flynn glanced over at her. “I got the names of the drugs,” he said. “I’ll call Tristan and ask him to find out what they do, and why Brody might be taking them. One of the Silverlake pack—Kane’s mate, I think—knows about that shit.”

	Jasmin nodded. She felt heartsick. Women are soft. Soft things get crushed.

	They pulled back into the compound and Jasmin was the first one out of the truck. She handed her weapon off to Sloan and then pulled off her clothes with trembling fingers, desperate to let her jag take her. 

	Xander stood back, his assault rifle cradled in his hands, watching her with a troubled look on his face. Fuck. When even Xander felt sorry for you, you were in a bad place.

	Her jag skin slid over her, but somehow that didn’t make things hurt less, the way it usually did. 

	She didn’t even want to bleed someone. She just wanted to run. 

	Flynn put one hand briefly on her neck before turning and walking into the house, his shoulders slumped as if all the adrenalin had left him. “Be careful out there.”

	Sloan knelt down, grabbed the back of her neck, and rubbed the side of his face up against hers in a catlike gesture of affection. Jasmin was stunned. He’d never done that before. 

	Then he picked up her clothes and her weapon and headed for her shed.

	Chest aching, Jasmin ran for the woods, trying to leave her heart behind. 

	 

	Hours later, Brody sat in his car in a trailer park at the edge of town. His head felt like someone was pounding a spike through it.

	Every time he came to see her, it was worse. Being around her did something to him. It dredged up the monster that had been locked away inside him for so long, and it was getting harder and harder to keep that door closed.

	One day soon it would fail altogether.

	The only thing that would stop it was for him to stop coming here. Stop seeing her. But how could he do that?

	She needed him. 

	The pain spiked through him again, and a harsh growl ripped from his throat. 

	Hand shaking, he stabbed the syringe into his arm and pushed the plunger. Heat surged through him, and then an icy rush like a winter waterfall. 

	And then sweet, sweet relief. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 15

	 

	 

	Brody tried all day Monday to get hold of Jasmin. It was a busy day at the office, trying to get everything done before the Christmas holiday. 

	He’d never cared less about his job.

	Brody felt even more out of place today than usual. And not just because Bastian’s buddy Jimmy worked in the same division, and was still limping a little from the ligaments Brody had torn in his knee Friday night.

	Not that the fucker didn’t deserve it. 

	No, Brody was used to murderous looks and barely concealed aggression. 

	It was the office itself. It felt claustrophobic, with its recycled air and bland furnishings. Brody found himself longing for fresh air, the smell of the forest. 

	It took him until noon to realize that when he pictured all that, he wasn’t picturing the forest around the Nashville compound.

	He was picturing Bad Blood territory. Already, his wolf was feeling like he belonged there. 

	Which sucked for him, if Jasmin had been so pissed about his leaving last night without telling her where he was going, that she decided he wasn’t worth it. 

	Ah, hell, he knew he wasn’t. He’d just held onto a thread of hope she wouldn’t figure that out. 

	After three calls went straight to voice mail, he resorted to texts. Still nothing. 

	Maybe she’d be at the fights tonight. It was the first time he’d ever looked forward to them.

	 

	She never showed. 

	The fight organizer was pissed—the Demon Queen was a major draw, and he had a real brawler lined up to fight her. 

	One look at that guy made Brody glad she wasn’t here, despite the ripped-up feeling in his chest that had just gotten worse with every unanswered message.

	This wolf was even crazier than most of the guys they put her in the cage with, and he was no casual fighter. He was a pro—ex-military maybe—and looked lethal as shit. He shouldn’t even be here—this was amateur only. 

	And the way Bastian was stomping around, looking even more pissed than the organizer, Brody could smell his cowardly little paws all over this. He’d been planning to take Jasmin down. Have this guy hurt her bad, at the very least. Maybe even kill her. 

	He just hoped to hell they didn’t put the fucker in the cage against him. Because he’d have no chance, especially distracted like this. 

	He debated shooting up again before his own fight. The headaches had subsided, but he could still feel Monster Wolf lurking there under the surface. If he busted out during one of Brody’s fights—well, that would be the end in more ways than one. If the fight organizers didn’t shoot him right here, he’d have to run—and keep running. 

	But if Bastian pulled the kind of shit on Brody he’d been planning to pull on Jasmin, he might need Monster Wolf to save his life. 

	 

	Jasmin looked at her phone for approximately the hundredth time that day. Brody was doing what Brody did—hanging on until his opponent gave in. 

	Opponent. 

	That wasn’t what she was supposed to be. They weren’t supposed to be adversaries.

	He was supposed to be her boyfriend. Lover. Whatever. So why the hell couldn’t he be honest with her? 

	On the other hand, how could he be honest with her if she wouldn’t talk to him?

	Not talking to him made her chest hurt again. Made her jag crazy. So did knowing he was hurting too.

	She’d waited all day, hoping Tristan would get back to them with the information about the drugs Brody was buying, so she’d at least have some idea what she was dealing with.

	Some idea, when she talked to him, of whether he was lying through his damn wolfy teeth. 

	Fuck. 

	 

	Brody lucked out, if you wanted to put it like that. His fights were brutal, but not rigged—and he just barely managed to get through them. By the time he got out of the second one, bloody and staggering, the headache was starting up again, and he couldn’t tell if it was from Monster Wolf fighting his way out, or just the White Tornado getting thrown against the side of the cage too many times. 

	More misery. More money. And for what?

	None of this was ever going to fucking end, unless it ended badly. Not unless the drugs he’d been promised actually got here, and turned out to be some kind of miracle.

	As if that would ever happen. 

	He’d already thought he had a tiny little miracle, and it had evaporated like a puff of smoke. One night and one day where it seemed like there might be a little hope, something good in his life.

	And now Jasmin wasn’t speaking to him. She had a right to be pissed—he’d begged her to let him into her life, and then he’d shut her down. 

	Maybe he shouldn’t have done that. There was something big between them, whether she wanted to admit it or not. Maybe she did have a right to know. Maybe he could trust her.

	She felt… important. Way more than a date or a one-night stand, or even a girlfriend. 

	She felt like a mate.

	That knowledge hit him like a sledgehammer to the chest. Mate.  

	Nothing else explained this feeling of belonging, this deep attachment in so short a time. When wolves found their mates, they knew. And they’d do anything to keep their mates happy and safe.

	Which was why he didn’t want to drag her into his mess. Her crew had been through enough—she’d been through enough. And if this whole thing went sideways and she was in the middle of it…

	He’d never forgive himself. 

	He wished she’d let him try to explain. 

	He sat in his car, in the barn parking lot, listening to the faint sounds of the last fights, texting her yet again. 

	At the fights. Tough night, but I won.

	Missed you. 

	No response. 

	I’m sorry if I hurt you. I don’t know what’s the right thing to do here.

	Please talk to me. Then if you still hate me, you can beat the crap out of me. 

	He waited. Still nothing. By this time, he really didn’t expect there to be. 

	He leaned his head back on the headrest. This sucked. He should just take the hint and give up, but that wasn’t what he did. 

	He was the White Tornado. He locked his jaws and didn’t let go. The only way he’d give up was if he was dead. That’s who he was. 

	One more text. Then he was going over there, and fuck it if Flynn tried to run his ass out of his territory.

	I’m not giving up. You’re important to me. 

	Wait. 

	He closed his eyes. Damn, everything hurt. What he really wanted was to just go to bed. Preferably with company, but even alone would work, as long as he was horizontal on a soft surface.

	The sound of his text alert startled his eyes open. A message from Jasmin. 

	No words. Just a video link. 

	He tapped the link, and a YouTube video opened. It was titled, “Dogs Annoying Cats with Friendship.”

	What the fuck?

	It was a video compilation of clips of house pets. Dogs of all shapes and sizes trying to befriend cats—nosing them, trying to play, following them as they walked away, wagging their tails and rolling on the floor in an ecstasy of frustrated love. The cats slapped them away, hissed, or flat-out ignored them—but the dogs kept trying. 

	And trying.

	It was pretty damn funny. And it pretty much encapsulated their relationship. 

	A cat pushed a curly-haired terrier three times its size right off the bed when it tried to lick-kiss her, and Brody chuckled out loud. 

	And then the video changed. Gradually the cats responded to the dogs. Licking them, patting them with their paws, rubbing up against them, playing. Snuggling.

	The video ended, and Brody found himself all misty-eyed, like an idiot. 

	But damn. Maybe there was some hope after all. 

	Brody responded to the message with two “ha ha” smiley emoticons. He wrote:

	I like the ending. 

	There was another long pause. 

	Then, skylight’s open. 

	He smiled, warmth spreading through his chest.

	There was something to be said for not giving up. 

	Problem was, he’d been so involved in the video, he hadn’t been paying attention to what was going on around him. 

	Fatal mistake. 

	He saw the hulking forms out of the corner of his eye, but it was too late. The phone slipped out of his hand, down between the seat and the center console. 

	The door was wrenched open as he was swinging his legs around. He hit Bastian in the stomach with both feet and sent him flying, the air jerking out of his lungs in a startled “oof!”

	It didn’t save him. 

	There were too many of them, including the crazy-eyed ringer Bastian had planned to send in the cage against Jasmin. They dragged him out of the car, and the last thing he managed to do was grab the edge of the door and press the lock with his fingers before they slammed it shut.

	He wasn’t getting away, but this way at least maybe he’d save his money. And his phone, to call for help when it was over.

	If he was still alive. 

	He fought with everything in him—fought like the White Tornado, refusing to stay down, refusing to give up. 

	Blows rained down on him, bones breaking, and then he was shifting, but they were staying human, holding him down, holding his mouth shut and his paws together while Bastian stomped on his ribs, cracking one whole side. Pain sliced through his abdomen with every breath, and he felt a horrible gurgling in his lungs. 

	Everything seemed to slow down. The slicing pain spread to Brody’s skull, splitting it like a chisel splits stone, until his mind was broken in half.

	And the monster came out. 

	His bones broke again in another shift, pain like he’d never felt before setting flash fires in his nerve endings, making his whole body seize. But when the bones reshaped themselves they were whole and strong, flesh knitting together, organs and blood vessels repairing themselves. 

	The monster tried to claw out of his skin, and all he saw was red rage and death. His howl filled the night, and he shook the creatures off him like ants. He would kill them, one by one, hunt them down, and none would escape. 

	Death.

	He burned for it, howled for it. 

	No!

	The last vestige of Brody’s mind called the monster back, tried to stuff him back in his prison where he belonged. 

	His enemies scattered. 

	“Holy shit.” “What the hell is that?” “Get the fuck out of here.” “Run!”

	They scrambled away in all directions, running and not looking back. All except the crazy one, the one who didn’t belong. He had a knife out, and he was circling, ready to attack.

	The monster lunged. 

	It hit before the crazy one could respond, gashing the knife arm and sending the weapon skittering away across the gravel. 

	Kill!

	No! 

	Brody’s body was still quivering and bulging, moving frantically between the wolf, the monster, and the man. 

	As his enemy scrambled to his feet, lunging for his weapon, Brody turned and made for the woods in a stumbling, shambling four-footed run. 

	 

	He ran on instinct, heading for the place that had already started to feel like home. His progress was erratic, uneven, full of fits and starts as his body refused to obey him, refused to settle into one form. It kept shifting and bubbling, making him lurch and stumble.

	But he kept moving, refused to give up, because that was what he did.

	He felt it the moment he crossed the territory line. A bluish tinge in the air, a tingle of magic on his skin. The forest was aware of him. Its keeper was aware of him. 

	In some odd way, he felt like it welcomed him in. 

	 

	Flynn and Tank found him stumbling through the woods over half a mile from the house. 

	“Fuck,” Flynn murmured. The thing in front of him didn’t look like any kind of a wolf. It didn’t look like anything he’d seen before, except maybe Tristan when he was stuck between wolf and man. 

	Its misshapen muzzle formed a growl, but its eyes were glazed, exhausted, unseeing. 

	Flynn shook his head. “Shoot it, Tank.”

	Tank raised his gun and fired, and the monster was finally put to rest. 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 16

	 

	 

	Jasmin had seen Flynn and Tank go out, but she hadn’t paid much attention. Her ears were pricked for the sound of Brody’s car. 

	He should be here any minute. 

	She checked her phone again, but he still hadn’t replied. All those messages, and now, nothing. 

	She’d tidied up the shed and brushed her hair, and even put on real clothes. One of the few pretty things she had. She almost lit a candle, but stopped herself just in time.

	She didn’t do that shit.

	Dressing up was bad enough. If he didn’t come, she was going to find him and rip his abdomen apart and play with his guts.

	The minutes ticked by. If he’d still been at the fight barn like he said, he should be here by now. 

	Fear trickled into her belly. Something must have gone wrong.

	Or maybe he was off somewhere, shooting up. 

	Or maybe he didn’t really care at all.

	When she heard Tank and Flynn coming back, she went to the door of her shed. Not looking for Brody. Just looking out, and if he happened to drive in…

	Then she saw what Flynn and Tank were carrying. 

	Limp and misshapen, looking like nothing she’d ever seen before. But it was him. Every cell in her body knew it was Brody. 

	She dashed out of the shed and met them in the compound. They’d laid him on the ground, and Tank was opening the door of the stout wooden building they called the crazy shed.

	It was where they locked up any member of the crew whose animal went so crazy they were likely to hurt themselves. 

	Jasmin slid to her knees at Brody’s side. He was breathing. Thank God he was still breathing. 

	“What did you do?” She looked up at Flynn. “What happened to him?”

	“Fuck if I know,” Flynn said. “I felt him when he crossed the boundary magic. He felt… wrong.”

	No shit. He barely even looked like a wolf. He was bigger than usual, with patches of white amid the cream and silver-gray. His body was deformed, bulging strangely, as if he’d been frozen in the middle of a shift into… something. 

	“I was just texting with him. Hardly any time ago. I don’t understand…” 

	Flynn just gave her another hands-up ‘don’t know’ gesture. “We found him in the woods, barely conscious. We had to trank him.” He shook his head. “He looked pretty beaten up, but that wouldn’t cause… this.”

	He gestured toward the malformed body.

	“Would the drugs?”

	“Why do you keep asking me questions?” Flynn snapped, running his fingers through his dreads in frustration. “Fairies didn’t sprinkle the answers on me while I was walking through the woods. I don’t fucking know, okay?”

	Jasmin ignored his anger. He was worried, and he was afraid. 

	Afraid he was going to have to put Brody down. Afraid of what it would do to her. Afraid of what it would do to him, killing another shifter he’d started to care about. 

	Tank scuffed the straw on the floor of the shed into a nice soft pile, and then he and Flynn moved Brody inside.

	“I’m staying with him,” Jasmin announced.

	“The fuck you are,” Flynn said. “We don’t know what he’s going to be like if he wakes up. We need to lock him in.”

	And Jasmin couldn’t be locked in. She’d only been in the crazy shed once, and Tank and Flynn had ended up opening the door and sitting outside the whole time to keep her in, because being locked in made her jag even crazier. 

	But she couldn’t leave him. Just the thought of it made her feel like she’d swallowed broken glass.

	“Jaz—”

	“I’ll stay up with her,” Tank said quietly. “The two of us should be able to handle him.”

	“Fuck it all,” Flynn muttered, tugging on his hair. “Fine. I’ll stay too.” 

	They all ended up staying. Jasmin sat inside the shed, Brody’s poor misshapen head on her lap, stroking his patchy fur.

	Tank and Flynn sat outside next to the door, backs to the wall and shoulders touching, passing a whiskey bottle back and forth. Lissa curled up on the other side of Tank, all bundled up, dozing against his side.

	Xander dragged over a galvanized steel tub that had once held a beer keg, and built a fire in it. He and Sloan Changed and lounged around it in cat form, basking in the heat. Every now and then Tank got up and threw another couple of logs on the fire. 

	Nobody spoke.

	Near morning, the tranquilizer wore off, and Brody began to stir. Jasmin murmured to him as she stroked him, telling him all the boyfriend things she was going to let him do. Take her for ice cream. Carve their initials on a tree. Take her on a balloon ride. Dance in the rain. 

	Slowly, his skin began to ripple and pulse. Bones broke with slow, excruciating ‘cracks,’ like sticks too green to snap. From his muzzle came a long, low moan.

	Xander and Sloan raised their heads off their paws, the fur down their backs standing up. Flynn and Tank got to their feet, poised, ready to shift. Lissa had the trank gun ready.

	“Get back, Jaz,” Flynn said.

	It wasn’t an order, and she wasn’t doing it. She held on to Brody, kept petting him, kept talking. “Come on, Brody. Come on back. You can do it. Come back to us. Come back to me.”

	There was a great ripple and heave, and then Brody was lying in her arms, bruised and bloodied, but human again. Flynn leaned against the side of the building, huffing out a huge relieved breath. Tank’s face split in a grin, and Lissa clung to his arm, smiling. 

	Brody opened his eyes. “Demazon,” he rasped. “You look good.” 

	Jasmin’s eyes stung, and she blinked back tears. “Enjoy the sight,” she said, her voice thick. “Because I’m going to fucking kill you.”

	 

	Once they were sure that Brody wasn’t going to go berserk and start Changing again, they hauled him into the house, and Tank and Flynn took him into the giant shower in Tank’s bathroom to wash the blood and dirt off him. 

	Jasmin cooked. She’d already made a frittata and coffee cake before they brought Brody in, clean and dressed in Tank’s too-large sweats. 

	He was still walking like he was drunk. Jasmin didn’t know if it was fatigue or an injury or the remains of the tranquilizer or some other drug, but she hated it. She hated Brody being hurt and sick and weak, and maybe a drug addict, and almost dying somewhere in the woods instead of being here in her bed, in her shed, where he should have been.

	She hated this feeling like her heart was in pieces, and she hated caring.

	Hated. It. 

	All these years of protecting her heart, and he’d undone it in less than a week. 

	 

	Brody sat on the fat leather couch, his head cradled in his hands. He felt like he’d been wrung out like a wet towel and then beaten with mallets. While having the worst hangover of his life and simultaneously still being drunk. 

	The only thing keeping him going was knowing Jasmin was there. He’d felt her holding him, heard her talking to him, as time stretched on and on and he was sure he was going to die.

	Flynn sat down opposite him, with Tank standing behind the sofa. Jasmin was curled up in a big chair, but she looked anything but relaxed. There were deep shadows under her eyes, like bruises.

	Flynn had kicked everyone else out. 

	Tank had put a glass of water on the table in front of him, but Brody didn’t even have the energy to pick it up. 

	“Okay, talk,” Flynn said. His tone was gentler than his words, but Brody could feel the alpha power rolling off him. “You’re in my territory, and whatever fucked-up shit is going on in your life, you brought it to me, so now it’s my business.”

	Brody nodded. Even that small movement sent pain shooting through his skull. 

	Flynn was right, though. He owed them something, even if he couldn’t tell the whole truth. They’d seen enough that he couldn’t hide what he was anymore, and he didn’t want to try. 

	“All right,” he said. “I’m a fucking freak. I have this… thing… in me, underneath my real wolf.” He gave a harsh laugh. “I call it Monster Wolf.”

	It was finally out. All these years it had been lurking inside him, and then for almost a year he’d been trying so desperately to stuff it back into its hiding place.

	All for nothing.

	“It’s some kind of mutant hulk killer wolf. It was dormant for years, but about a year ago, it started to try to push its way out. I’ve been holding it in, but lately…” He swallowed. “Lately it hasn’t been going so well.” 

	“Yeah, not so much,” Flynn said. “Last night… I don’t know how much you remember, but you were stuck between forms—human, wolf and monster. We had to knock you out for hours before you could settle in one form.”

	Brody shuddered. Shifters who got stuck between forms usually died—the stress was too much for their bodies and brains.

	“I was trying to keep it in,” he said. “Fucking Bastian and a bunch of Nashville bullies tried to take me down. Almost succeeded, and that’s what brought it out. But I knew if I let it take over I’d kill them all.”

	“Too bad that’s not legal anymore,” Flynn said. He sounded like he meant it. Brody would have smiled if his head didn’t hurt so fucking much. 

	Flynn went on, “Where did this Monster Wolf come from? Were you experimented on?” His voice grew low and deadly. “Did Creston do this to you?”

	“What?” Brody raised his head, wincing at the sharp spike of pain. “God, no. I stayed as far away from Creston as I could. If he’d found out what I was—if anyone had known—” He broke off. He’d never verbalized his fears to anyone. Never had anyone to tell. Even his dad never let him talk about it.

	“I was afraid they’d tell the Council, and I’d be put down. Or they’d tell someone worse. There are underground organizations that experiment on shifters…” He broke off. “Shit, why am I telling you this? You know exactly what I was afraid of.”

	Flynn growled low in his throat. So did Tank and Jasmin. “Yeah,” Flynn said. “Which is the only reason you’re sitting in this room right now, despite the danger you could bring on us. I’m opposed to that shit, and nobody has it happen to them if I can prevent it.”

	Brody nodded. “Thanks,” he whispered. 

	“So, this is what the drugs were for?”

	Brody’s head snapped up in shock, and he stared at Flynn. “How did you know about that?”

	“Followed you to a buy,” Flynn said briefly.

	Fuck. “You had no right—”

	Flynn cut him off with a wave of his hand and a shot of alpha energy. “Don’t even bother to get all outraged. I take care of my crew as I see fit. Anybody who needs fucking two thousand a week untraceable cash is into something I need to know about before I trust him inside my territory.” 

	Shit. No rules here but Flynn’s, clearly. “Quite the little dictator, aren’t you,” he muttered resentfully. 

	“I wish,” Flynn said. “These assholes still don’t do what I say half the time. That’s why I have to sneak around. But I ain’t apologizing, so fucking deal with it. Back to the drugs.”

	“What?” Brody said. He couldn’t focus. “Oh. Yeah. This… mutation… I’ve had it since I was a kid. Then… something traumatic happened, when I was about six. I got enraged, and Monster Wolf came out and almost killed another kid. After that…” He broke off again.

	He had to be careful here. After that, he’d gotten this scar on his face. After that, his mom had left. After that, nothing had been the same, even though everyone pretended like it was. 

	“After that, it was like it got shoved into this dungeon in my mind and the door was barred shut. It didn’t come out—didn’t even try. I was the most even-tempered bastard you’d ever want to find. Until about a year ago.”

	“And then?” Flynn said. “Something must have triggered it.”

	Something had—or rather, somebody had. But that was the secret that could never be told. Monster Wolf had already betrayed someone he loved, destroyed a life. He couldn’t do that again. 

	“I don’t know,” he said tiredly, dropping his head into his hands again. “But I started getting these headaches, like a railroad spike being driven through my skull. And then I would feel Monster Wolf trying to claw its way out, especially if I was under stress.” He raised his head again. “And yes, that’s what the drugs were for.” 

	He heaved a huge sigh. He was so tired. And he didn’t even want to see what Jasmin was thinking about all this. Knowing he was a freak—a potential crazed killer. 

	Not exactly boyfriend material. 

	“Look, I don’t want to drag you into this,” he said. “I appreciate what you’ve done, but as long as I need the drugs, there’s a chance that eventually they’ll lead rogue shifter hunters to me. They watch for that shit. I can’t do that to your crew. You’ve been through enough.”

	He saw Jasmin’s head go up and her eyes widen, as she put some of the pieces together. 

	Flynn nodded. “Is that why you didn’t go to Idaho with Donnie?” he asked. “You didn’t want to leave your supplier?”

	Brody nodded. It was as good a lie as any. 

	Flynn shook his head. “Ironically, you might have been better off there. Their new territory is right by the Silverlake pack, and Silverlake has people who specialize in handling this kind of thing. Out-of-control animals, white wolf powers, shifter brain damage…”

	Brody stared at him. “White wolf powers? They study white wolf powers?”

	Flynn frowned. “Yeah. One of our original crew members is a white wolf. He’s out there now, with his sister. That’s who Creston was coming after, when they attacked us. You didn’t know that?”

	Brody shook his head, and winced at the pain. “Donnie probably knew,” he said. “But I guess the rest of us didn’t get the whole story. All we knew was that Tyrone and Creston tried to take out Jesse Travis, while he was here with the Bad Bloods.” 

	His mind was racing. There were people who understood white wolves… people who studied them without hurting them. 

	Flynn said, “As soon as it’s a decent time of day in Idaho, I’ll call Tristan and talk to him about you. Maybe they can do something to help.”

	His heart leaped, and then crashed again. It was like a tantalizing treasure dangled just out of reach. They couldn’t help him. The Silverlake pack were Enforcers, and if they knew the real truth, they’d have to tell the Council. 

	For the first time in his life, he’d been able to tell someone his story, and he was still fucking screwed. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 17

	 

	 

	Brody was falling asleep again where he sat, so they put him to bed in Tristan’s old room, at the back of the cabin across from Tank. 

	Then Flynn, Jasmin and Tank went upstairs to Flynn’s office to get Tristan on a video call, while Sloan and Xander went over to the fight barn to pick up Brody’s car. 

	“I think he mumbled something about a spare key in the wheel well,” Jasmin told them. 

	Sloan gave her an insulted look. “You really think we can’t break into an old Chevelle within fifteen seconds?” he said. “Please.” 

	Xander just shook his head. 

	It was good to see Tristan’s face on the screen. Everyone in the crew missed his quiet presence—though not his frequent bouts of crazy. Jasmin hoped he was doing better in Idaho, working with the healers there. 

	She hoped he could help Brody, and Brody would let him. 

	Flynn updated Tristan on Brody’s story. They already had told him about the drugs, and he had a few answers there—as well as more questions.

	“The info the drug dealer gave you checks out, as far as it goes,” Tristan said. “Assuming he was telling the truth about what the compounds were, one is an aggression suppressor targeted specifically to the neurological systems that trigger certain areas of the brain only shifters use. Here’s where it gets weird, though. Another one is a memory suppressor, and a third is a memory enhancer we’ve used to help recover memories in people who’ve had theirs wiped, either by magical or chemical means. Why this guy would be trying to dig up memories and suppress them at the same time, I have no idea.” 

	“Maybe that childhood trauma Brody mentioned,” Tank suggested. “The enhancers to recover the memory, and then the suppressors to bury it again if it raises this Monster Wolf he talked about?” 

	“Maybe,” Tristan said. “Best way to tell that is to ask him.” 

	Yeah. Good luck with that. Jasmin had a feeling there was still a lot Brody wasn’t telling them. 

	By the look on his face, Flynn was thinking the same thing. “What’s the fourth one?” he asked. “The one he couldn’t get?”

	“I talked to Rachelle and Mina,” he said, naming two of the Silverlake pack’s researchers he worked with. “Neither of them has heard of it, but from the description it seems like a more powerful memory enhancer. If it works, we’d all like to get our hands on some of it, to tell the truth.” 

	Two memory enhancers, and a memory suppressor. 

	“So he’s decided he’d rather remember than forget?” Flynn asked. 

	Tristan said, “Whatever he’s doing, he’s crazy to be doing it on his own. Is there any way you can convince him to come out here?”

	No. He hadn’t gone before when he had the chance, and Jasmin knew in the pit of her stomach he wouldn’t go now, either. There was more to this story. 

	Flynn seemed to feel the same way. “Probably not. But I can’t keep him here the way he is. He’s a loose cannon, and I don’t know who his drug dealer is connected to. If hunters come for him—”

	Jasmin bit her lips. She knew Flynn didn’t want to throw Brody under the bus, but she also knew he’d put the crew first. And Brody wasn’t one of them, no matter how she might be starting to feel about him. 

	Jasmin swallowed her pride. “Is there any way you can come out here and talk to him, Tris? Please? I know it’s only two days until Christmas, and you want to spend it with your sister, but… maybe after that?” 

	Tristan gazed at her, his eyes softening. “Sure, Jaz,” he said. “Sit tight. I might be able to get there sooner than you think. I’ll keep you posted.” 

	They ended the call. Jasmin was gripping the loft railing, staring out the windows that filled the peaked roof. It had started to snow, she realized. They were going to have a white Christmas. 

	Flynn was still sitting at the desk, staring unseeingly at the blank computer screen, his face dark and brooding. Tank looked from one of them to the other, sensing the tension in the air.

	“I think I’ll just go downstairs and… do something,” he said, beating a retreat.

	When he was gone, Flynn swung the desk chair around. 

	“What is this wolf to you, Jaz?” he asked. “Is he your mate?”

	Jasmin turned around, startled. “What? No. Are you crazy?”

	He couldn’t be her mate. Not a true mate, like Flynn meant. An instant, soul-deep destiny kind of mate. Jags didn’t do that. Jasmin didn’t do that. 

	Flynn said, “The two of you seem to care a hell of a lot about each other for people who’ve only known each other five days.” 

	Jasmin didn’t know what to say to that. She had no way to explain the explosive feelings she had for Brody, the physical effect he had on her. Not just sex, but that ache in her chest when he was hurt or sad. The need to make it better. 

	“Do you love him?” Flynn asked.

	That was another impossible question. “I don’t know. You’re acting like I’m some kind of normal person with normal emotions, who has my life under control or some shit.” 

	Flynn gave a tiny shrug of acknowledgement. “That said,” he persisted, “any relationship that’s this intense in this short a time…”

	“He’s not my mate.” Jasmin felt like her jag was about to panic. “Stop saying that. Jaguars don’t do that.” 

	Flynn gazed at her for a long moment. Then he said quietly, “Maybe they don’t. But maybe you do. Maybe that’s why you left them.” 

	He heaved his bulk out of the chair and walked downstairs, leaving Jasmin staring out at the falling snow. 

	 

	Brody woke up a few hours later. 

	Jasmin had been sitting in his room, watching him sleep, watching the lines of pain and weariness gradually smooth from his face. 

	Did she love him?

	How could she possibly know that? She didn’t even know what love felt like. If this rollercoaster of happiness, ecstasy, uncertainty and pain was love, she wasn’t sure she wanted any part of it. Only, the thought of being without him hurt more. 

	And when those gorgeous blue-green eyes opened and a smile lit up his face at the sight of her, Jasmin’s heart melted.

	“You didn’t kill me after all,” he said. She shook her head.

	“You scared me,” she rasped out. “I thought you were dead.”

	“I’m sorry.” He gazed into her eyes for a moment, then held out his arms. 

	She couldn’t stop herself. She crawled into bed beside him, wrapping herself around him, the heat of his skin warming her all the way inside her heart. She pushed everything out of her mind except for the sweetness of his kiss, the hardness of his body, the way he needed her and wanted her and cherished her.

	“You’re the most beautiful thing that’s ever happened to me, Demazon,” he whispered. “Let me love you, even if it’s just for a little while.” 

	 

	They were in the room-sized shower in the bathroom, with its dozens of spray heads and steam heads and massagers, when Xander burst in without warning and tossed an entire bucket of snow all over them. 

	“Snow fight!” he yelled, and bolted. 

	Brody staggered against the wall, laughing like an idiot. Jasmin let out a yowl and bolted after Xander, turning jag as she went, and splattering water and slush all down the hallway. 

	Brody turned off the shower and wrapped a towel around himself, and followed the trail of water. 

	The crew was outside, Tank and Lissa in human form, throwing snowballs at each other and yelling at the tops of their lungs.

	Jasmin pounced on Xander, rolling him over in the snow, and smooshed his face into a drift with her paws. He struggled out of it, sputtering and cursing, and reached down to make another snowball. 

	Sloan came bounding across the clearing in cat form and skidded to a stop, throwing snow in all directions and knocking Xander down again. He rolled over on his back, wiggling in an ecstasy of happiness, making Brody laugh.

	Snow leopard. Right. 

	Behind him came Flynn. His lion was huge, tawny gold with a black mane, and he pounced on Tank, holding him down so Lissa could wash his face with snow, giggling madly. The two bears and Xander shucked their clothes, and then the whole pack was rolling and roughhousing in the snow, sending up clouds of powdery white. 

	Brody watched them, sadness welling up deep inside him. 

	This was the kind of crew he wanted to belong to. Hell, he already felt like he belonged to them. 

	But Jasmin was holding back. There was something in her that wouldn’t let her tear her walls down, accept that they were mates, love him with her whole heart. 

	If things were different, he’d keep annoying her cat with love and friendship so hard she wouldn’t be able to resist him. He’d lock his jaws and hold on with everything he had, never giving up until he’d made her happier than she ever dreamed she could be. 

	But she was right not to love him. He knew she was his mate; she was it for him. But they couldn’t be together. He was going down, he knew that now. He’d lost his battle with Monster Wolf. He had to go, and take his secrets with him. 

	He watched her stalking Sloan, who was delirious with snow-fever. She paused, suddenly, and looked over at him, invitation clear in her eyes.

	What the hell. No one could blame him if he wanted one perfect day before everything went to hell. He dropped his towel and shifted to wolf, and went to play in the snow with the crew he would never have. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 18

	 

	 

	It was a perfect day, Jasmin thought.

	The crew played in the snow most of the afternoon, then came inside and cooked dinner. Lissa was talking about how Christmas Eve was tomorrow, and everybody had to get their presents under the tree, and if they didn’t fucking have their shopping done they better get the hell on it. 

	Brody was sweet and attentive and… well… boyfriendy. He did exactly what he’d threatened—sneaked food off her plate at dinner, kissed her under the mistletoe, took silly selfies of the two of them and used an app to make them look like photo booth photos.

	She was surprised how good it felt. She felt her heart opening up, hope growing inside her. Maybe Tristan would be able to help Brody. Maybe he’d tell her whatever he was holding back. Maybe someday, if things worked out, they’d even talk about more—about him joining the crew. 

	It was a nice dream—until it shattered.

	Brody had disappeared, saying he had a super-secret Christmas present in the car for her, and he had to do something to it in the bedroom before he could put it under the tree.

	She didn’t realize at first how long he’d been gone. 

	When she finally went down to the bedroom to look for him, he wasn’t there. There was just a flat square box lying in the middle of the bed, wrapped in fancy red and gold paper, tied with fat gold cloth ribbon done up in a giant bow. Just the wrapping was beautiful, and Jasmin ached to hold it, to run her fingers over it and admire it before slowly opening it up. 

	She knew she should wait for Christmas—or at least for Brody—but she was overcome with curiosity. Glancing around, she slid the ribbon off and opened the box. 

	It was a painting. Bright colors, with two stylized hands cupped around a heart with outspread wings. Across the bottom, in curly script, was painted, Untamed Heart.

	It was beautiful. Until she saw the note.

	 

	Dear Jasmin,

	I’m sorry. I don’t know that there’s really anything I can say except that.

	This has been the best few days of my life, even counting almost dying last night. That’s what you’ve done for me. 

	I can’t bring my problems down on you, and I can’t bring them down on the crew. The best thing I can do for you is to just go.

	Thank Flynn for everything he tried to do for me. Be well, Demazon, and be badass.

	I love you, love you, love you. 

	Brody 

	 

	Jasmin sat on the edge of the bed, numb, staring at the piece of paper Brody had used to tear out her heart. Her body trembled with the effort of not going after him, not begging him to come back.

	Her mother had done that so many times, running out the door, calling after her father as he strode off. He always let her catch him, that triumphant look in his eyes, and made her grovel and apologize and beg forgiveness, before allowing her to serve him again. 

	The thought of it made her feel nauseated, but the thought of Brody walking off into the night, hurting, made her feel like her chest was being squeezed in a vise. 

	She couldn’t breathe. 

	She dashed for the back door and flung it open, breathing the frosty fresh air, but she still couldn’t force it into her lungs. 

	She could feel a tidal wave of emotions racing toward her like a tsunami racing toward an ocean island. In the distance, she heard the sound of Brody’s car engine, driving away. 

	With a wild, feral howl, her jaguar burst out of her skin, crying their pain into the night, knowing that the best thing in their lives had just walked away, and not knowing how to make him come back without losing everything.

	 

	Brody’s heart was ripped in two. Half of it was lying in the guest room at the Bad Blood compound, and half if it was bleeding out right here and now, as he drove away.

	He rounded a curve on the bumpy dirt road, hoping there weren’t any major potholes hiding under the snow, trying to stay in the tracks Xander and Sloan had made when they brought the car in. He almost didn’t see the giant cat until it was too late.

	He slammed on the brakes, fishtailing the car. 

	Jasmin.

	How the hell had she gotten ahead of him? And damn it all, why was she here? Why was she making this so hard?

	He slammed the car into ‘park’ and climbed out. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

	She Changed, standing naked in the snow, spitting fury. “Why the fuck did you run?” 

	“I explained in the note.”

	“You explained nothing!” she snarled. “You said you loved me. Loved me! And then you were gone. And a lot of bullshit about how you couldn’t bring your problems down on us. On me. We were trying to help you!” 

	“You can’t—”

	“Tristan’s coming out from Idaho. He’s fucking flying out here just to see you, at Christmas, because Flynn and I asked him to. He has people who can help you—”

	Terror stabbed through him. From what he’d heard, Tristan Barnes could see into other shifters’ minds. He knew about white wolves. “You shouldn’t have told him to come. He can’t help me! He’ll just make things worse.”

	She growled in frustration. “You don’t know that. Why won’t you even try?” He heard the pain in her voice, the unasked question. Why won’t you try for me?

	Because she didn’t love him. Not like he needed her to, heart and soul. 

	“I can’t,” he said. “You don’t understand.” 

	“Then make me understand, dammit!”

	“It’s not just about me, okay?” he snarled back at her, anger and pain ripping through him. “I’m putting you in danger just by standing here with you. I’m putting other people in danger.”

	“My crew can take care of themselves. I can take care of myself.” 

	“Well, not everybody can,” he snapped. “Some people can’t protect themselves, and I have to do it. I’m sorry I hurt you.”

	Sorry. His heart and soul were torn to bits. “But the one thing I know about you is that you’ll survive, with or without me.” 

	Jasmin stared at him, her eyes wide and dark. “You’re leaving me because I’m strong?” She took a step forward, growling. “I knew you were the same as the others. You want soft. You want weak.” He could see the betrayal in her eyes. 

	It nearly killed him. 

	“Dammit, Jaz, I love your strength. I love you.” 

	But she was on him, pounding on his chest. “I didn’t want you to love me!” she screamed. “I never wanted you to love me!”

	“Don’t you think I know that?” He held her arms in a punishing grip. “I fucking know that, and it tears me apart because I should be glad I’m not dragging you into my fucked-up life.”

	He should be. But the anger and bitterness welled up, and he couldn’t stop it from spilling over.

	“But I can’t be glad. It hurts so bad, because you’re my mate, and I wanted you to love me so damn much.”

	She went still in his arms, staring at him, wide-eyed. 

	“I’m not your mate,” she whispered, stepping back. “I can’t be your mate.”

	“I know,” he said. “Jaguars don’t do that. But wolves do, and my wolf wants you. I want you.” He took a step closer, and stared into her wide green eyes.

	“I want you to look at me the way Lissa looks at Tank. I want you to fall so fucking hard for me, the way I fell for you, like every time you touch me you feel like you’re falling off a cliff and you’re flying, and I want you to know, deep inside, that I’ll catch you before you hit the ground.”

	His voice grew husky. “I want you to love me. I want you to need me, the way I need you.” His last words were almost a whisper. “But you don’t need anyone.”

	She stared at him for another long moment, her chest heaving, and then she Changed to jag and ran silently off into the snowy forest. 

	Brody slammed his fist onto the hood of his car, leaving a dent. Then he threw himself back inside, gunned it, and drove away. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 19

	 

	 

	Jasmin ran through the woods, trying to outrun the tsunami, but she could feel it bearing down on her, like a huge shadow behind her, growing ever closer.

	There was no high ground, nowhere to escape to, no one to fight. Just everything that she’d dammed up in her heart for the last twenty years and more, and when it crashed over her, she would drown in it. It would blast her armor to smithereens, and there would be nothing left but the soft, terrified little girl, trembling in the dark.

	She lost track of which way she was heading, dodging and weaving between tree trunks, crashing through leafless underbrush, snow cold under her paws. She was cold all through. 

	Suddenly another body slammed into hers, hard enough to knock the breath out of her. She flew into a small clearing, hitting the snow-covered ground with a thud and scrambling to get her paws under her. 

	She didn’t get the chance. The other animal slammed into her again. Shadow-dark, silent, he crushed the breath from her.

	She recognized him—his breadth, his strength, his scent. 

	Xander. 

	She panicked, claws out, scratching her way out of his hold, snarling a challenge.

	He didn’t answer with a snarl of his own, the way he usually did, saying he was ready to fight. Needed a fight. He slapped away her paw as she swiped at him, but didn’t extend his claws. 

	What the fuck?

	She snarled again, hissing. Fight! Fight, damn you!

	But he wouldn’t. Xander the homicidal, always ready for a fight, always begging for a fight, was refusing to bleed her. 

	He leaped at her again, wrapping his front paws around her and slamming her to the ground once more. Her ribs hurt. But there was no slashing pain to keep her heart from breaking, to distract her with rage and survival instinct. 

	She kept attacking, but he slithered out of the way of her claws again and again, dodging, baiting her, before taking her down once more. 

	She knew she could take him. She knew she could make him submit. She’d done it before. And yet somehow her body wouldn’t obey her. Her heart was too heavy, and he wouldn’t fight back. 

	She moved slower and slower. Tears were pouring from her heart—if she turned human, they’d be pouring from her eyes. She’d be soft and sodden, lying in the snow, brought down by a man. 

	She had to fight back, but she couldn’t. 

	Finally she just lay there under the weight of Xander’s panther, panting, defeated. 

	Xander loosened his grip slightly, as if he were trying to see if she was faking. When she didn’t move, he got up and crouched beside her, nosing her shoulder, and then he pushed the side of his face against her in a gesture of affection. 

	Her eyes went wide. Xander hadn’t been born a cat, and he never showed affection the way shifter cats did. Hell, he never showed affection at all.

	He did it again. 

	Jasmin’s heart broke even further. There was a shallow scratch on Xander’s shoulder from her claws, and she licked it, cleaning it and helping it heal. 

	There was a shimmer and a crack of bones, and he was human, sitting on the ground with his elbows resting on his knees.

	“You okay?” he asked her. 

	She wanted to just stay cat. She could stay cat, and live in the trees, and never come down or deal with anyone, never have to feel human feelings.

	But her jag didn’t want that. It wanted the crew, and it wanted Brody. Especially Brody. 

	She Changed back to human form. “Why won’t you fight?” she yelled at Xander, hitting his leg with her fist.

	Xander just shrugged. “You don’t need a fight.”

	She did. She needed a fight, but she was too tired and her heart was broken.

	She sat up slowly. Bad plan—she was now sitting butt-naked in the mud and snow. 

	Jasmin yelped. “Fuck, Xander, aren’t your balls freezing off?”

	“Yup, they are, thanks for noticing. My scrotum is somewhere up near my belly button, and my dick wants to burrow inside headfirst and become a vagina. Can we stand up?”

	She tried to laugh, but it became a sniffle. There were tears running down her face and dripping off her chin, and how was that happening? She never cried. 

	Xander clasped her hand and helped her to her feet. 

	“What happened with you and Brody? I thought you were all lovey-dovey fuckapalooza.”

	“He loves me,” Jasmin said. “And he left me. And he wants me to be his mate.”

	Xander ran a hand through his hair. “Shit.” 

	“And I told him I didn’t want him to love me, and now he hates me.”

	“I hate love,” Xander muttered. “I hate emotions. All love does is fuck you up.” 

	“Exactly.”

	He sighed. “Do you want me to kill him?”

	“No!” Jasmin’s jag snarled.

	“Well, don’t get all homicidal about it. I’m just asking.” Xander paused. “Do you love him?”

	“I can’t love him,” Jasmin said. “Love makes you soft. All that happens then is that people hurt you.”

	“News flash,” Xander said. “Considering the way you were running and your jag was yowling, you’re in serious pain right now. So that keep-from-getting-hurt thing really didn’t work out for you.” 

	He brushed a clump of muddy snow off his butt before he went on.

	“And I shouldn’t even be saying this—because I hate love—but please note that you’re hurting because you’re not with Brody and you think he hates you. When you were with him, you were happy to a barf-making degree. In fact, you may not know this, but there is a school of thought that actually equates love with happiness.” 

	Jasmin didn’t answer that. She couldn’t answer it. He was right, and she’d been so stupid. She’d tried so hard not to love Brody. Not to love anybody. But even with no love, the hurt was still there—it was always there. It was the dark tsunami she tried to run away from. It had never left her. 

	“You should go after him,” Xander said.

	Jasmin shook her head, feeling cold at her core. She couldn’t. Not again. 

	“I don’t chase after men. My mother chased after my father every time he was angry at her, which was a lot. And he let her. He stood there and watched while she groveled and apologized and begged for forgiveness, even for things that weren’t her fault. And then, when she’d groveled enough, he graciously allowed her to get up and serve his whims.”

	“Whoa,” Xander said. “Sorry to diss your family, Jungle Kitty, but that is fucked up to the max.”

	No argument from her. “I swore I’d never do that, and I won’t.”

	“Well, I’m down with leaving the begging part out, because like I said, fucked up,” Xander said. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t go find Brody and tell him you’ve changed your mind about falling in love.”

	That was terrifying. The very idea was terrifying, and yet, Jasmin’s jaguar was pacing. Wanting. Wanting to make Brody not hurt anymore. Wanting to rub her face against his muzzle and scent his wolfy scent, to curl up next to him and purr herself to sleep while he held her. 

	She wanted to learn his secrets and share his burdens, to show him he didn’t have to be alone. 

	“I don’t know where to find him.”

	“About that,” Xander said. “I happen to know that Flynn planted a tracking device on his car.”

	A tracking device?

	Jasmin stared at him. “What? Why would Flynn do that? We already know about the drugs.”

	Xander rolled his eyes. “The dude has an escape tunnel in the basement, and enough military-grade weapons to invade a small country hidden under the dining-room floor. And somehow you’re surprised that he’s paranoid enough to keep track of your wildly secretive Nashville-traitor drug-buying boyfriend, who you know perfectly well has not told you everything?” 

	Well, no. When you put it that way…

	“Can you get the locator software?” she asked. 

	Xander grinned. “Already did. So let’s get our paws on the ground and go get it before my dick freezes and breaks off, and then we can turn this Christmas into one of those sappy Hallmark movies Lissa loves so much.” 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 20

	 

	 

	An hour later, Brody paused on the steps of the dingy trailer, trying to get himself under control. 

	His wolf was howling to go back to Jasmin, and he felt like what was left of his heart had been abandoned to die on that snowy dirt road in the woods. 

	He wanted to stay angry with her, but part of him understood. Total invulnerability was the only thing that made her feel safe. He wanted so badly for her to feel safe with him instead, but that was clearly never going to happen. 

	She was a cat—a jaguar. Everyone knew they didn’t bond. It had just been wishful thinking, and loneliness, and desperation.

	Mate, his wolf said. And another little piece of his soul ripped away. 

	He had to get ahold of himself. He couldn’t go inside all riled up like this. It would just get everybody all upset. 

	He clutched the brown paper bag with his other gifts, both of these done in green and gold paper, with the same fat gold ribbon Jasmin’s had been tied in. He’d paid a ridiculous amount to have them all wrapped so fancy, but he’d wanted the gifts to be special.

	He took several deep breaths and blew them out, trying to get rid of the tension. He couldn’t think about Jasmin now. His wolf would never settle, and that would set Adele off. 

	He knocked on the door, and after a moment the porch light snapped on, and he heard footsteps on the sagging floor inside. The door opened, and a curvy young woman with dark curly hair opened it. Her face broke into a beaming smile when she saw him. “You came!”

	“I told you I would,” he said, his heart lifting slightly at the smile. “Merry Christmas. This is for you.” He plucked a gift out of the bag and gave it to her. 

	“Oh my goodness, you shouldn’t have,” she said. “Come on in now, out of the cold. No call to be standin’ out on the porch!”

	Putting Jasmin resolutely out of his mind, Brody stepped into the trailer. 

	 

	Jasmin and Xander drove through the darkened streets, Jasmin following the tracker beacon on his phone and giving him directions. They were over twenty minutes behind Brody, and at first he went exactly where Jasmin thought he would—to his drug supplier.

	Why was he doing this? Why wouldn’t he let Tristan help him?

	They were still ten minutes out when the tracker left that location and headed east.

	“Is he going home?” Xander asked. 

	“No,” Jasmin said. “He’s heading somewhere completely different.” Maybe to the place where his secrets would finally be revealed.

	This was her last chance with him. She just hoped she didn’t blow it. 

	 

	Xander dropped Jasmin on the street just outside the trailer park. Brody’s car had stopped here five minutes ago, and hadn’t moved since. 

	As she opened the door, Xander asked, “Do you want me to wait? You might need backup.” 

	Jasmin hesitated, then shook her head. She needed to do this alone. Whatever Brody’s secrets were, she didn’t have the right to bring Xander into them. 

	Xander muttered something under his breath that sounded like “Douchebag wolf.”

	Jasmin smiled a little at that. “I’ll be okay.” 

	She hesitated, then reached over and wrapped her hand around the back of Xander’s neck. Before he could pull away, she rubbed the side of her face gently up against his, in a cat-gesture of affection.

	“Thanks,” she muttered, and then jumped out of the truck. 

	“I’m still willing to kill him for you!” Xander called after her. She waved.

	 

	The trailer park had definitely seen better days. The snow gave everything a surface prettiness, but the trailers were shabby, most of them in bad repair. Here and there she saw a straggle of Christmas lights, but mostly it looked like nobody in this place had the energy to try anymore.

	She walked down the rows, looking for Brody’s car. Before she saw it, though, she heard his voice through the clear night air. Running swiftly, she ducked behind the corner of the last trailer on the row and peeked out.

	Brody was standing on the porch of a trailer that looked like it was in a bit better shape than the others. There were patches of new siding, and it looked like the porch railing had recently been repaired. There were icicle lights around the roofline. 

	The door was open, and a pretty, curvy young woman was greeting Brody with obvious pleasure. Jasmin saw him give her a small, elaborately wrapped box, and they laughed over something. 

	And then he stepped inside. 

	Hot jealousy stabbed at her. Was this woman a girlfriend? Or an ex? Her jaguar growled softly. 

	But why would he call Jasmin his mate, if he were with someone else? Did he have a child? But why would it be raised in secret when Brody belonged to one of the most powerful packs in the country? None of this made sense. 

	Quietly, on cat feet, Jasmin stole around to the side of the trailer. It looked out on an empty space, and the curtains hadn’t yet been pulled for the night. 

	She peeked inside, into the living room. There was an older woman with a crumpled face sitting in a plaid easy chair, with a brightly-colored afghan over her legs. Her long stringy hair was mouse-brown, heavily streaked with gray, and her eyes looked vacant. Her hands were plucking at the knitted flowers on the afghan, her mouth working. 

	At first Jasmin thought she was in her seventies or eighties, but as she looked more closely at the woman’s face, she saw that she was probably not more than fifty-five or sixty. It was the gray hair and the crumpled, vacant look that made her seem older. 

	“Yolanda?” the woman called in a querulous voice. Then, looking frightened, she called again, “Yolanda?”

	Jasmin could hear her clearly—the walls of the trailer were thin, and the windows poorly sealed.

	The young woman hurried into the room. “I’m here, Adele,” she said soothingly. “And look who I have with me.” 

	Brody stepped inside the room, still carrying a gaily wrapped box. “Hey, Ma,” he said gently. “Merry Christmas.”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 21

	 

	 

	Jasmin ducked down and pressed her back to the side of the trailer.

	Hey, Ma.

	This was Brody’s secret. This was who he’d stayed behind in Nashville for, instead of going to Idaho and starting a new life.

	This was the person he’d been protecting. 

	But why? Why had he gone to so much trouble to keep her off the radar?

	She raised herself slowly, needing to watch the scene unfolding inside. Needing to understand. 

	Adele’s eyes fixed on Brody, and they went wide with fear. “No!” she screamed. “No! Don’t take me! Please don’t take me!” She began to cry, hugging herself with her arms and rocking back and forth.

	Brody looked like his heart was breaking. 

	“No one’s going to take you, Ma,” he said. “It’s okay.” 

	But Adele only wept harder. 

	Yolanda shook her head. “She’s not good today, Mr. Jameson. Not good at all. Did you manage to get the new compound?”

	He nodded, not taking his eyes off his mother. He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a vial. “Do you think it will help her memory, now that the other one’s not working anymore?”

	Jasmin wondered how many fights had paid for that vial. How many wounds he’d taken, how much blood he’d shed. All for just the hope he could help her.

	He’d done all that for a woman who’d left him when he was six years old. Who didn’t even recognize him—who looked at him with fear in her face. 

	Shame cut through her, hot and hard. She should have trusted him. She should have given him time to trust her.

	She should have listened to her heart, not her fear.

	Yolanda pulled a syringe out of her pocket and filled it from the vial. Making small soothing noises, she calmed Adele enough to wipe her arm with disinfectant and inject her. 

	After a few moments, Adele’s eyes closed, and Brody stepped back into the room. 

	“She’ll know you in a few minutes,” Yolanda said, but she sounded more hopeful than certain. 

	“She’s getting worse, isn’t she,” Brody said. 

	Yolanda nodded. “Some days are better than others, but she’s in and out,” she said. “If this doesn’t work…” 

	Brody just nodded.

	“I brought some food,” he said. “Just a few treats. They’re in the kitchen. Could you do me a favor and make a nice plate with them? I want to be here when she comes to.”

	Yolanda nodded, putting a comforting hand on his shoulder as she left the room. 

	Brody closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath, as if gathering strength. 

	Then he pulled out his phone and attached it to a little portable speaker, and in a moment Christmas carols were playing softly in the background. He set the gift he’d brought on a side table near his mother’s chair, where there was a tiny evergreen in a pot, with little lights and ornaments on it. There were no other holiday decorations in the room. 

	He sat down on an ottoman near Adele’s chair, and held her hand. 

	After a few minutes, Adele opened her eyes. She seemed groggy for a moment, confused, and then she saw her son and her eyes lit up.

	“Brody! When did you get here? I must have dozed off.”

	She sounded so happy now. Brody’s face cleared, and he smiled at her, though there was deep sadness in his eyes. “Hey, Ma. Merry Christmas.”

	He leaned over and kissed her cheek.

	“My goodness!” she said, a shade of confusion passing over her face again. “It can’t be Christmas Day already!”

	“Nah, but it’s almost Christmas Eve. I brought you some treats, and we’re going to celebrate. And I brought a present.”

	Her hands went to her mouth. “Oh, Brody, you shouldn’t have spent your money on me.”

	Jasmin felt tears sting her eyes. This was why Brody had needed so much money, why he fought so often. Not just the drugs, but the rent on this place, food, salary for Yolanda. For some reason, he didn’t want anyone to be able to trace any of that back to him. 

	But why?

	Jasmin knew she shouldn’t be watching this. She should just knock on the door, but for some reason she couldn’t bring herself to. It seemed like such a private moment, seeing Brody with his mom. And yet she drank it in, being able to watch him like this, to see a side of him no one else saw. 

	Yolanda brought in a plate of pastries and little cookies, and Brody served them to his mother while he entertained her with stories about his friends in the Nashville pack, most of which Jasmin was sure were made up. 

	But they made Adele happy. 

	Afterwards, she opened her gift, her fingers lingering on the lacy gold ribbon, the pretty wrapping, the elegant tissue paper in the box. The present was a gorgeous silk scarf, all printed with peacock feathers. Brody wrapped it around his mother’s neck and found a mirror so she could admire herself in it. Then he stood behind her and brushed her hair, singing softly along with the Christmas songs while she just closed her eyes and smiled.

	Jasmin’s heart broke all over again. 

	After a while, his mother opened her eyes and touched her scarf. “So pretty,” she said. “But why did you bring me a present? It’s not my birthday.”

	“It’s Christmas, Ma,” Brody said, just as if he hadn’t already said it. 

	“My goodness!” she said. “It can’t be Christmas Day already!”

	“No, Ma,” Brody said. “But it’s almost Christmas Eve.”

	Jasmin melted into the darkness, tears stinging her eyes. 

	 

	Brody shut the door of the trailer and leaned against it, closing his eyes and letting out a great sigh. He knew it made his mother happy when he was here—at least, it did when she recognized him. 

	But seeing her like this just made him depressed.

	The old medicine would bring back her memories for a short time, but she always slipped away into her own mind before long. 

	This new stuff was supposed to repair the damage. If it did, there was a chance he could find out who exactly was after his mother—and how to get her out of their sights for good.

	But as long as she was in danger from someone unknown, he had to keep her here. And there had to be no link back to him—no link to anyone either of them had ever known. And now, with Bastian and his cronies having seen Monster Wolf, he couldn’t go back to the Nashville pack.

	What he really should do was disappear, and take Adele with him. But without access to the drugs… Shit. Every way he turned, it all fell apart. 

	After a few minutes he hauled himself upright and started down the porch steps. It was almost fucking Christmas Eve, and he didn’t know where to go. 

	Or what to do tomorrow, or the next day. He wanted to be with Jasmin so badly, it was a constant ache in his chest. The thought of spending Christmas without her made him want to drink himself into oblivion. 

	So when he saw her sitting cross-legged on the hood of his car, he thought for a minute he was hallucinating. 

	Shock warred with hope in his heart. She’d come after him. Again. 

	“What are you doing here?” he asked. 

	“Waiting for you.”

	“How did you find me?” He glanced around. This place was supposed to be a secret from everyone. If she could find it…

	Jasmin opened her fist to reveal a small black button-like object, about the size of a fifty-cent piece.

	“Flynn put a tracker on your car.” She tossed it to him. 

	Automatically, he put his hand out and caught it. 

	“Shit.” He didn’t know whether to be angry or impressed. “Fucking paranoid crazy-ass lion. I thought he liked me.”

	“He does like you,” Jasmin said. “You should see what he does to people he doesn’t like.”

	Brody snorted a laugh at that. He didn’t know why he was surprised. Flynn had admitted to following Brody to his drug dealer—why not a tracker? At least Brody could count on the fact that he was too paranoid to tell anyone what he found out. No one outside the Bad Bloods would learn about this location. Adele was safe. 

	But Flynn was still an asshole.

	“Fucking lion,” he said again. He hauled back and threw the tracker across the parking lot. It hit a patch of ice and slid underneath the steps of Adele’s trailer. 

	“I’m kind of liking him right now,” Jasmin admitted. “Otherwise I would never have found you.”

	“So why did you come?” He meant to sound challenging, to hold onto his pride and harden his heart. But she looked so vulnerable, sitting there, and he couldn’t make himself push her away. 

	He still wanted her so badly. 

	She took a deep breath, and then let it out without saying anything. She took another one. 

	He could see her trying to break down her walls, trying to get words out. 

	“You said you loved me,” she said finally, her raspy voice no more than a whisper. “And I told you I didn’t want you to.” Another deep breath. “It wasn’t true,” she admitted. 

	He waited, unable to breathe, a tiny seed of hope blossoming one more time in the center of his chest. She’d pushed him away, but then she came after him.

	“I wanted you to love me, but I wanted you to love me. The strong parts and the soft parts. I thought if I loved you, it would make me soft, and you’d hurt me. But losing you hurt worse.”

	She swallowed, looking away.

	“Full disclosure. I looked in the window, and I saw you with your mother. I wanted to knock on the door and come inside, but I didn’t know if you wanted me here. I wish you did. I want you to love me. I want to love you back. I do need you, and it makes me so fucking scared I don’t know what to do.” 

	By the time she finished what she was saying he was already moving, closing the distance between them and hugging her up tight. He could feel her shaking in his arms, how scared she was, his beautiful deadly jaguar who wasn’t afraid of anything. 

	Except opening her heart. 

	But she’d jumped off the cliff for him, arms spread wide, and he had to be there to catch her, the way he’d told her he would. 

	He held her close and stroked her hair, whispering gently, “Shh. It’s okay. It’s all okay now.” 

	He could still feel her trembling; hell, he could feel himself trembling. The pain in his chest that he’d been carrying around began to subside, and warmth was creeping in.

	He felt like he’d been so cold for so long. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 22

	 

	 

	They went back to Brody’s apartment. Jasmin barely noticed anything about it—just that it was masculine and classy and looked like some decorator’s idea of what a young business executive’s apartment should look like. 

	Not what Brody was like at all. Brody was earth and sunshine and surprising depths of shadow. He was t-shirts and flannel and torn jeans and scars and sultry looks from those sea-blue eyes.

	Brody loved her, and she loved him back. 

	Right now, she couldn’t see anything but that. 

	Maybe she wasn’t a wolf; maybe she couldn’t be the kind of mate he wanted. 

	But they could love each other. She could ease his burdens, and she could make him feel less alone. 

	She wrapped her arms around him as soon as they were inside the door, her head on his chest, letting him breathe her scent. 

	Scent was important to wolves. 

	She slid his leather jacket off his shoulders and let it drop to the floor. Moments later, hers followed it, and then he was pulling her shirt over her head, running his hands down her back, tangling his fingers in her hair.

	She loved how he loved her hair. 

	She felt a soft growl his chest—a low rumble that was more a vibration than anything else. 

	Pleasure. Desire. Wanting. 

	An answering purr grew inside her own chest. Sexy wolf. Hot. Needy. She slid her hands under his t-shirt, rubbing her forearms over his taut muscles. His skin was warm and velvety, and she wanted all of it.

	Brody reached over his shoulder and grabbed the back of his t-shirt, pulling it over his head in one lithe motion. Then they were skin to skin, and she was rubbing against him, wanting to feel him with her hands and her breasts and her belly, her lips and her tongue.

	She kissed her way up his chest, teasing his nipples, giving one of his pecs a little bite. He hissed in a breath, and then used her hair to pull her head back. He ducked his head quickly and returned the bite, right on the tendon at the bottom of her neck.

	The growls were getting louder. He bit his way up her neck, soothing each love-bite with a kiss. He kissed her mouth—long, slow and deep—and then he swept her up with his hands cupping her ass, pinning her against the wall, legs straddling him. 

	His cock was so huge and hard for her, she felt like she would come apart just feeling it through the layers of cloth that separated them. She sucked the skin under Brody’s ear, let the scent of his skin fill her, luxuriated in the heat and strength of him. 

	“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured in her ear. “I want to strip you naked, throw you on the bed and lick you until your pussy is so wet, all you can think of is having my cock inside you. And then I want to make love to you and feel you come around me again and again, until there are no walls left inside you, and all you can feel is how much I love you. How much I will always love you.” 

	“I want that,” she whispered. “I want you.”

	He carried her down the hall to his bedroom and tumbled her on the bed. He stripped her naked, slowly, kissing and nipping and biting and touching. Hips, thighs, the crease behind her knee, the arch of her foot. 

	Then he slid his own jeans off, and she could see how ready he was for her. His swollen cock stood straight up, thick and heavy. 

	He lay down beside her, running one hand slowly up her thigh and over the curve of her hip. He kissed her hipbone.

	“Spread your legs for me,” he whispered.

	Anticipation clenched in Jasmin’s belly. She was desperate for his touch, already wet for him. He slid his fingers over her slick folds, that growl starting up in his chest again. “Beautiful,” he murmured.

	He dipped his head, tasting with quick flicks of his tongue. Jasmin moaned and spread her legs further, desperate for him to touch her more, touch her deeper.

	She felt his tongue on her again, this time licking her slowly, all the way from her entrance to her clit. 

	Sheer ecstasy. 

	Brody slid his arms under her thighs, his tongue thrusting inside her, tasting her juices, his erotic growls of pleasure vibrating through her nerve endings. Every time he swirled his tongue over her clit, the tension in her belly ratcheted tighter. 

	He spun it out until she ached to have him inside her, touching her core. Just as she was about to go over the edge, he pulled up, knelt between her legs and thrust himself inside her. 

	The feeling of his thick shaft filling her was too much. She exploded in an intense orgasm, body shaking, meeting Brody’s thrusts with her own, trying to take him even more deeply inside her. 

	The climax subsided, but Brody continued to thrust inside her, watching her face, her body, with total intensity. Impossibly, she felt another climax building, and she gripped his arms, nails digging in, unable to do anything but give in to the pleasure. 

	As the second orgasm crashed over her, Jasmin pulled Brody down on top of her. His slow, measured thrusts had grown faster, harder, and his wolf was growling constantly, his eyes flashing gold.

	He was so close, and she wanted to feel him come. 

	“I love you, Brody,” she whispered. He drove himself so deeply inside her that she felt as if they were one person. Something exploded in her chest, smashing her walls, and heat spread through her whole body. The air around them looked like it was sparkling. 

	With one shared primal howl, they were carried off the edge of the cliff together. 

	 

	A long time later, they lay in each other’s arms, smoothing each other’s skin with slow strokes, trading small soft kisses.

	“Tell me about your mother,” Jasmin said. “Do you know what’s wrong with her? Is there anything more you can do to help her?”

	He shrugged, twining a strand of her hair around his fingers. “I don’t know. This new drug might help.” 

	“What happened?” 

	He shook his head. “I’m not sure.” He smoothed the hair back down again. He grew quiet, and Jasmin stayed silent, waiting for him to talk when he was ready. 

	“I hadn’t seen her in over twenty years. Not since I was six,” he said finally. “And then one day last January, she calls me at work, out of the blue. I don’t even know how she got my number.” 

	She stroked her hand down his chest, over his heart, as if she could ease its soreness with her touch.

	“She convinced me to meet her at this out-of-the-way little café. She was a mess,” he said. “Dirty and emaciated, like she’d been living on the streets for way too long, not eating. And she was paranoid—at least, I thought she was. Talking crazy about labs and men in white coats, and how she couldn’t let them find her.”

	“Labs,” Jasmin whispered. Her throat grew dry. 

	“Yeah,” Brody said. “I thought that shit was just a myth—you know, shifter urban legends. It wasn’t until months later that Sophia and Jesse were taken by Alexander Grant, and we found out places like that really do exist.” 

	Jasmin nodded. She hadn’t believed it either, until it happened to her. 

	“But it didn’t matter how it happened,” Brody said. “Not at first. It was obvious something was wrong with her. Drugs, dementia, something they did in the labs—or maybe just because she was a white wolf. Everybody says they’re born crazy.”

	Jasmin’s heart skipped a beat. “Your mom’s a white wolf?” she whispered. “Do you have any idea how rare that is?”

	Did he have any idea what that meant? What they could do?

	“Yeah,” he said. “Rare. And insane. And I have the crazy gene in me. Monster Wolf.”

	Jasmin sat up and took Brody’s face in her hands. “You are not crazy, Brody Jameson. You kept Monster Wolf inside for years. You can do it again.” 

	He shook his head. “It wasn’t me that did that,” he said. “It was her. Ma did something to make Monster Wolf stay inside me, back before she left. And when she got back, the barrier started to crumble. The more I’m around her, the worse it gets. And now he’s out. It’s too late.”

	“It’s not too late,” Jasmin said. “There are people who can help you. Help your mother.” 

	Brody sat up, shaking her hands off him. “You don’t get it! I can’t tell anyone about her. You can’t tell anyone either. Swear to me.” 

	“I don’t understand.”

	“Swear!”

	“Okay!” Jasmin gripped his hand. “I swear. Now tell me why.”

	“Because she’s a fugitive,” Brody said. “And I’m responsible. Every single fucking thing you saw in that trailer is my fault.” 

	Brody pulled his hand away and clenched his fists, his chest heaving. “I did it,” he said softly. “She’s this way because of me.”

	Jasmin rubbed her hand up and down his back, trying to soothe him. She wanted to say it wasn’t his fault, it couldn’t be, he was a good man, but she knew that wasn’t what he needed to hear.

	“Tell me,” she said instead. “Tell me what happened.”

	Brody closed his eyes, rubbing his fingers along the scar on his face.

	“I was six,” he said. “And I got into a fight with another cub. I don’t even remember what it was about. I just remember how angry I was. So angry, I wanted to kill him. And I felt myself shift, but it wasn’t the way it usually was. I was huge, and furious, and I couldn’t control myself.”

	“You were Monster Wolf,” she said. 

	Brody nodded. “My mom came out of the house,” he said. “I was going for the other cub’s throat. There wasn’t even time for her to Change. I just remember her staring at me, this awful look in her eyes, like I wasn’t even her son. Then she threw her hand out, like she was throwing something at me. But she wasn’t. Nothing physical, anyway.”

	He touched his scar again. “I felt like I’d been knifed in the face, and I started bleeding.” He pulled his hand back and clenched his fist. “It hurt so bad, and I let go of the other cub. Monster Wolf went away, and I had this big cut down my face, pouring blood everywhere.”

	He raised his head, looking her in the face. “My mother sliced my face open with the power of her mind.” 

	Jasmin gasped. She touched his face. “She gave you that scar.”

	He nodded. “To keep Monster Wolf from killing that other cub. To keep me from being a murderer.”

	Jasmin stroked the scar, wishing she could take the hurt away. “I’m sure she didn’t mean to. I could tell from what I saw that she loves you.”

	Brody shook his head. “I made her do it,” he said. “And people saw. They saw what she could do, and they came for her. They said she was dangerous. Unstable.” 

	He dropped his head, his voice going soft. “That’s why she left. The Enforcers were coming for her. I found out later she’d hurt people before, with her powers. Killed someone. That’s why she came to our isolated little village. So she wouldn’t be found.” 

	Jasmin stroked his back again, trying to calm him down, but the pain kept spilling out. “I’m the reason she got found. I’m the reason she had to leave. If it hadn’t been for Monster Wolf—” 

	She could see the tears in his eyes, and her heart broke for the little boy who’d carried this burden for so long. 

	“It’s not your fault.”

	“It is! Don’t you see? Whatever she’s been through, it’s because of me. I can’t let anyone find out she’s associated with me, or they’ll realize who she is.”

	“What about Tristan and Silverlake?” Jasmin said. “Maybe they could help.”

	“If it was just her mind, maybe,” he said miserably. “But she’s still wanted by the Enforcers. If I send her to Silverlake, I’ll be turning her in.”

	He shuddered, and she rested her hand on the back of his neck, rubbing gently. After a moment, he heaved a huge sigh and rolled his shoulders, as if trying to settle a heavy load back on them after giving it a rest. 

	“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” he said quietly. “I promised her I’d keep her safe, that I wouldn’t leave her.”

	“That’s the real reason why you didn’t go to Idaho with Donnie and the others, isn’t it.” 

	He nodded. “I can’t take her way out there—there’s nowhere close enough that I could set her up where people wouldn’t ask questions. And I don’t have a drug connection out there.”

	He sighed. “But I’m not going to be able to keep this up much longer. I have to pay cash for everything—there’s too much chance someone could link her to me if I don’t. I can’t take the money from my regular accounts, even if I had any money left in them. People would notice. And I don’t know how much Bastian and the others saw, the other night. If the Nashville pack leaders find out about Monster Wolf…” 

	Jasmin nodded. There was a chance Bastian would keep his mouth shut, since it happened at an illegal fight. But they couldn’t be sure. And anyway, he was just postponing the inevitable. 

	“You’re right, you can’t keep this up,” she said as gently as possible. “Even if you could go back to the fights, you can’t win forever. They’ll just keep throwing bigger opponents at you. What are you going to do then?”

	He turned on her. “I don’t fucking know, okay? You want to know what keeps me up at night? That. Knowing that the first fight I lose, it’s all coming down like a house of cards. But what the hell else am I going to do? She’s my mother.”

	“I know.” Jasmin began rubbing the back of his neck again. She didn’t know what she would have done if it was her own mother. Battered, running from her father, unable to take care of herself… she couldn’t have turned her back. 

	But she had a crew to back her up. Brody had no one. 

	“We’ll figure it out,” she said softly. “We’ll do it together.”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 23

	 

	 

	Brody was deep in sleep when he heard the text alert on his phone go off. 

	He groped for it on his bedside table, trying not to wake Jasmin, but she was already alert—as if she hadn’t ever been asleep.

	“What is it?” she asked.

	His phone was still in his jeans pocket. He leaned out of bed and snagged them from the floor, and dug out the phone. 

	It was from Bastian. A photo. 

	Of the entrance to the trailer park where Adele lived. 

	“Holy shit.” He was about to jump out of bed, when another message came in. Then another, and another.

	A photo of the trailer.

	Then one of the front door.

	Then a written message. Come on over. We’re having a party.

	And finally, a photo of Adele, sitting in her chair, eyes wide with fear. 

	Brody texted back. You’re fucking dead.

	Then he got up and started throwing his clothes on. 

	Jasmin got out her phone and started punching buttons. 

	“What are you doing?” Brody asked. 

	She gave him a confused look. “Calling in the crew.” 

	“Jaz, they can’t know about Ma. Nobody can know.”

	“We need backup,” she said. “If something bad happens and you didn’t call them in, you’ll never forgive yourself.” 

	Jasmin put the phone on speaker and started pulling on her clothes. 

	Someone picked up on the other end. “This better be an emergency,” Flynn said. 

	 “It is,” she replied. “Short version, Brody’s mom is on the run from shifter hunters, and something’s wrong with her. He’s been keeping her in hiding, but it looks like her location’s been compromised. Might be Bastian and his crew, might be worse. We need backup.”

	Flynn’s answer was one word. “Where?”

	Jasmin said, “Xander knows.” 

	 

	Brody drove faster than he should have on the icy streets, skidding around corners, barely staying in control. Jaz said nothing about the driving, just held onto the armrest and braced her feet. 

	His gut was churning. There was no way the hunters could have found her. Hell, he didn’t know if there really were any hunters. Her sense of time was so vague—he didn’t know how long she’d been on her own, or how the drugs she’d taken had messed up her mind. 

	But Bastian would be bad enough. 

	“Fuck!” He slammed his fist on the steering wheel. “Jaz, she’s gonna be so scared…” 

	“We’ll get her,” she said. “The crew’s on the way.”

	He wished he had her faith. It had been too long since he had anyone to rely on. 

	Every time he could take a hand off the wheel, he tried to reach Yolanda on his cell phone, but she never answered. Finally, on the fifth try, it went straight to voice mail. 

	He cursed. “Someone turned her phone off.”

	“Good,” Jasmin said. “Then they’re still there.”

	That wasn’t necessarily a good sign. Icy fear gripped Brody. Bastian could be hurting them both, terrorizing them. What had he been thinking, trying to keep her safe outside of a pack? All wolves were always told the only way to stay safe was with a pack at your back.

	They’d never told him what to do when your pack turned against you. 

	He began to realize why the magical bonds for packs were so important. Nash Jenkins had given that up when he increased his territory beyond his father’s original boundaries. The pack bond had eroded, and only wealth, power and size had kept them from getting attacked. 

	That, and business connections. Taking over the pack without being able to legally take over the corporations that funded it would have helped no one. 

	But it fostered a sickness in the pack—there was no true bond. He’d seen and felt that briefly, with the Silverlake wolves, and unconsciously longed for it. 

	And he’d seen it in the crazy idiots at the Bad Blood Crew. You could feel the magic in the land, and you could feel it between the pack members. It called to him. 

	Now this was going to fuck everything up. He was going to have to take Ma somewhere else, somewhere that they could both start over.

	He couldn’t ask Jasmin to do that. How could he ask her to give up her crew and the bond they had, to spend her life taking care of a crazy old woman? 

	He couldn’t. 

	They skidded around another corner, and then they were at the entrance to the trailer park. Brody blasted through, sliding half-sideways to stop in front of his mother’s trailer. 

	“Stay here. Wait for Flynn.” He was out of the car before she could answer, running for the trailer. The lights were off.

	That wasn’t right. 

	He pounded up the steps and skidded to a stop at the front door. It was ajar.

	Please don’t let them be dead. Please don’t let them be dead. 

	For the first time, he wished he had a gun.

	He pushed the door open a crack and listened. There were people in there; he could feel them, hear their breathing, ever so faintly. Two—no, three. Maybe one more? And the scents…

	His mother. Yolanda. 

	Bastian. And someone unfamiliar. Still here? Or gone?

	Jasmin was out of the car, creeping toward him. He shook his head and brought his two hands up, wrists together, and snapped the fingers together like a bear trap closing.

	Trap. Jasmin nodded, and made her way around the side.

	Brody pushed the door open all the way, then crouched and ducked inside. If anyone were aiming a gun at him, the shot would hopefully go over his head.

	But there was nothing.

	Just silence, and labored breathing. 

	He went past the little kitchen, into the living room. His wolf eyes could see fine in the dark, especially with the outdoor lights shining in the windows. 

	Someone on the floor. Yolanda. A little blood—he could smell it. Not too much. But she wasn’t moving. Head injury? Strangled? 

	He couldn’t help her now. He couldn’t stop. 

	Hot fury laced through him, and he held himself back. Too dangerous. Hold in the monster. 

	Bad people. Kill them.

	Hold it in. Hold it back. It’s too small in here. Good people will get hurt.

	The monster growled.

	Step further in.

	His mother was in the living room, bolt upright in a straight chair, eyes glittering in the dark. 

	“Brody?” she called. Her voice was quivering. She was terrified. 

	Bastian was a dead wolf. 

	The question was, did he know what Brody’s mother was? Did he know what Brody was?

	Was this just Bastian’s sick personal revenge? Or had he somehow realized what he had here, and turned them in to the shifter hunters?

	That lingering scent bothered Brody. The unfamiliar one. Bastian should have his minions with him. 

	Instead, he had a stranger. 

	Just as that thought went through his mind, the light snapped on, and Bastian stepped out of the bedroom. 

	“You ain’t the sharpest tool in the shed, are you, Brody?” he sneered. “You just walked right into a trap.” 

	Brody barely saw the dart gun in time. He dove forward and rolled, the dart skimming his cheek and leaving a scratch. Fuck. Was that enough to put him out? 

	He’d surprised Bastian, though, coming straight at him. He went wolf as he came, cannoning into Bastian and knocking him back. 

	His mother’s chair fell over and her head hit the edge of the bookshelf. She gave a tiny cry.

	Another man stepped out of the bedroom, dressed completely in black, with a ski cap pulled over his face. 

	He pointed his gun at Adele. 

	Kill him!

	 

	Jasmin had crept around to the window where she’d watched Brody and his mom before. It was dark inside, but her cat eyes were even better in the dark than Brody’s. She could see Adele in her chair, and Bastian standing in the shadows behind her. 

	She saw the lights coming up, and Bastian trying to shoot Brody, and the other man coming out of the bedroom and raising his gun. 

	And then she saw something that raised the hackles on her neck. 

	Brody changed—and then started to Change again. There was the sound of breaking bones, and his body undulated like it had the night Flynn and Tank found him in the woods. His head grew massive—too big for his neck—but his jaws closed on Bastian’s arm and she heard something break. 

	Brody made a bone-chilling noise, his teeth still clamped on Bastian. The stranger in black swung his weapon around and aimed at Brody. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 24

	 

	 

	Jasmin’s jag was out before she could make a conscious decision. Brody needed her. 

	She gave heart-chilling scream like only a jaguar can, and attacked the window. 

	The trailer walls came apart under her claws like a tin can under a can opener. She ripped through them, snarling, but she was too late. 

	The man in the ski mask shot at Brody—once, twice—and she saw the trank darts bury themselves in his fur. 

	For a minute she thought they wouldn’t have an effect. Bastian had gone wolf and was trying to defend himself, and she knew she could take down the man in the mask. He was shouting into a radio. “Backup team! Immediate extraction! Additional target outside. Jaguar.” 

	He turned on her and aimed through the hole in the wall. 

	Jasmin ducked under the first dart, but she couldn’t get inside. Brody! Brody! Her jag was frantic, but she couldn’t make the hole big enough to get to him. 

	Then she heard an engine gunning behind her, a squeal of brakes. A black van skidded to a stop just behind Brody’s car.

	Brody!

	Jasmin was stuck in the wall, the trailer’s metal structure tearing at her skin. There were men, men everywhere, men and nets and guns.

	And shock sticks.

	They sparked in the men’s hands, and her jag lost her mind. 

	Flashbacks and sensations pounded at her. A fire hose knocking her across the room. No air. Dying. Shocks and more shocks and nerves on fire, jag human jag human can’t make it stop, don’t do what they want but it hurts hurts hurts

	No! No! Not again! Never again! She fought like a wild thing, but in a panic. No thought, no strategy. Just pure fear.

	Jasmin tore free of the net they tried to trap her with, twisting and backing away. They were everywhere, herding her toward the van, blocking her escape. She fought and darted and slashed, but she couldn’t get away, couldn’t get away…

	She was near the front steps when they finally got her with one of the shock sticks. That familiar, terrible pain went through her. Her body seized, and her jag was gone. She was naked on the ground, clawing at the steps, desperate to keep them from dragging her away.

	She knew it was futile, but she wouldn’t submit. She would never submit. 

	She saw something round and dark, half-buried in the snow that had drifted between the open steps. 

	Flynn’s tracker. 

	Jasmin closed her hand around it just as the men in the ski masks dragged her into the van. Half the back was closed off with wire mesh, forming a cage. 

	They threw her inside. She hit the wall, painfully, and slid to the floor. 

	In a few minutes, Brody was tossed in next to her. He was human again, but unconscious. Blood was running from several wounds, and his face and ribs were bruised.

	Fucking Bastian. He was a dead wolf. 

	They shoved Adele in the cage too, a little more gently. She was also out cold. 

	The cage door slammed shut, the men in black piled into the back of the van, and it pulled away.

	 

	Flynn’s truck careened into the trailer park, Xander riding shotgun and Sloan in the back.

	“Here,” Xander said, pointing to Brody’s car.

	“Holy fuck,” Sloan said, as they came to a stop. 

	One whole side of the trailer was ripped apart, and the front door was half off its hinges.

	“What the hell,” Xander muttered. 

	They spread out at Flynn’s orders, all with their handguns, ready to shift at a moment’s notice. Flynn took the front door, and Sloan and Xander the ripped-out wall. 

	Flynn gave the signal, and they ducked inside. Xander and Sloan checked the living room and the bedroom. There were splashes of blood and multiple scents, but no bodies.

	“Clear,” Sloan said. 

	“I got someone up here,” Flynn called back. 

	They joined him in the front of the trailer, by the tiny kitchen. There was a young black woman on the floor. Fox shifter, by the scent. 

	Flynn was helping her sit up. She looked groggy, but basically uninjured. 

	“They took her,” she mumbled. “They took them all.”

	“Who took them?” Flynn demanded. His voice was gentle, but his alpha presence pressed down, compelling a response. 

	“Men,” she said. “A wolf, and a bunch of men in black ski masks. Humans, I think. Or shifters with no fur scent.”

	The Bad Bloods glanced at each other. “Hunters,” Xander muttered. Sloan growled.

	“Did you hear where they were taking them?”

	She shook her head. “I saw… a van. Black. That’s all.”

	“Did they take them both?” Flynn asked. “Brody and the jaguar?”

	“And Adele,” she said. “Brody’s ma.” 

	They exchanged glances again.

	“Fuck,” Flynn muttered. “We don’t even know who we’re dealing with here. We’ve got nothing.”

	He helped the woman off the floor and into the living room, onto a love seat that had been shredded by animal claws.

	“Is there someone we can call for you?” Sloan asked.

	He handed over his phone, and the woman sent a text. A moment later there was a reply. “My friend is coming,” she said. 

	Flynn was pacing. “They could be taking them anywhere,” he said. “Dammit!”

	Xander’s phone chirped. 

	He pulled it out of his pocket and glanced at it, went to put it away, and then did a double-take.

	“Flynn,” he said. “Remember that tracker you put on Brody’s car? It’s just been activated.” 

	Flynn frowned. “The car’s here,” he said. 

	“The tracker’s not.” 

	Flynn strode over and pulled the phone out of his hand. “Sonovabitch,” he muttered, a crooked grin creeping onto his face. “That’s my girl.”

	He started for the door, then paused, looking at Yolanda.

	“Go,” she said. “My friend will be here any minute.” 

	Flynn pulled his phone and dialed Tank. 

	“You got them?” Tank asked. 

	“They’ve been taken,” he said. “Hunters. But we’ve got tracking.”

	He could hear Tank swearing. Then he asked, “Sure it’s not a trap?” 

	“Doesn’t matter,” Flynn replied. “We still know where they are. It’s all we need.”

	“Lissa and I are on our way,” Tank said. “And we have company. How much firepower should we bring?” 

	“All of it,” Flynn said. “And isn’t it a good thing I didn’t let you put the fucking Christmas tree on top of the weapons locker?”

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 25

	 

	 

	Jasmin was pacing the cage in the empty fight barn, trying to keep her jag from panicking. 

	 Across the barn, Brody and his mother were lying on identical metal gurneys, electrodes attached their heads, hooked up to some kind of portable scanning equipment. 

	Men in lab coats were huddled around the screens, along with a couple of the men in black. Their leader was grilling Bastian about the location, clearly pissed off.

	“You told me this place was secure,” he said sharply. He had short blond hair in a military cut, and a weathered face with deep creases down his cheeks. His name was Decker. 

	“I said nobody would find us here,” Bastian said sullenly. “It’s usually used on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, but with it being Christmas, nobody’ll be here until next week.”

	“Unless they decide to show up and do a little organizing. Or cleanup. Or some other fucking thing you can’t predict.” The blond man shook his head in frustration and spoke into his radio. “Perimeter, keep a sharp lookout. Use any means necessary to divert or neutralize intruders.”

	Translation: if you can’t get rid of them, kill them. That set Jasmin’s jaguar pacing again. Flynn and the others had no idea what they were up against. They could walk right into an ambush.

	Be careful, she prayed. Be paranoid.

	At least Decker hadn’t found the tracking device, stuck to the bottom corner of the cage in the van. His guards were on the lookout for casual visitors, not a rescue party.

	 Be paranoid. Be badass. Be Flynn. 

	Decker strode over to the scientists. “What’s the holdup?” he said. “Can we use Jameson, or should we just take the old lady and kill him and the jag?”

	“He has some kind of a mental block.” That was one of the scientists, an Asian man with thick glasses. Not a shifter, then. Shifters never needed glasses.

	“It’s fascinating,” said one of the others, a younger man with a boyish enthusiasm Jasmin found sickening. “Like someone erected a wall in his mind. I’ve never seen anything quite like it before.” 

	“So he’s useless,” Decker said.

	The Asian man shook his head. “Not from a scientific standpoint, certainly,” he said. “Simply to examine his brain and see how this might have been done, how it could be replicated, how it can be broken…”

	“I’m not here to bring you toys to play with,” Decker snapped. “And neither are my clients. They’re looking for white wolves with specific powers. Mental blocks are useless.”

	The boyish man gave Decker a ‘stupid civilian, you just don’t get it’ look. 

	“If he has a block, he has powers,” he said. “He has to be blocking something, or there’d be no point. And a wall like this must be blocking something big.” 

	Excitement crept into his voice. “This one’s almost more important than she is. Do you know what Gen-X will pay for a half-breed with verifiable powers? Ones that possibly can be turned on and off with the right stimuli? That could solve the instability problem—”

	Cold fear spiked through Jasmin. They were going to take Brody. Test him. Experiment on him. 

	Torture him. 

	Hoses. Water pulsing in her nose and eyes and ears, choking, can’t breathe. Then the shocks, the burning pain. Must shift. No, can’t shift. Jag. Human. Jag. Human. Do what they want and they’ll stop, but they won’t stop, they can’t win, don’t do it do it don’t do it… 

	Jasmin threw herself at the cage wall, rattling the metal grating. The impact nearly stunned her, but she scrambled to her feet, ready to attack. Get to Brody. Can’t let them take him. Not Brody. Nooooo…

	She gave a hideous, desperate yowl of pain. No one she loved was ever going through what her crew had been through, not if she had to die to keep it from happening. 

	“Cut that out!” one of the guards yelled. He hit the button on his shock stick and slapped it against the cage. Jasmin barely jumped back before the current hit her. 

	For a second, she teetered on the edge of panic. Run! Hit the wall! Beat it down! Kill them, kill them, kill them… 

	With all the mental strength she’d gathered from Alexander Grant’s cells, from the fight cage, from the dark locked closet in her childhood, she pushed the panic down. 

	She used to make herself Change in the cells at night even though she’d been ordered not to. Trained not to. Tortured and punished and beaten and bloodied. She’d held down the panic then, and when it grew too unbearable, she bled someone. 

	She had no one to bleed now, but she couldn’t panic. 

	Brody was counting on her. 

	She paced, keeping her distance from the walls, checking out the cage’s two entry gates. If there was any weakness, it was there. 

	The cage was strong, to withstand fighting shifters, but maybe not strong enough to keep them imprisoned if they really wanted to get out. No one had tried to fight their way out of the cage before. Why would they? If they wanted to leave, all they had to do was tap out. 

	“If we break the block, we can see what’s behind it,” the boyish man was saying. “It shouldn’t be difficult—we just have to override the conditioning. Rage, terror—any extreme emotion should do it.”

	“So we threaten the mother,” Decker said. 

	Bastian had slithered up to the cage like the snake he was, one arm in a makeshift sling. Now his eyes were fixed on Jasmin. “Nah,” he said. “He knows your clients won’t pay for damaged goods. He won’t believe you’d really hurt her.”

	He jerked his chin towards Jasmin. “But this one—she’s a crazy-ass killer. Throw him in the cage with her, let them go at it. Fear of death should bring out Brody’s special side.”

	Decker snorted. “You really are an idiot, aren’t you? She’s his girlfriend. She’s not going to attack him.”

	Bastian sneered at him. “These assholes in the white coats have all kinds of crazy drugs,” he said. “Don’t they have some rage steroid shit you can give him?”

	Decker stared at the scientists. “Well?”

	The Asian man said, “There is a drug known to bring on aggression in shifters. It might work, especially since he almost broke the block earlier.”

	“Give it to him,” Bastian said, glaring at Jasmin. “Give it to him and shock him with that cattle prod thing until he attacks. Then our kitty will have to fight him. She won’t have a choice.” An evil grin split his face. “She’ll fight until he tears her to pieces.”

	They stared at each other.

	Dead, Jasmin’s jag said. We’ll make him dead. 

	 

	Jasmin continued to pace the cage while they administered the drug to Brody. 

	Her rage had turned to a cold knot of fear.

	Despite her bravado, she knew how this would end. 

	They’d give Brody the crazy drug, goad him until he lost his mind to rage, and he’d attack her. Monster Wolf would only see the threat, not the woman Brody loved. He wouldn’t give up until she was subdued—or dead. 

	Her jag would never submit. Neither of them would back down. His wolf never gave up, and neither did she. The harder she fought, the harder Monster Wolf would try to kill her—unless she killed him first. 

	And she knew, deep down, she’d never be able to deliver the killing blow. 

	Not to Brody. 

	He was her true mate. She’d known it all along, and she’d just never been able to face it. Never wanted to admit how her heart was tethered to his, how he made up the other half of her soul.

	She could never hurt him. And she knew he would never hurt her, either.

	But Monster Wolf didn’t love her. Monster Wolf didn’t have a heart. 

	She heard the growls before they brought him into view. Low and guttural, sounds she’d never heard from Brody before. The fur stood up all along her back, and her jag growled in answer. 

	He sounded insane.

	The scientists wheeled the gurney over. Brody was still human, struggling against the restraints, terrifying noises coming from his throat.

	They opened the cage door, loosened the restraints, and shoved the whole thing inside. Then they slammed the gate and locked it. 

	Brody ripped out of the restraints. He rose slowly, staring at Jasmin, and gave a wild howl.

	There was no reason or sanity left in him. His hair was wild, and he looked like a Viking in full battle mode. 

	Come on, Flynn, Jasmin thought. Check the tracking device. Come and get us.

	Brody’s form shimmered, and his body began to bulge and ripple. Monster Wolf was trying to break free. Brody was barely holding him back. 

	He couldn’t take this. He wasn’t recovered from last night. 

	With an agonized howl, his silver-tipped wolf took form. He stalked her, snarling, no recognition in his eyes. Only death.

	Come on, Flynn.

	But outside her battle cage, there was nothing but silence. No help. No hope.

	She was one jaguar, alone. The way she’d always been. 

	And she’d known from the beginning that the White Tornado would be the one to take her down. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 26

	 

	 

	Decker slid a shock stick through the wire mesh and hit Brody with it. Not hard enough to shock him back to human, just hard enough to piss him off.

	His wolf snapped at the stick, and Decker hit him again. He roared in pain and lunged at the closest target he could get to: Jasmin. 

	She dodged out of his way and he hit the metal wall of the cage, shaking it from the top to the floor. 

	Decker shocked him again. Harder. Longer. 

	Jasmin backed up, watching him, ready to dodge out of his way. Bastian hit her with a shock stick.

	“Fight, bitch!” he shouted.

	Jasmin turned and lunged at the cage wall, getting him with a couple of claws before he shocked her again. He had no idea what he was doing. She’d withstood so much more than he could dish out. 

	But Brody hadn’t. The pain was enraging his wolf.

	She saw the moment when he lost it. 

	Brody’s wolf gave that terrifying guttural growl, and then his eyes turned a strange churning silver. He grew before her eyes, bones breaking, jaws slavering, and burst out of his wolf skin into another form.

	Huge. Pure white. Murder in his eyes. 

	Monster Wolf. 

	He let loose one enraged howl, and then he was pounding toward her like a freight train. 

	She saw her death approaching, and time seemed to slow down. 

	Fight!

	No! It’s Brody in there! We can’t hurt Brody.

	No one you love should give you scars. She’d rather die than hurt Brody like that. 

	Her jag panicked. No! Never submit! Never surrender!

	But he’d broken his mental blocks. They’d take him away, and they’d do terrible things to him. 

	She had to fight. She couldn’t let them win. 

	They can kill us, but they can’t break us. 

	Her jag howled, They can’t make us submit! 

	No.

	Jasmin’s mind cleared. 

	They can’t make us submit to them. 

	She stared at Monster Wolf bearing down on her, seeing the crazy in his eyes. Even though she couldn’t see Brody, she knew he was in there. She held his gaze. I love you, Brody.

	And then he was on her. 

	At the last second, just as he lunged, Jasmin turned human and sank to her knees, exposing her neck. 

	No fight. No fear. Only love. 

	Monster Wolf slammed into her, knocking the breath out of her. Dimly, in the background, she heard Bastian’s roar of triumph, but all she felt was the rush of love through her chest, and her mate’s fangs at her throat.

	“I submit.” 

	The words were no more than a whisper, but she felt the shiver run through his massive body when he heard them.

	“I love you. I submit.”

	They rolled over on the floor, and she could feel his massive jaw closing, teeth sinking into the flesh of her throat. No, not her throat. The big muscle of her neck, where it met her shoulder.

	She heard Monster Wolf in her mind, as if he and Brody were speaking in unison. 

	We Claim you. Mate. 

	Jasmin replied, I love you. I submit. Mate. 

	Power blasted out of Brody into Jasmin, shooting through her like a thousand shock sticks, filling her soul. For one timeless moment she could see inside of Brody, past, present and future, all the fear and rage, all the depthless love that drove him to keep trying, never giving up. Trying to fit in. Trying to find his way. Trying to escape what he knew he was, trying to choose the right way.

	And she saw herself, embracing only the badass, building her steel armor which turned out to be a steel cage, smothering the gentleness, the vulnerability, the caring. Trying to kill that side of herself was just as bad as what her family had done, trying to kill her strength.

	Brody had saved her from that. 

	Brody released her, and Jasmin rolled free. Power was still reverberating through her, and she felt stronger than she ever had before. Her wounds were healing themselves as she watched.

	She and Brody both went still. As one, they looked at each other, and then at the men outside the cage. 

	They had to be stopped. 

	One last surge of power went through her, and Jasmin’s jag burst out of her once more. Tawny fur, black spots. And then her body gave another shudder. With a crack of bones, she grew—and grew. Something else crashed through her jaguar skin, with white fur and claws like knives, and fangs like a saber-toothed tiger. 

	She was one with Brody, and she was Monster Kitty. 

	She and Brody turned, faces twisted in identical snarls. 

	Then they lunged at the cage door together, and started ripping it from its hinges.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 27

	 

	 

	“Holy fuck!”

	Bastian backed away from the cage door, terror on his face. The metal twisted under their claws and fangs, the door crumpling and tearing. 

	Shots rang out and bullets tore through the cage, ricocheting off the mesh with metallic clangs.

	One hit Brody’s shoulder, but it didn’t slow him down. 

	Decker and the guard slung their assault rifles into position. Decker was barking into his radio. “Security team! We have a situation!”

	To the scientists he yelled, “Get the fucking trank guns!”

	The guard took aim and let off another round of bullets. Jasmin felt one hit her flank with a punch, but she barely registered the pain. Brody took another bullet.

	They almost had the door off. Decker raced around to get a direct shot. He raised his rifle. 

	From across the room, Adele screamed, “No!”

	Her restraints slithered away from her body and she rose off the gurney, a terrible, twisted look on her face. She raised her arms toward Decker, her fingers curved into claws. “Leave my son alone!”

	Long, bloody gouges appeared on his arms, his legs, his face, slicing clothes and skin, pouring blood. 

	Decker screamed, the gun clattering from his hands to land on the floor. The scientists lunged at Adele, but she turned on them and raked her fingers through the air, tearing gouges in their faces. 

	The other guard was backing towards the door, yelling into his radio. “Mayday! Mayday! All hell’s breaking loose…”

	With one more heave, Jasmin and Brody tore the gate off the cage. Decker had struggled to his knees, and now he started shooting. Jasmin pounced on him, knocking away his weapon, while Brody headed for the retreating guard. 

	But is wasn’t enough. 

	The barn doors opened and more men in black swarmed inside. Adele was backed against the medical equipment, still fighting, but her face was white as a sheet and her arms were trembling. 

	She couldn’t keep this up for long. And even Monster Wolf and Monster Kitty couldn’t take on this many men with guns. 

	They fought their way to each other, shoulder to shoulder, side by side like they always should have been. Brody took another bullet, one meant for Jasmin, and she could see him starting to weaken.

	But hell, they were going to take as many of these bastards with them as they could. And if there was any afterlife for shifters, they’d be together there. 

	And then there was an explosion overhead, as a fiery blast took out a section of the barn roof. At the same moment, an impossibly huge grizzly bear burst through the side of the barn, roaring. Tank was followed by Lissa in black bear form, her face contorted in fury. 

	Flynn appeared in the doorway, grenade launcher still in his hands. Sloan and Xander smashed through the other entrances, wearing combat armor and bristling with weapons. 

	The cavalry had arrived. 

	The battle turned to chaos. Tank’s bear was in Protector mode, twice his usual size and flickering with the blue light of his magical bond with the crew. He seemed impervious to bullets, slapping men in black out of his way like flies.

	Sloan, the sniper, was taking shots at exposed enemy soldiers, while Xander had abandoned his gear and gone panther. 

	The soldiers were battle-hardened and put up a strong resistance, some of them shifting. Jasmin was locked in battle with a tiger, and she could feel herself weakening as blood seeped from her wounds. 

	From the corner of her eye, she could see Bastian edging toward one of the holes in the wall, arm around Adele’s neck, dragging her along. She appeared to be unconscious.

	Through the power of their newly forged bond, Jasmin sent a warning. Bastian has Adele! Stop him!

	Brody gave one last shake of his massive head and tossed aside a black wolf. He bounded for Bastian, ignoring the gun he held in his free hand. 

	He gave a great leap, and took him to the ground.

	Bastian Changed to wolf—a massive, heavily-muscled brown and white creature. He rolled over and let Brody’s momentum throw him free. 

	Brody scrambled to his feet and charged again. Jasmin dodged a pair of men in black and lost sight of him. 

	A shock wave of power shot through the room from overhead, sending everyone tumbling. At first Jasmin thought it was another grenade. Then she looked up. 

	Descending through the blasted ceiling was a creature she’d never seen before. It was like a winged horse, jet-black, but with a massive snakelike neck and a dragon’s head. On its back was a tall man with long, platinum blond hair pulled back and braided. Tristan? How the hell had he gotten here?

	The black creature opened its mouth, and Jasmin heard a faint, bell-like tone, like a musical ringing in her ears. Their enemies fell to their knees or curled up in a fetal position, hands over their ears as if trying to shut out a horrible sound. One by one they went limp. 

	The barn fell silent, except for the panting of the Bad Blood Crew and the snarls of Monster Wolf, who had his teeth buried in the thick neck of Bastian’s wolf. 

	Flynn strode over and looked down at him. 

	“Brody,” he commanded. “Stand down.”

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 28

	 

	 

	Brody shook his massive head, growling. Flynn folded his arms and stared him down.

	“I said stand down,” he repeated. 

	The others gathered around, keeping a safe distance. Tristan raced over to where Adele was lying on the floor, checking her pulse and lifting her eyelids. Jasmin watched from her place on the floor, too weary and bloodied to get up, but filled with relief and gratitude at seeing him. If anyone could help Adele, it was Tristan—another white wolf. 

	Brody stopped moving and looked up at Flynn, his jaws still locked into the brown wolf’s muscular neck.

	 “No fair,” Xander said, coming up beside Flynn. “He should get to kill him.” 

	Flynn cut his eyes sideways to Xander, and returned them to Brody. 

	“Fun as that would be for everyone involved,” Flynn said, “I want him alive. I want to make sure we have all the information in his fucking pea-brain before he gets what’s coming to him.”

	Brody gave Bastian another shake, and the brown wolf whimpered. 

	“Brody,” Flynn said. Everyone in the room could feel his alpha presence pressing down, demanding obedience. Flynn wasn’t Brody’s alpha, but Jasmin knew how powerful his presence was. Few shifters could stand against it—but then, few shifters were the White Tornado, aka Monster Wolf, in a homicidal rage.

	She wanted to beg him to let go, but this was between Brody and Flynn. Monster Wolf had to accept Flynn’s authority, or there was no chance of Brody ever joining the Bad Bloods as her mate. 

	If he wasn’t lost in Monster Wolf forever. 

	Brody let loose of Bastian and backed off, still growling. 

	“Change back,” Flynn said, holding those terrifying silver eyes with his gaze.

	Brody’s fur bristled all over, his growl tapering off and his breath coming in labored pants. Jasmin clenched her fists, driving her nails into her palms. Could he come back? Would he want to? If he couldn’t, could Tristan help him find himself again? 

	Finally, the huge white body gave a shudder, and Brody was back. Bloody, beaten, crouched on the floor on all fours, still with a feral look in his eyes. Jasmin couldn’t stand it anymore. Gathering all her strength, she stumbled over and knelt beside him, hugging him up tight in her arms. 

	Tears stung her eyes. 

	“Hey,” she whispered. “Hey there. Come on back. You’re okay. We’re all okay.”

	His body shuddered, and then he was really back—her Brody, with the light of recognition in his eyes. The light of love. Her mate. Hers.

	“Fuck.” It was a dry-mouthed whisper. 

	“You said it, hero,” she murmured to him, and got a faint, weary half-smile in return. 

	They sat there together, bleeding, feeling the warmth of their mating bond, happy to be alive. “Ma?” Brody murmured. 

	Flynn called, “Tristan? How you doing over there?” 

	“Okay,” he said. “She’s coming around. Can somebody get the gurney? And can you get Brody over here?”

	Sloan and Lissa wheeled the gurney over and Tristan gently lifted Adele onto it. The others helped Brody and Jasmin to their feet and supported them as they walked over. Tristan had his hand on Adele’s forehead, his eyes closed as if he were concentrating. The black creature was standing at the head of the gurney, its head resting on Adele’s shoulder.

	Tristan and the serpent-horse backed off as they approached. Brody took his mother’s hand, and Adele’s eyes fluttered open. She smiled. “Brody,” she said. “You came.”

	“Of course, Ma. All these people came. They all helped us.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “You were amazing,” he whispered. “You saved us.”

	Her brow furrowed. “Evil,” she said. “Hurt people…”

	Brody shook his head. “We all fight to protect the people we love,” he said fiercely. “Sometimes to the death. That doesn’t make us evil. The evil ones are the ones who come after us.”

	She smiled, and then her eyes closed and her hand relaxed. Brody looked up at Tristan, eyes panicked. “What happened? She’s not—”

	Jasmin gripped his other hand. She couldn’t be dead. Not after everything Brody had gone through to protect her. 

	“No, she’s okay,” Tristan said. “At least for now. But I won’t lie. She’s got some of the most dangerous mental powers a wolf can have, and she’s sustained some damage on top of her inherited mental instability. Rachelle readjusted her brain waves as much as she could, but she needs expert help.”

	Jasmin was staring at the serpent-headed creature. Even under the dim light, her wings sparkled like magical jewels. She knew Tristan had some trick mental powers, but altering other people’s brain waves with your mind? That was some wild shit.

	Suddenly, the creature’s form shimmered and rippled, and a dark-haired woman with a mischievous face stood in its place. She touched Adele’s shoulder gently. “She’s stable for now,” she said. “But we need to get her out of here, someplace warm and quiet.”

	“Take her back to the cabin,” Flynn said. He tossed Tristan the keys to one of the trucks. Glancing around, he added, “Bring the drugs and equipment with you. Put Adele in your old room. You can bunk with one of the guys.”

	“He can stay in the tiny house,” Lissa offered. “At least the sheets are clean.”

	Xander scowled at her, but Sloan just grinned. “Come on. I just did laundry a month ago.”

	Lissa wrinkled her nose. “It’s out back behind the main house,” she said to Tristan. “The thing that looks like a fairy-tale cottage.” 

	Tristan said, “Aren’t the rest of you coming?”

	Flynn shook his head, and gave his famous crooked grin. “Once we get everybody fixed up, we have somewhere else to be.”

	No one enjoyed the next half-hour, which involved a lot of digging out of bullets and stitching of wounds. Lissa and Sloan pulled the trucks up and brought in spare clothes for everyone who’d shifted. 

	Tristan and Rachelle walked Adele’s gurney outside to Flynn’s truck. Brody started to follow, but Flynn grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Not you, hotshot,” he said. “We’re dealing with this shit once and for all.”

	He pulled out his phone and made a call.

	“Jenkins,” he said into the phone. Shit. It had to be Timber Jenkins, the Nashville alpha. “You and I are about to have a meeting. I’m bringing my crew. One of your guys broke our treaty, and I’m delivering him for you to deal with, because I’m busy and I already had to put down my eggnog and handle this shit, which put me in a bad mood.”

	He listened for a moment. “No, we’re not fucking leaving our weapons at home. So tell your security when they see a pickup and a black van, they better stand down, or I’ll blast my way in with the grenade launcher. And yes, I just happen to have it with me.”

	He listened again. Jasmin could hear Timber Jenkins protesting, until Flynn sighed and cut him off.

	“Not listening, Jenkins. Don’t fucking care. Be there in ten.”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 29

	 

	 

	Fifteen minutes later, they drove without trouble through a completely unmanned security gate, Xander standing in the back of the truck with the grenade launcher on his shoulder. Three minutes after that, they were standing in front of Timber Jenkins, alpha of the Nashville pack.

	He was a big man in his forties, his handsome face starting to get a little fleshy, as if he enjoyed his food a little too much and didn’t exercise quite enough. His blond hair was tight and curly, his gray eyes cool. 

	Brody hadn’t had many dealings with Timber. For a son of Nash Jenkins, evil sonovabitch, he wasn’t too bad, but he didn’t have the rep of being an especially stand-up guy, either. Brody had never been in this particular office before—he was too far down in the pack hierarchy to rate a personal interview with the alpha. 

	He’d realized pretty early on that the Nashville pack was a lot safer place if you didn’t come to the alpha’s notice. 

	The office was rich and pristine, full of expensive art and polished wood and crystal and brass. Jenkins had on a cashmere sweater with the sleeves pushed up. 

	The crew was dressed in tatters, covered in blood and dirt, dripping muddy snow on the Aubusson rug. Flynn stood in the center and the others ranged around him, Xander and Sloan holding Bastian’s unconscious body. Brody had never been prouder to stand shoulder to shoulder with anyone. 

	Flynn jerked his chin at Xander and Sloan, and they dumped Bastian on the floor in front of the desk. Timber winced. 

	“Really?” he said. “Do you all have to act like barbarians? He’s bleeding on the carpet.”

	Flynn glanced down. “I go with hardwood, myself,” he said. “Get a nice glossy finish on it, and you can just mop that shit right off.”

	Jenkins ignored that. He leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled, as unconcerned as if he wasn’t facing an entire crew, fresh from battle and armed to the teeth. 

	“Do you care to tell me why you brought me one of my wolves in this condition? That could be construed as an act of war.”

	“Or not,” Brody said. “Especially since I’m the one that did most of the damage, and I’m a member of your pack.”

	Timber looked him up and down. “The traitor,” he said coolly. “Why am I not surprised?” 

	Jasmin growled, and Brody could feel the rumble spread through the crew. Only Flynn was silent. 

	Waiting for him to speak.

	Brody looked at Timber—his supposed alpha. He never gave a shit about me, Brody realized. And neither did his father. He’d never have lifted a manicured claw to save me. This is a pack in name only. They call me a traitor, when they don’t even know what loyalty means.

	He stepped up to Timber’s shiny desk.

	“I was never a traitor,” he said. “Your brother was the one who betrayed me—who betrayed all of us. He went after the alpha of the pack—not in fair combat, but by throwing in with that asshole Creston, letting shifter hunters do his dirty work.”

	Timber narrowed his eyes, but Brody wasn’t done. 

	“Tyrone called everyone who he knew wouldn’t support his cowardice into an auditorium for a ‘mandatory meeting,’ hit us with knockout gas and locked us in your father’s fucking cages. Do you have any idea of the tsunami of shit the Silverlake pack would have brought down on us if he’d succeeded in killing Jesse and taking Rafe’s pregnant mate? You’re damn lucky Donnie and us other so-called traitors shut him down, or you would have lost this whole pack instead of a few million in restitution money. Not to mention that it was the right thing to do, which I know is a difficult concept for you. So don’t call me a fucking traitor, you pansy-ass corporate pecker who wouldn’t know pack loyalty if it bit you in the ass. You never gave a damn about me. You never gave a damn about any of us.” 

	Timber’s expression grew hard, and he opened his mouth to speak, alpha dominance rolling off him. 

	Brody didn’t care. He owed no loyalty to Timber Jenkins, and Brody Jameson, aka Monster Wolf, did not submit to assholes. 

	Brody leaned his fists on the desktop, crowding Timber’s fancy polished personal space, and kept talking.

	“And then tonight, that piece of shit bleeding on your rug kidnapped my mother,” he said. “He spied on me, ambushed me, and tried to sell us to Creston’s buddies. Some underground lab called Gen-X.” Flynn had gotten that much out of Bastian before he passed out. 

	That meant something to Timber. His expression didn’t change, but Brody saw him swallow hard.

	Flynn shook his head at Timber. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. I distinctly remember that, as a condition of getting to keep the Nashville pack, you agreed to cut off all ties with any of Creston’s contacts, and to keep your dirty little pack squeaky clean. I’d hate for the Council to find out you haven’t done that.”

	Timber leaned back in his seat, his eyes narrowed, turning a fancy pen over and over in his fingers.

	“Why would Bastian commit this alleged crime?” he asked. “Or, more specifically, why you?”

	Brody stared at him. He’d kept this secret for too long—ever since he was six years old. He bore the scars of his shame on his face, for everyone to see. 

	But his mother loved him. She’d almost blasted her brain apart protecting him, with the same power that had harmed him all those years ago. 

	Maybe he’d inherited the white wolf instability. Maybe not. But his mother couldn’t help who she was, and in the end she’d done right by him. 

	He straightened up. “You know why,” Brody said quietly. “She’s a white wolf.”

	Timber’s eyebrows went up, but the surprise didn’t ring true. He’d known—or he’d at least suspected. 

	“That would make you a half-breed,” Timber said. 

	“What’s your point?” Jasmin snarled. 

	Timber ignored her, keeping his gaze on Brody. “My point,” he said, “is that you did not disclose your ancestry when you applied to join this pack. The white wolf strain comes with dangerous instability, which was why Creston was working with those who study it and try to mitigate its effects on the general wolf population.”

	Mitigate meaning incarcerate, dissect, and treat like a lab rat. 

	The entire Bad Blood Crew started growling simultaneously. 

	Even Timber Jenkins looked a little intimidated at that. 

	He added defensively, “I can’t have that instability in my pack. I can’t have someone in my pack who can’t be trusted—”

	At that, the Bad Bloods stopped growling and busted out laughing, except for Jasmin and Flynn. 

	“Did you hear that?” Xander said. “He thinks he can trust his pack.”

	Sloan went straight for the badly camouflaged cough-insult. “Backstabbers,” he coughed out.

	Xander chimed in with a coughed, “Poisoners.” 

	Tank coughed, “Cheating fucks.” 

	Brody bit his lip to keep his face straight. “I’m pretty sure the only trustworthy members of this pack are in Idaho,” he said. 

	Timber gave a sigh, and he suddenly looked tired and weary. “You think I don’t know my father was a bastard and this pack is a train wreck? I’m doing everything I can to keep it from completely falling apart.” He turned to the lion shifter. “What do you want, Flynn?”

	Flynn said, “I want you to release Brody from your pack. I want him for the Bad Bloods.”

	Brody spun around, shocked. “You do?”

	Flynn hadn’t given up much about his intentions on the way here, being preoccupied with questioning Bastian. Brody had figured he just wanted to stain Timber’s floor with Bastian’s blood and intimidate him into shutting down any of Creston’s other followers who were still left. 

	Flynn cut his briefly eyes to Brody. “Not really. I have enough unstable idiots on my hands.”

	“Hey,” Lissa protested, punching Flynn’s rock-hard triceps from behind. “We’re standing right here.”

	Brody felt sudden warmth spreading through him. They wanted him. They hadn’t just come for Jasmin, tonight. They’d come for him. 

	Flynn went on as if Lissa hadn’t spoken. “But Jaz likes him, and she gets cranky if she doesn’t get enough sex. And he chops a mean onion.”

	Brody didn’t even know what to say. Emotions rushed through him. Relief. Happiness. Hope. The Bad Bloods were crazy, but they had each other’s backs. He’d never been in a pack that was that tight—that would fight and die for each other, not because they were told to, but because they cared about each other.

	But Timber wasn’t done with him yet. “That’s an interesting proposition. However, despite his unfortunate heritage, Brody fills an important role in our business structure. If I let him go, what would Nashville get in return?”

	Flynn stood for a moment, legs apart in an aggressive stance, grenade launcher held loosely in his hands, head cocked as if he were thinking.

	“If you let him go—with a nice severance package from your HR department, by the way—in return, Nashville gets to claim to the Council that this piece of shit,” he nudged Bastian with his foot, “was acting without your knowledge or instructions, and has been dealt with by you. Severely. Which will be true, or I’ll come back and fucking deal with him myself.”

	His voice grew low and threatening, and his alpha presence filled the room. “And trust me when I tell you, you don’t want that.”

	He gazed at Timber. “This way, I can leave him bleeding on your floor instead of mine. Saves on all that mopping up. Oh, I also may need to borrow one of your corporate jets in the next few days. I’ll supply the pilot.” 

	Timber opened his mouth to object, but Flynn talked over him. “Or, I can tell the Council that Nashville broke our treaty, less than three months after making it, by going after the mate of one of my crew.” 

	The word ‘mate’ raised Timber’s eyebrows again, but Brody just gave him a bland look, even though he was fizzing with happiness inside. Jasmin slid her hand into his and squeezed it. 

	 Flynn finished, “And, I’ll tell them that you were party to dealing with underground shifter hunters and sanctioned the kidnapping of an unaffiliated wolf and turning her over for illegal experimentation.”

	There was a beat of silence. Timber sighed.

	“Fine. You can have him. I’ll draw up the paperwork. You can come and get it on Monday, or I can fax it—”

	Flynn laughed. Nobody else moved. They all just stood there, arms folded, gazing at Timber.

	“Fine, I’ll do it now.”

	“Better hurry,” Flynn said. “Bastian will probably still make it, but it’s getting to be a close thing.”

	“Damn,” Sloan said. “He’s not dead yet? You gotta try harder next time, Brody.”

	“I can finish him off for you,” Xander offered helpfully.

	Flynn didn’t say anything, just gave Timber his crazy grin. 

	Timber tapped the intercom on his desk and gave instructions to his assistant. They all stood and waited until she brought in the paperwork. She was a petite blond, and looked terrified of the Bad Bloods.

	“Hey, sweetheart,” Xander said, grinning at her through the blood caked on his face. “Looking for a mate?”

	She scuttled out again. 

	Xander put on an offended face. “She didn’t even ask to see my dick.” He looked at Lissa. “At least you offered to take a look at it, when I asked you.”

	“Tried to intimidate me, you mean,” she said. “You’re lucky I like you, or I’d kick you right now.” 

	Timber signed three copies of the papers, then passed them off to Brody to sign. They said that Brody was released from all obligations to the Nashville pack, and they contained a generous severance offer. With a check. 

	Sweet. 

	Flynn checked over the papers, signed, then handed one copy back to Timber, with a nice bloody thumbprint on it. He folded the other two. One he stuck in the pocket of his combat vest, and the other, with the check, he shoved into the pocket of Brody’s shirt, patting it with his palm afterwards.

	“Let’s go,” he said.

	As they trooped out, Flynn added, “Merry Fucking Christmas, Jaz.” 

	Brody grinned. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 30

	 

	 

	When they got back to the compound, Adele was already asleep in Tristan’s old room. Brody and Jasmin went in to check on her. 

	“How’s she doing?” he asked. 

	Tristan shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said, looking worried. “That last blast of power… I don’t know how much damage she’s done to her brain.”

	Jasmin saw the heartbreak in Brody’s eyes. “She shouldn’t have had to do that,” he muttered. “Fucking Bastian.” His hand closed over Adele’s thin one. “I’m sorry, Ma,” he whispered. 

	Jasmin slid her arms around his shoulders and leaned her cheek on his hair, his heartbreak hurting her too. There was nothing she could say to make him feel better. All she could do was be with him. 

	Rachelle, the dark-haired snake-horse woman, said, “Brody, you need to let us take her.”

	Brody shook his head. “You can’t take her. She’s wanted by the Council. They’ll put her down.” He looked up at them, eyes burning. “You can’t tell them you found her.”

	Rachelle and Tristan exchanged glances. Rachelle raised her eyebrows in a question.

	Tristan sighed. “Your mate’s not gonna like it, Raven. You know how he is about everything being open and above-board.”

	“You let me handle Kane,” she said, with a little smirk. She turned to Tristan.

	“I know some people,” she said. “They have a small experimental treatment program for shifters with powers they can’t control.”

	Jasmin growled deep in her throat. “They’re not experimenting on her.”

	Brody shook his head. “No way.”

	Rachelle put a calming hand on Jasmin’s arm. “I know what you all have been through. Jesse told me,” she said. “I’m a member of the Silverlake pack.” 

	“You don’t look like any wolf I’ve ever seen,” Jasmin said.

	Rachelle smiled. “Nope, definitely not a wolf.” Jasmin noticed she didn’t say what she was. She spoke to Brody. “I would never let what happened to Jesse, and to this crew, happen to your mother. This isn’t like that.” She exchanged another glance with Tristan. “It’s not strictly legal, but no one is harmed. I can swear to that.” 

	Brody bit his lips. “I’m supposed to take care of her,” he said. “I can’t just send her away.” 

	Jasmin sat on the bed beside him and took his chin, turning his head so he looked into her eyes. “You did everything you could for her, babe,” she said. “More than anyone could have ever expected. But you can’t help her any more. If there’s someone who might be able to, don’t you owe it to her to try?”

	She added, “Tris is one of us. If he’s willing to vouch for Rachelle and her people, then you can trust them.”

	Brody took a deep breath, closing his eyes, and then let it out. “Okay,” he said finally. “Okay.” 

	Tristan gripped his shoulder in approval, and Rachelle smiled. “You’ll be able to come and visit her,” she said. “But I think we should get her there right away.” She turned to Tristan. “Did I hear something about a private plane?”

	 

	Lissa ended up having her Waltons Christmas after all. Or at least, as close to it as the Bad Bloods were likely to come. 

	On Christmas Eve day, they saw Brody’s mother off on Timber Jenkins’ private jet, heading out to meet Rachelle’s contacts. Rachelle and Tristan went with her, Tristan promising to come back soon for a visit. 

	Then Lissa insisted that she and Tank had to take Brody and Jasmin shopping. 

	“I know for a fact you haven’t bought any Christmas presents at all,” she said to Jasmin. “And there will be no Grinching at my tree, or blood will be spilled.” 

	“Merry Fucking Christmas,” Xander muttered in passing.

	Jasmin had never bought a Christmas present, so this year was no different. “I’m cooking,” she complained. “Isn’t that enough?”

	Lissa just gave her the slitty-eyed glare. 

	But once at the mall, she had to admit the shopping trip was a good idea. Buying presents seemed to take Brody’s mind off his mother. He helped Jasmin pick out presents for everyone, declaring they’d be from both of them, and he seemed easier with himself afterward, as if he’d reconciled himself to giving up the care of Adele to someone else. 

	Christmas day was sunny and clear, the light sparkling off the snow and making everything look like a Christmas card. Flynn made his special pancakes, with brandy sauce, and after breakfast Lissa danced around like a demented elf, putting Santa hats on people’s heads.

	Xander batted her hand away. “Forget it, Christmas Nazi Bear,” he said. “The only way you’ll ever get a Santa hat on my head is if you put it on me in my coffin, after I’m dead. And even then, I’ll come back to haunt you.” 

	“No brawling on Christmas,” Tank bellowed from the kitchen.

	“Presents,” Sloan called, doing a baseball slide to the foot of the tree and rattling boxes. “Who’s first?”

	They gathered around the tree, opening gifts. There were silly presents and useful presents, and a crap-ton of alcoholic presents. Lissa had way too many gifts, because Tank couldn’t stop buying her things, but everyone had something. Jasmin and Brody had gotten Flynn an oversize coffee cup with a picture of a kitten behind bars and a mug shot in the background. The caption read, “Bad Kitty.” He grinned. 

	“The baddest,” he said. 

	“Jasmin, open mine and Xander’s,” Lissa said. “And there’s one for Brody that goes with it.” 

	Brody gave Jasmin a questioning look, and she shrugged. 

	Lissa’s present was a long shallow box. Inside was a randomly-shaped piece of flat red vinyl, like a frozen puddle. One side of it turned down at a ninety-degree angle, with irregular shapes like drips.

	“Um, thank you?” Jasmin said, looking questioningly at Tank.

	“Don’t look at me,” he said. “I don’t know what the fuck it is.”

	“It’s a cutting board,” Lissa said. “Except, it’s shaped like a pool of blood.” She demonstrated on the coffee table, laying it flat on the top and shoving the angled part against the edge. “See? Some of it is dripping over the side.”

	Lissa beamed at Jasmin. “Every time you cut vegetables, it will look like you’re killing someone.”

	“I like it,” Jasmin said. “Thanks, assholes.” 

	Xander shot a beer cap at her. “Lissa made me. She made me go in on Brody’s too.” Behind him, Lissa was shaking her head and pointing at Xander. He picked them out, she mouthed. 

	Brody opened the matching box. In it was a full set of knives, with a knife block in the shape of a cartoon man. When you put the knives in it, it looked like they were stabbing through his body.

	Brody burst out laughing. “Awesome,” he said. “Makes me feel like a real Bad Blood.” 

	“You are,” Lissa said. “You’re Jasmin’s mate. That makes you one of us.” She reached for Tank’s hand and squeezed it. 

	“Yeah,” Sloan said. “Someone has to keep Jasmin in line.”

	Jasmin stiffened, but the conversation moved on. Only Brody noticed her reaction, a small frown creasing his forehead. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 31

	 

	 

	Later that night, after too much food and several amiable wrangles over what sports channel to watch on TV, Jasmin drifted off to her shed. 

	The night was cold and clear, the stars bright overhead. She could hear muffled shouts from inside the house, as one hockey team or another scored.

	She lit the woodstove, opened the skylight and lay down on the futon, looking up at the stars, glad to have a few moments of solitude to just be.

	Mates. She and Brody were mates. She didn’t regret a single thing, and she loved him completely. 

	And yet… there was still a part of her that was afraid. 

	She’d submitted to him. What would things be like between them now?

	She heard the door open, and looked up to see Brody standing there. He leaned against the doorframe, arms folded, his muscular body relaxed.

	He was so gorgeous, so loyal, so brave. So vulnerable, in his secret heart. A wave of fierce love swept over her. 

	Ours, her jaguar said. Not alone anymore.

	“Hey, beautiful,” he said. “Mind if I come in?”

	She sat up. “You live here too, now,” she said.

	He shook his head. “This is your space,” he said. “We’ll build a cabin, eventually, but Tristan said I could use his room for now. So I don’t crowd you.”

	Her heart melted a little at his thoughtfulness. “Come in,” she said. “Please.”

	He came over and sat on the futon next to her, brushing her hair back. “You’re worried about being mated, aren’t you.”

	She shrugged, looking away. “I love you,” she said. The words felt strange coming out of her mouth.

	He ran his fingers through her hair. “I know that,” he said. “But there’s still something. There’s always been something holding you back, something besides what happened to you in Grant’s cells. Something that was triggered when Sloan made that crack about me keeping you in line.”

	Jasmin flinched.

	He said softly, “Tell me.”

	She bit her lip. She was at the edge of the cliff again, and it was just as scary as the other times.

	“You don’t know what it was like, to be a female in the jaguar world,” she said. “My brother got everything—new clothes, a shiny bicycle, a skateboard, his own TV and computer. I got nothing, only clothes my mother made from fabric she bought with what she managed to save out of the housekeeping money.”

	Her voice grew even raspier. “My father gave her a couple of hundred dollars every week for groceries, household supplies, clothes, and anything I needed. If he was late giving it to her and she had to ask for it, he used to take the money out of his wallet and hold it over his head, so she’d have to jump to try to reach it. Then he’d laugh and say that’s what happened to greedy little girls. As if she was using it to get her nails done and buy fucking bonbons.”

	Brody tried to keep his breathing even, but he wanted to jump off the futon, find that motherfucker and rip him a new jaguar asshole. 

	“And then he’d drop it on the floor and she’d have to scurry around to pick it up. Sometimes he’d do it outside and she’d have to rush around trying to gather up the bills before the wind blew them away.”

	Jasmin was staring off into the distance, as if she’d traveled back in time. 

	“Sometimes, if she did things he didn’t like, he’d make her sleep on the floor in the laundry room. Like a dog.” Jasmin felt the bitterness in her heart like a knife. “And if I objected, or complained, or tried to stand up for her or myself, I got locked in a closet until I ‘came to my senses’ and ‘behaved like a proper girl.’”

	Brody was on his feet, pacing back and forth, his hands clenching into fists. 

	“That was wrong,” he said. “He wasn’t just an asshole, he was a fucking monster. You don’t treat your family like that. You don’t treat your woman like that, even if you don’t love her. Even if it’s an arranged mating. And you sure as hell don’t treat someone who loves you like that.”

	“It broke her,” Jasmin said. “Constant criticism, constant begging, and she believed it when he said it was her fault. She loved him. Even after all that, she loved him! She lived for the times he was nice to her, the times when he would pull her into the bedroom and make love to her, and I’d hear them laughing. 

	“And she’d be happy for like a day, and then he’d find something else she did wrong, and cut the legs out from under her again.”

	She bit her lip against the pain of remembering. “And then he drank more and more, and there were more bad days and fewer good days, until there were no good days at all. I’d catch my mom with bruises, before she could heal. He was hurting her.”

	“It’s not supposed to be like that,” Brody said. “Just because your dad was a monster doesn’t mean all matings are like that.”

	She shook her head. “It wasn’t just him. It was all of them. I left the second I turned eighteen. I wanted my mom to come, but she wouldn’t leave him. She said she didn’t know what he’d do without her.”

	Tears welled up in her eyes. “He killed her three years later. The official story was an accident, but he got drunk and he killed her.”

	Brody sank down next to her, put his arms around her and held her. 

	“I swore I would never let a man make me weak,” she said. “That I would never let anyone make me weak. And I never did. Not even when Alexander Grant’s shifter hunters found me. They locked me up in that hellhole and they tried to break me. They tried with cattle prods and fire hoses. They stripped me naked and they ran their hands over me like I was a prize piece of livestock, and I stood there and I took it and I bided my time until we broke out and I killed every fucking one I could get my claws on because they put me through hell. They broke all the Bad Bloods, and they broke some of the others so bad they had to be put down, but they did not ever break me, do you hear?”

	Brody put his hands on his shoulders. “You listen to me, Jasmin Wildacre,” he said, looking in her eyes. “I see you. You are beautiful, and you are whole, and perfect, and unbroken. When I was fighting in that cage, beaten and bloody and just wanting to fucking give up, I used to think of you. Did you know that? How crazy brave you were, because you would just walk in there, a cat in a pack of wolves, and strip naked and go at anyone who would take you on like you just fucking didn’t care.

	“There was no defeat in you. No going for the knockout. You made them all fucking submit, because you were the strongest and you were never going to give in. Do you know how many fights I won just because I wanted you to look at me like I was an equal? Even though I knew you were so out of my league, even though I knew you didn’t care about me, I wanted you to be proud of me.”

	He pressed his forehead against hers. “I would never take your strength, love. You submitting to me, in that cage, was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen. Because I know what it cost you. I know what a sacrifice it was. I know what you were offering me. This.”

	He touched her heart with his fingertips. “I will treasure that moment until the day I die. Just like I’ll treasure this one.” 

	He got off the futon and went to his knees. “Jasmin Wildacre, I want you to be my mate, my partner, and my forever love.” He bent his head, exposing his neck to her. “I submit to you. Will you claim me as your mate?”

	He heard the intake of breath as she stared down at him, but he kept his head bowed. After a few eternal seconds, she sank to her knees beside him. He felt her breath on his skin, and then she kissed the muscle where his neck met his shoulder. A moment later, her teeth sank into the flesh.

	It was painful and thrilling, a wound that went deep into his soul, breaking it open. He felt the magic of the bond, transferring from him to her, and then reverberating back and forth between them in a scintillating pattern of light and love. 

	And then their clothes were flying, and there were lips and fingers and kisses and naked skin, giving and receiving equally, with no barriers, no holding back. 

	Jasmin welcomed Brody into her body and they leaped off the cliff together, knowing that they would always be there to catch each other, holding each other tight until they were safely home. 

	 

	* * *

	 

	A Note from Anastasia…

	I hope you enjoyed Jasmin and Brody’s story, and their very Bad Blood Christmas! If you want to read the whole series (you know you do!), the Bad Blood Shifters starts with Tank’s story in Bad Blood Bear. When he meets a down-and-out woman in a diner and pays for her lunch, he has no idea how she will change his life—and his whole crew! But Lissa has a dangerous secret…

	 

	Get Bad Blood Bear on Amazon, or read it for FREE in Kindle Unlimited!

	https://www.amazon.com/dp/B072BFTW9M

	 

	The next book in the bundle is from my next generation series, the Wild Blood Shifters! Xander’s son Brandon started his own crew, and they’re just as crazy as the Bad Bloods—and just as full of heart and loyalty. This next one is one of their stories! 
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	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	Nick Cadoulec was dead.

	Not in the figurative, I’ve-fucked-up-and-now-I’m-gonna-be-so-dead sense. 

	In the actual I’m-a-ghost, I’m-transparent-and-can-walk-through-walls-and-fuck-with-my-friends-by-moving-their-shit-around-with-my-mind sense.

	Which he often did, but not today. 

	Today he was not in the mood for pranks. Or friends.

	Today was all about his enemies.

	Because he was dead… but they weren’t. 

	Yet. 

	 

	One of the downsides of being a ghost was, they tended to obsess about unfinished business. Nick had been a ghost for nine months, one week, and three days, and he’d thought his business was finished. 

	Austin Raines, the psycho panther shifter who’d ordered the hit squad that killed him—dead.

	Raines’s criminal organization—destroyed.

	His clan—decimated. 

	Nick’s crew, who’d also been targeted by Raines, were safe and happy and no more fucked up than usual.

	They’d even found mates and were well on their way to the kind of happily-ever-after that Nick had always avoided like Ebola or week-old pizza. The kind that ended in no good—white picket fences and babies and holiday dinners and pet gerbils. 

	Not that he didn’t like being part of the crew. He was still astounded that they’d accepted him as one of them—despite the whole dead thing, which made communication difficult. 

	The more so because until recently, his ghost had been stuck in panther form. Now that the panther god had granted him the ability to take a ghostly human form, there were magical workarounds for when Nick felt like talking. 

	Which brought him back to the downside. He was finding out that human ghosts were not like animal ghosts.

	Human ghosts had too many emotions. They wanted things. 

	Justice. Retribution. Revenge. 

	Love. 

	He’d recently learned that Jax Darius, Raines’s second-in-command—who’d not only led the hit squad that killed Nick, but also the team who’d massacred the Alaskan village his friend Titan came from—was still alive.

	And once again, he’d fucked with Nick’s crew. 

	This time, being a human ghost, Nick found himself unable to let it go. He wouldn’t rest—couldn’t rest—until Jax Darius and his hit squad were just as dead as all the people they’d killed. 

	Because why should Jax get to be alive, when Nick had lost everything? 

	So here Nick was, in Raines’s old compound—a quadrangle of abandoned buildings, stripped of anything of value. 

	Right now he was in Raines’s personal living quarters. There wasn’t much left here except the broken remains of some bedroom furniture. The floor was covered in glass where Jax’s guys had broken out the windows, and dried leaves littered the room. 

	What this room did hold was Nick’s freshest memory of Jax, less than a month ago. Fucker had been holding Titan’s mate, Mari, hostage until Titan turned over a fortune in gold and dragon artifacts that had belonged to his village. 

	Mari’s blood was still a rusty brown stain on the floor by the four-poster bed frame, where she’d hit her head when Jax shoved her away from him after he got what he wanted. 

	Nick’s whole crew had almost died that day, including their alpha, Brandon Fierro—the closest thing to a brother and best friend Nick had ever had. Although, he hadn’t let down his guard all the way even with Brandon. He hadn’t ever done that with anyone. 

	If he had, maybe things would have turned out different. Maybe he wouldn’t be dead at all. 

	But then, he for sure wouldn’t be dead if Jax’s team hadn’t killed him. Now on top of everything else, that asshole had taken away Titan’s heritage—probably going off to retire in the sun with his fucking panther harem. 

	Nick had to find him before that happened. 

	He stood his ghostly self exactly where Jax had stood that day, and let his eyes go unfocused. 

	Ghosts were insubstantial in the human world, where he was now—though with practice, they could interact with physical objects.

	But in the spirit world, which ran parallel to the other worlds and permeated them all, he was solid. He could see and hear and touch and smell and taste. 

	He could also walk in between the two worlds, seeing both at the same time, like photos superimposed on each other. 

	Staying in the human world, Nick focused on the memory of his death. That was the connection, the thing that bound his fate with Jax’s. 

	He ran it all through his mind: the moment he heard them outside the old house where he’d been staying. The knowledge that there were too many of them, and nowhere to run. 

	Knowing that the message he’d sent Brandon might never have reached him; that his friend wasn’t going to get there in time.

	The realization that this was his last stand. 

	He’d put up a hell of a fight. He remembered that—defending himself with his weapon until the ammo ran out, then turning panther, fighting with teeth and claws.

	Desperate to stay alive, enraged that this was how it was going to end, furious that he wasn’t going to get more time. 

	Five on one, and he’d taken three of them out. But the other two did him in. And the last thing he’d seen, bleeding out on the damn floor, was Jax’s face.

	Not even fighting. Watching. With dead fucking nothing in his eyes. 

	Nick dragged himself out of the memory. He was sweaty and panting, his heart racing; his spirit body felt it all like it was happening again. 

	But underneath that, there was something else. 

	He knew where Jax was. Or at least, which direction he’d gone. He could feel the bastard, like he had a lump of hot iron lodged halfway down his gullet, and Jax was a magnet, pulling at him. 

	He melted into his panther form and passed through the wall, silently following a dirt road that led further into the woods. 

	First he had to find Jax. He’d figure out later how to make him pay—how to take everything away from him, just like he’d taken everything away from Nick and Titan.

	Then Nick would finally be free.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	Before long, the dirt track ended at a paved, two-lane county road that twisted and wound through the forested hills. 

	Nick hadn’t been out this way much—alive or dead—so he wasn’t sure exactly where he was. Somewhere near the national forest, maybe? That would be a good place for Jax to hide.

	All he knew was he needed to head west. 

	He Changed to his human form and moved to the shoulder of the road. He was so far into the real world that he might be visible to anyone happening by who had enough psychic ability to see ghosts. Driving right through him in the middle of the road—or swerving to avoid him—would likely end in some freaked-out human wrapping their car around a tree. 

	He didn’t want to kill anyone—at least, not some random person who didn’t deserve it. 

	The road made a downhill curve that led to a sharp bend—the kind that was an accident waiting to happen. As he started down the hill, he ran into an invisible wall. 

	He put a hand out and pushed, feeling the resistance. Whatever it was had a little give to it, like some kind of energy forcefield. 

	He swept both hands across it, pushing harder, seeing if he could get through it. 

	Abruptly, his vision doubled. Ahead of him in the real world, he saw bare trees on a sunny December day, blue sky and wispy clouds above. At the same time, in the spirit world, he saw the same trees, the same road, on a windy, rainy night. Tree branches waved in the storm, swirls of autumn leaves flying through the sky. 

	Nick knew the spirit world could be manipulated by any creature in it—weather, geography, physical objects. If your will was strong enough and you had enough practice, you could make the spirit world into anything you wanted. 

	It seemed that somebody had created a dark and stormy night—and judging by the boundary he’d hit, they wanted it all to themselves. 

	Intrigued, he walked along the edge of the phenomenon. It seemed to mirror the real world, and it cut right across his path. 

	He could go around it, probably, if he walked far enough. 

	But he was suddenly seized with a desire—a need—to find out what was inside. Or rather, who was inside, and why they’d done this.

	That right there gave him pause. There were things in the spirit world that could basically kill your soul—make you wink out of existence. Some of them seduced you in with emotion—lust, desire, need.

	Whoever had made this could be one of them. 

	But still… 

	He knew his way around the spirit world, and he was on his guard. He’d be fine.

	Right? 

	He refocused on the real world, feeling the boundary lessening as he left the spirit world further behind. He stepped forward, pressing himself through it. As he did, he saw something at the bottom of the hill, by the bend in the road.

	As he got nearer, he realized what was at the heart of the storm. 

	Just off the road to his left was a large tree with a deep horizontal gouge in its trunk, a little above the level of Nick’s knees. The damage wasn’t new—maybe a few years old? Nailed to the tree above the scar was a cross and a faded photograph of a woman, and on the ground around it were partially burned candles, dried flowers, and weathered mementoes.

	A shrine, he realized, crouching in front of it. A memorial. Someone in a car had come out of the curve too fast, overshot the bend, smashed into the tree and died.

	On a dark and stormy autumn night. 

	Fuck. 

	Slowly, Nick allowed himself to slip back into the spirit world. This time there was barely any resistance. A gusty wind hit him, and leaves swirled around him. A spatter of rain slapped his face. 

	Despite the dark, as a ghost he could see clearly. About fifteen or twenty feet away from him, sitting on the side of the road, was a… 

	Nick stopped, staring. It was a lumpy creature with a large rounded head, one huge eye, and knobby green tentacles spreading around it. 

	An octopus? What the hell?

	Then he realized it was made of cloth, and one of the tentacles held a model ship, broken in half with tiny dolls dangling off it, like drowning sailors. Another held a doll dressed in an ancient Greek costume, with a halo. 

	He’d seen that movie. Not an octopus. A Kraken.

	Or rather, a woman in a Kraken costume. She had dropped her head into her hands, every line of her body speaking of despair. Red hair trailed out from under the headpiece of her costume, dark with rain and plastered to the cloth. 

	This must be the woman who died in the car wreck. She was a ghost. 

	And she was still here. 

	He hesitated a moment, looking down the road towards the place where he knew Jax was hiding. That connection still pulled at him. 

	But… he couldn’t just walk off and leave a dead woman by the side of the road in a fucking Kraken suit. Especially if she’d been here ever since her accident.

	Why hadn’t she moved on? Did she not understand she was dead?

	He walked over to her, the sound of his footsteps disappearing in the noise of the wind and rain. “Hey,” he said, raising his voice so she could hear him through the storm—and the Kraken head. “Are you okay?” 

	The one-eyed head bobbled as her chin jerked up. Underneath the giant Kraken eye was a hole in the fabric, surrounding the face of a woman with dark green eyes, spitting fire. 

	“Do I look okay?” she snapped. “I’m dead, for fuck’s sake. And I’m soaking wet. Again. So unless you’re my guardian angel, here to escort me to an eternity of margaritas served by hot pool boys, where I’m not—and will never ever be—wearing a Kraken costume, I’m pretty sure there’s nothing you can do about it.”

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 3

	 

	 

	 

	Oh, hell, Brittany thought. Her angel guide had finally shown up, and now she’d mouthed off to him. What if he got pissed off and left her here—a Kraken for eternity? 

	She wiped the rain out of her eyes with a tentacle and opened her mouth to apologize, and then it just stayed open. 

	Because… dayum. He was goooorgeous. Tall, with curly dark brown hair and deep blue eyes like expensive sapphires. And he was totally ripped, which she could tell because his Henley was soaked with rain and it clung to every single muscle. Of which there were many. 

	He looked more delicious than a platter of ribs after a weekend at a vegan spa. Except, dammit. She was dead, and he was an angel. 

	Everybody knew angels were the Ken dolls of the afterlife. Nothin’ between the legs at all, because why would they need it?

	He said, “Now, is that any way to talk to your guardian and guide?”

	Oh, shit. “You really are an angel? Fuck. I mean, oh, dear. I’m sorry I was disrespectful.”

	Although, surely an angel wouldn’t laugh at her? Because he was obviously trying very hard—and fairly unsuccessfully—not to do that. 

	And, wait. His jeans-covered crotch was right at eye level, and holy hell this was no Ken doll. He had a package worthy of Satan. 

	“You are totally bullshitting me!” She smacked his rock-hard thigh with her tentacle. “You’re no angel.”

	“Darlin’, you’re the first person who ever thought I was.” 

	“Then what are you? Just another fucking dead person, like me?”

	She clapped her hand over her mouth. Oh, hell. What if he was a new ghost? Like maybe from right now? That was a really bad stretch of road—had there been another accident?

	“I’m so sorry,” she said. “Are you—I mean, did you just—oh, fuck.”

	That made him laugh out loud. His laugh was as sexy as the rest of him. Damn, she’d been here a long time. She was about ready to jump on the first ghost who came along, and rip his jeans off. 

	“It’s fine,” he said. “I shouldn’t have been messing with you. I am another ‘fucking dead person,’ but it didn’t just happen.” 

	He crouched down so their faces were at the same level. He was even more gorgeous, now that she could see him without getting rain in her eyes. Why didn’t she meet guys like this when she was alive? Then she wouldn’t have stayed with Chaz for so long. The douche.

	But… this man was a ghost, just like her. The first one—the first sentient creature of any kind—to come by since she’d been here. Part of her wanted to jump on him like a puppy when its owner comes home, just because he was someone to talk to. A human face. 

	Except that would be inappropriate. Probably? Yes.

	More important, an even bigger part of her wanted to know how he could be out wandering around, when she was stuck here. If he could point her on the way towards heaven, or at least someplace where it wasn’t effing raining. If there were any kind of GPS to get there, or even a yellow brick road. 

	How all this worked. 

	“Um, I don’t suppose I could get you to hang out for a little while?” she asked. “Have a drink? Answer some questions?” The wind had died down, and the rain was nothing but a drizzle. 

	He hesitated. “I was actually… on my way somewhere. There’s something in the living world that needs my attention.” 

	“Oh.” The disappointment hit her like a blow. Surely he wouldn’t just go off and leave her alone again, after only thirty seconds of conversation? “Is it life or death? Like, you have to save someone from a burning building or do a ghostly visitation that keeps them from accidentally driving off a cliff? Because I’ve heard of ghosts doing that.” 

	He looked off into the distance, like he was seeing something far down the road. “No,” he said softly. “I have to kill someone.” 

	Whoa. “Get out,” she said. That was kind of extreme. And also, could ghosts do that? Because it upended the whole idea of ‘The serial killer is dead, he can’t hurt anyone anymore.’ You’d think a lot more ghosts would be killing people, if it were possible. So maybe he really couldn’t?

	She asked tentatively, “Is that, like, your unfinished business? So you can move on?”

	He gave her a startled look, as if he’d almost forgotten she was here. “Something like that.” 

	“Well, no offense, but doesn’t that murdery shit keep you out of heaven?”

	He tilted his head, looking at her. Those eyes… like pools of water you could drown in. Revenge mission, she reminded herself. Wannabe killer. This was maybe not somebody you wanted to get too close to.

	“He’s a murderer,” he said finally. “So… I don’t think so. And I don’t really care if it does.” 

	Well, that was hardcore, but more understandable. She wondered who this unnamed person had killed. Shit. Maybe it was his murderer.

	She felt a sudden wave of sympathy. Her own situation sucked, but that would be… horrible. What a thing to have hanging over you, so you couldn’t rest.

	She opened her mouth to ask if that’s what it was, and then closed it again. Because how did you ask a stranger a question like that?

	And what if it did keep him from going to heaven? Maybe she was supposed to stop him. He could be a decent guy—he’d stopped his mission to see if she was okay. If she could use her Kraken charms to keep him from committing murder and going to hell, while also finding out more about this ghost situation… well, that was for sure a win-win. 

	“Look, I’m not trying to minimize what you’re going through,” she said. “But… if you’re not—you know, a new ghost, then he’s been out there for a while, right? And… you’re the first person I’ve seen since I died. It’s been super-confusing and I really need somebody to explain stuff to me. Please?”

	She bit her lip, realizing how needy she sounded. That wasn’t going to make anyone want to hang out with her, alive or dead. She tried to sweeten the deal. “I can actually make my own margaritas, without a pool boy. I’ll share.”

	She concentrated hard, and a frosty glass filled with lime margarita appeared in her hand. Score—first try. She held it out to him. “Here.” 

	He gave her a look like he didn’t know what to make of her, but she was used to that. People always thought she was a little weird, partly because she kept forgetting to engage her brain-to-mouth filters.

	But he took the drink, so that was a win. He even sipped it. “Not bad,” he said. The tough, hard lines in his face seemed to relax a little. 

	She made another drink for herself. “I’m Brittany,” she said. “Britt.” 

	“Nick.” He settled himself on the muddy ground next to her, which was another good sign as far as him staying. It also got him bonus points because Chaz never would have done it. He had hated getting dirty, and his ghost probably would too.

	“So, Brittany,” Nick said. “What do you want to know?”

	Oh my god. So many things, for a second they all clogged up her brain and she didn’t know where to start. 

	“Okay,” she said, going with the first thing that floated to the surface. “First of all, I’m pretty sure there was a defect in my death process.”

	She expected the confused look she usually got from people when she was in the no-filter zone—which was almost all the time—but he just quirked the corner of his mouth like he was amused. 

	“Can you be more specific?” he said.

	She shifted to face him. “I was told there would be a light. There’s supposed to be a light—it’s in all the advertising. Right?”

	He nodded. “True. That’s what they always say: ‘Go into the light.’” 

	“Right. Well, no light. Zip. Zero. So now I feel like I missed the bus and I’m left sitting at the bus stop, and I don’t know when the next one’s coming, or if it’s coming at all. There’s no way this can be the entire afterlife.” She gestured at her tiny forest. “It’s like, a quarter-mile in diameter.” 

	“It’s not,” he said. “The whole afterlife, I mean.”

	Relief spread through her. “I knew it! And obviously, you came from somewhere else.” She frowned, as a horrible thought came to her. “Unless… I didn’t make you up, did I? Like the margarita?”

	That got a full-on grin out of him, which almost made her swoon. This guy was hawt. Even more devastating, he had a seductive bad-boy vibe all over him.

	“No,” he said. “Trust me, nobody could make me up. Or would want to.” 

	Untrue. She used to fantasize about guys almost exactly like him. Unfortunately, that thought distracted her from what he was saying. “…speaking of which…show you how to get out of this costume…”

	“NO!” she said. But it was too late. He’d put his hand on her tentacle, and he made the Kraken costume disappear, just like she’d made the margarita appear.

	And now she was sitting on the side of the road dressed in nothing but a black bra with see-through cups and lacing up the front of it, and a matching thong. 

	Drinking margaritas with a bad boy who was probably an agent of Satan.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 4

	 

	 

	 

	Nick dropped his drink. For a minute all he could see was lush curves and sexy underwear and holy hell she was beautiful. Like, so amazingly beautiful it was a punch in the gut.

	And he’d just stripped her almost-naked. Shit. 

	Her eyes were the size of saucers, mouth open. She looked down at herself, then back at him. “What is wrong with you?” she yelped.

	And in a nanosecond, the Kraken was back. Dry this time, and with those same spitfire eyes looking out of it that had drawn him in the first time.

	“What—the—actual—fuck?” she was yelling, beating on him with her tentacle. The one with the ship attached to it, so it hurt. “You undressed me! Didn’t you ever hear of asking? Or consent?”

	“I didn’t mean to,” he managed to get out, trying to fend off her blows. “I thought you’d have somethong—” Fuck. “I mean, something on under it, for fuck’s sake.”

	She smacked him with her ship again. Two tiny sailors fell off. “You are definitely no angel.”

	“You seriously ever thought I was?”

	“Well, no. Partly because of the murdery stuff. But mostly because of the package.”

	“Excuse me?” She couldn’t mean what he thought she meant.

	But she did. “I couldn’t help noticing it,” she said, arranging her tentacles with a flounce. She fucking flounced. “Your crotch was right in front of me.” 

	He didn’t know whether to be flattered or annoyed. Or amused. Luckily, he was used to people with no filters. Just call them the Wild Blood Crew. “Wouldn’t angels, as heavenly beings, have heavenly packages?”

	“They don’t have any packages at all. Ken dolls.” She made a downward motion near her crotch with her palm, indicating a completely smooth surface.

	Nick winced. “I’m not going to ask how you know that.”

	She rolled her eyes at him. “Everybody knows that.” 

	This woman was crazy. But in spite of that—or maybe because of it—he liked her. A lot, actually.

	And she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. He was lucky she wasn’t eye-to-balls with his package right now, or she’d see what that glimpse of her in her underwear had done to his non-angelic dick. 

	He couldn’t remember ever being so drawn to any woman at first sight. 

	Brittany asked, “Can we continue our conversation now, without anyone having their clothes removed?” 

	 “I wasn’t planning on getting naked.” He gave her a sidelong look. “Unless you want me to.” 

	She glared at him. “I’m not giving you another margarita unless you agree to behave.”

	He held up his hands, trying not to grin. “I’ll be good. Because I think I’m going to need another drink before we’re done here.”

	In fact, he was sure of it. 

	She conjured another drink and gave it to him. 

	“Okay,” she said. “First off, why the fuck is it still Halloween? All. The. Time?” She gestured around. “I mean, time passes. It’s wonky—sometimes I’d swear only a couple of days have gone by, but then there’s new flowers at the accident site that look like they’ve been dead for weeks—but it does pass. Only, somehow nothing else ever changes.” 

	“I’m assuming it was Halloween when you died?” He gestured at the Kraken. 

	She snorted. “No, why? This is my typical office wear.” 

	He ignored the sarcasm; she was entitled. “And this was the weather that night.” 

	Another eye-roll. He really couldn’t blame her. It seemed she’d been stuck in this one place longer than he’d been dead. “When was it?” he asked. He told her the year, adding, “And it’s December. Almost Christmas.” 

	She looked startled, and her face grew sad. “Over two years, then.” 

	He gestured down towards the accident site. “At least people still remember. They bring mementos.”

	“Yeah,” she said. “I never see them, though. The people. Just the things they leave, all misty like they’re hardly real.”

	That was interesting, that she couldn’t see passers-by in the real world. She really was stuck. 

	She was staring into the distance, her brow wrinkled as she thought. “Do you think I have some unfinished business? Like you?”

	“Maybe,” he said slowly. “Except, if you do, it seems to be keeping you in this spot.”

	“And there’s absolutely jack-shit going on here,” she said. “Trust me. So what’s there to finish?”

	“You tell me.” 

	She said tartly, “If I knew, I would not still be here, believe me. All I have is that nagging feeling, like when you leave the house and you just know there’s something important you’re forgetting. Only times about fifty.” 

	She added softly, “Sometimes I go to sleep—and why the fuck would a dead person even have to?—and I wake up suddenly with that ‘oh, shit’ feeling stabbing me in the pit of the stomach. But I can’t remember.”

	She sounded so frustrated, so sad. Without thinking, Nick put his hand on hers. She felt warm and soft, and it was like something opened up inside him. He helped his crew, he looked out for them, he played with them and warned them of danger. 

	But he couldn’t remember the last time he’d comforted someone.

	Brittany said, “And then I think maybe I’m in purgatory, and I just have to suffer through this until I’ve atoned for all my sins. I guess there’s worse punishments than rain, mud and a Kraken costume.” 

	That made him smile. “I’m almost sure of it. But it probably doesn’t make it any easier for you.” 

	“Thanks.” 

	Nick sat there, wondering what the hell he could do for her. Although, she’d asked for information. At least he could give her that. “Anyway,” he said, “this isn’t purgatory. It’s the spirit world. There’s no moral judgement about being here—it just is. And as you already know, it can be manipulated with your mind.” He looked up at the sky. “Usually.” 

	“I know,” she said. “After I’d been here a few days, wishing desperately for somewhere to get out of the rain, I found a cabin in the woods where there wasn’t one before. Over there.” She pointed through the trees. “And then I learned I could change the things in it—furniture and stuff—by concentrating. And make margaritas. I can even change out of the Kraken. But…”

	She sighed. “It always comes back. When I try to leave this area, or try too hard to remember. I get a weird brain glitch, a bright flash of light and this feeling of total panic, and then everything reverts back to how it was that night. Including me on the side of the road, being a Kraken. It’s very disheartening.” 

	So… she was literally unable to move on from her death, but there was a part of her that didn’t want to confront it, either. 

	Something she had to get past. 

	He said, “At least Krakens are badass. What if you were, like, a hot dog?” She gave him another death glare. He hurried on. “What I don’t get is, why don’t you just create something else to wear?”

	“I do,” she said. “I have a closet full of clothes in the cabin. Only, they disappear when everything reverts, and somehow I can’t change what I’m wearing with my mind.” 

	That was odd. He wondered if it somehow related to her inability to move on—though he couldn’t imagine how. 

	“Thus the underwear,” he said. He let that hang in the air. Because who went out dressed as a Kraken with only that on underneath? 

	“Don’t diss on the underwear.” 

	“I would never.” Not with how hot she looked in it. He went on, “My foster mom always told me to wear decent underwear, in case I ended up dead on the side of the road. Although I’m not sure that’s quite what she had in mind.” 

	“If you must know—”

	“I didn’t ask.” 

	“—I went to a Halloween party, to meet my boyfriend. We’d been having a few problems, and I wanted to make up with him, so I got some new lingerie. For when he Released the Kraken.”

	Nick couldn’t help himself—he started laughing. “You have no idea of the multitudinous dick jokes that just popped into my head. The only reason I’m not saying them is that there were so many I couldn’t pick one.” 

	“Yeah well. Keep them to yourself. My gramma told me the same thing—about the nice underwear just in case—but she did not stress that I’d be wearing it for eternity.” Her eyes widened, like she’d had a sudden thought. “Do you think that’s why I didn’t see the light? God took one look and was like, ‘You’re too slutty for heaven’?”

	Not being destined for human heaven, Nick had no idea. But he had definite thoughts on the matter. “Babe, if there’s no bad girls in heaven, I’m not going.” 

	She pursed her lips and nodded, but he could see her holding back a smile. “Uh huh. Now we know the real reason you’re still here. You’re looking for a bad girl.”

	“I’m not looking for a girl at all.” He was looking for revenge. 

	Brittany looked down at their hands, still clasped, and pulled hers away self-consciously. “I didn’t mean—” She broke off. “Well. Anyway. Thanks for the info.”

	Nick’s hand suddenly felt cold and empty, and he closed his fist, looking away.

	Now her feelings were hurt. This was why he didn’t deal with women and their emotions. It took him approximately ten minutes to fuck up. 

	His connection to Jax surged inside him. Ah, hell. 

	“Look,” he said, “I have to go.”

	She opened her mouth as if she were going to protest, then closed it again, looking down. “I understand.” She took a deep breath. “Can you at least show me the way out?”

	He didn’t know what to say to that. It was something in her own mind keeping her here. The barrier was of her making, but she obviously didn’t realize that. 

	Apparently, though, his silence said it for him.

	“You don’t think there is one,” she said softly. “Not for me.” 

	Nick said carefully, “I think something is holding you here. Whatever it is you can’t remember.” 

	Her face fell, and she bit her lip. Hell, she’d been alone here for two years. But he couldn’t exactly fix that. Except… 

	“Look,” he said. “I know someone who knows about ghosts. A couple of people, actually. They might be able to help you figure out what your unfinished business is. Or at least help you get better weather. I could ask them, if you want.”

	Britt looked stunned. “Really? You’d do that for me?”

	Her look of hope went straight to his heart—which he immediately shut down. He couldn’t get all involved with her stuff. He had his own to deal with.

	But those eyes… 

	He heard himself saying, “Yeah, sure. I’ll see what I can do.” 

	He rose to his feet, then reached down amidst her tentacles to help her up. When she was standing, he went to let go of her hand, but somehow he didn’t.

	“Thanks,” she said. “For the talk, and—for talking to your friends.” 

	She looked up into his eyes, that hope shining out. Like he was some kind of hero. Ah, fuck. 

	He said, “And I will come back. I promise.” 

	“You better. Don’t make me release the Kraken.” 

	He laughed, finally letting go of her hand. “Zeus forbid.” 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 5

	 

	 

	 

	Brittany watched Nick walk away, feeling like she was alone on a desert island and the only ship she’d seen in two years was sailing away from her. 

	Her chest hurt, and it was all she could do not to run after him and beg him not to go. 

	He seemed to sense something, because just at the bend in the road he stopped and looked back at her, his gaze melting into hers. She gave a little wave with one tentacle, and saw him lift a hand in response. 

	Then he turned away and vanished around the bend. 

	Brittany stared after him for a minute. It had started raining again, and the wind was picking up. She shivered, feeling more alone than the first time she woke up here. Like she’d imagined the whole encounter because she was so desperate for human contact, and for a way out of purgatory. 

	Would he really come back?

	Did she need him to?

	What if she followed him to whatever escape hatch he was using, and slipped through? She started down the road, walking as fast as she could, then breaking into a run, her tentacles flopping around her. 

	She could see Nick ahead of her. Don’t look back, she thought. Because she couldn’t stand the humiliation if he saw her running after him. 

	The road went around another curve. She saw him cut over to the shoulder, and then—he vanished. She kept running, faster and faster, eyes on the spot where he’d disappeared. The exit. She was almost there—she was going to do it…

	Wham. She felt like she’d been slammed back by a huge fist. The now-familiar white light flashed before her eyes, she was flying through the air…

	And then she was back on the side of the road, in the place she’d died, still dressed as a Kraken, with the rain pouring down. 

	The disappointment was like a knife in her stomach. 

	Slowly, she got up and trudged up the hill to her cabin. After that last reset, it was going to be cold and lonely and abandoned-looking, just like it had been the very first time she found it. 

	But it was better than nothing. 

	She went up the sagging wooden steps and pushed open the door. It was a combo bedroom/living room with a tiny kitchenette. Right now it was mainly a replica of her childhood bedroom—single bed with Wonder Woman sheets, and a bookshelf full of favorite chapter books from middle school. 

	But the posters on the wall were the exact rock star ones she’d had as a teenager, down to the torn corners from where she’d moved them around the room. 

	And on the pillow sat her stuffed bear that had been lost when she was five. 

	Across from the cold empty fireplace was a couch exactly like the one Chaz had picked out for their living room six months before she died, that she’d always hated. 

	She knew without looking that her grandma’s Corelle dish set was in the cupboard of the kitchenette.

	Everything but the fucking couch was dusty and covered in cobwebs. Because even this place knew that Chaz would never tolerate a dusty couch.

	Brittany sighed. 

	Bit by bit, using all her concentration, she changed it back to the place she’d gradually evolved it into. Clean and comfy, with a blazing fire in the fireplace and a four-poster bed like the one she’d always wanted, with the comforter set she’d admired in a magazine. 

	Then came the couch she’d wanted to buy, that Chaz said was too—what was it? Plebian. Because it was casual, like normal people had in their family rooms, instead of sleek and boxy and hip. His whole house had been filled with the trendiest, least functional, most uncomfortable furniture she’d ever sat on. 

	This couch was soft and squashy, with a big ottoman and the cable-knit blanket her grandmother had made for her. At least she could have things exactly how she wanted in her afterlife. 

	The new, larger bookshelf was filled with a mix of grownup, children’s and YA books. Only ones that she’d already read, though. She kept trying to manifest ones she’d wanted to read, but the pages were always blank.

	She guessed that since everything here came out of her head, if it wasn’t in there in the first place, she couldn’t make it happen. 

	She peeled off the fucking Kraken costume, dripping wet yet again. She now understood the true meaning of the saying ‘I wouldn’t be caught dead in this outfit.’ 

	Last, she re-created her closet, filled with soft comfy clothes. She wondered again why she couldn’t just re-dress herself with her mind. 

	If she could, she wouldn’t have ended up practically naked in front of a stranger. An incredibly hot stranger. Although, the expression on his face had been priceless, especially when she beat him with her Kraken ship. 

	And she hadn’t missed the look in his eyes when he saw her in her underwear. Chaz had never looked at her like that, she realized. Like his gaze could melt that lingerie right off her. It was awesome to feel sexy again, especially after all this time spent dressed in tentacles. 

	Brittany chose a pair of flannel pajama bottoms and a hoodie that she’d often seen advertised online as the softest hoodie in the world. She didn’t know if the real thing really was that soft, but her version was.

	It seemed that anything she’d seen that she could imagine clearly enough, she could create. 

	A little voice in her head said, Including a guy?

	No. She hadn’t imagined Nick. If she’d made him, he wouldn’t have left. Although, most of the guys she’d been in love with had left, so… maybe that’s all she could subconsciously imagine. 

	That would suck. 

	Oh, hell, she thought. What if she just kept imagining an entire stream of hot guys, who left and never came back?

	Although, if that was how it was going to be, she was sure as shit giving the next one a better look at her sexy underwear, and/or jumping his bones. Because if she only got one shot, she might as well take advantage. 

	Don’t be crazy, she told herself. Nick was real. She just had to hope that he wasn’t a torture of purgatory, giving her hope and then letting her wait for a visitor who would never return.

	Was it really unfinished business that was keeping her here? If so, why the hell didn’t she know what it was? Nick knew what his was. 

	Every time she ended up at that spot by the road, she had the nagging feeling there was something there, something she needed to find or do. 

	But there was nothing there to find. At least, she realized, not in this version of the spot. Even with the never-changing weather, she hadn’t ever really quite grasped that she wasn’t there anymore, in the living world. She was… there-adjacent. 

	So maybe whatever there was to be found, could only be found in the real world. Something misty and insubstantial to her, like the things at her memorial site.

	The problem was, there were huge gaps in her memory of her life, especially right before the accident. She remembered the Halloween party—and she remembered storming out of there after finding Chaz with his tongue down some bimbo’s throat and his hand up her skirt. 

	She remembered driving away down this stupid winding road, tears pouring down her face. Remembered taking the curve too fast, the feel of the car hydroplaning…

	So was it something about Chaz that was keeping her here? Something she needed to say or do to him? Like, for instance, cut off his balls, stuff and mount them, and send them to him as a Christmas present? 

	But that didn’t feel right. Chaz wasn’t worth it, and it had taken a lot less than two years of Halloween purgatory to figure that out. If she hadn’t died, she’d have gone home, packed her stuff, set his favorite outfit on fire by pouring his hipster cologne all over it and lighting it up, and walked away. 

	Pissed at herself for believing in him. 

	This felt like something more important. But every time she tried to remember, there was just that same flash of light behind her eyes, and then she was back where she started, on a windy, rainy night, in a stupid costume, by the side of the road. 

	Seeing her body being loaded in an ambulance. Seeing it drive away without lights and sirens, because she was already dead. 

	Being left alone. 

	Was it possible Nick or his friend could help her break the cycle? Help her remember, and finish her unfinished business?

	She hoped so. But even if Nick was part of purgatory—or even part of her imagination—she wanted to see him again. Because for the first time since before she’d been dead, she felt alive. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 6

	 

	 

	 

	When Nick got back to Wild Blood territory—a mostly-renovated mansion with a few outbuildings outside of Farville, Kentucky, at the base of a small, thickly-wooded mountain—he found his crew mates in the middle of a Sunday afternoon game of ‘Capture the Flag.’ 

	Or rather, because they were the Wild Bloods, it was a game of ‘Capture the Giant Glitter Dick Only Also With Laser Tag’, but the rules were mostly the same. Except that if you got ‘fatally’ shot by a laser gun you were out of commission. 

	So you could win by either capturing the flag, or killing the entire opposing team and claiming the flag over their ‘dead’ bodies. 

	Option 2 usually ended in a nice, refreshing brawl, followed by drinks and a barbecue. 

	Option 1 ended the same, except without the brawl. Most of the time. 

	The Glitter Dick was a three-foot inflatable neon-pink monstrosity that Brandon’s dad, Xander, had provided out of the samples from his online glitter condom, sex-toy and novelty shop. It was tied to a stick and stuck in a pile of rocks on the edge of the gravel parking area. 

	Brandon’s childhood best friends, identical twins Colt and Remington McCall, were guarding the Glitter Dick, weapons at the ready. Nick caught a glimpse of a laser gun battle going on in the woods up the hill, people dodging in and out of the trees. 

	He also saw Remy’s mate, Jaeda, climbing across the roof of the house, keeping low behind the plastic Santa sleigh perched up there. For some reason she was wearing a bikini. So far, Nick seemed to be the only one who’d noticed her. 

	Colt’s mate, lynx shifter Callie Haugan, ran across the lawn in human form, dodging between inflatable snowmen and light-up wire reindeer, hotly pursued by lion shifter Damien Fernandez. The twins covered her with laser fire as she dashed to the rock pile and did a baseball slide, tagging it with her foot. 

	Damien ducked out of sight behind a pickup truck, avoiding death at the hands of the twins. “I laugh at your paltry weapons!” he bellowed. “I’ve seen mob hit men’s kindergarteners who are more badass than you!”

	The twins and Callie stayed bunched up by the flag. The rules stated that no defenders could be shot within eight feet of the base after they’d tagged in. That kept the attackers from just ganging up on the defenders, shooting them and taking the flag. 

	Not that anyone had tried—at least, not since the first time had ended in bloodshed. Thus the eight-foot rule.

	Damien was still trash-talking, trying to lure them outside the safe zone, and the twins and Callie were conferring—probably about whether two of them could corner Damien while the other guarded the flag. 

	Nick, watching the whole thing play out, saw Titan, nicknamed Squatch—a giant polar bear shifter almost seven feet tall—appear at the edge of the woods up the hill directly behind the defenders, who were all looking towards Damien. Titan’s mate Mari, in her panda bear form, was next to him. 

	Titan saw Nick and put a finger to his lips. Nick nodded, waiting to see what new craziness they were up to. 

	Mari went down the hill a few paces, and rolled into a ball of black and white fur in typical panda fashion. Titan took a running start, and then gave Mari a huge push. 

	She rolled down the hill, keeping her head tucked in, picking up speed as she went. As Nick watched in disbelief, she barreled down on the three unwitting defenders. 

	At the same time, Jaeda Changed into a snowy owl and jumped off the edge of the roof into a controlled dive, her bikini top still tied on and sporting a laser sensor as per the rules, the wind blowing the bottoms right off her tail. 

	Remy looked up at the sudden movement and raised his laser gun, but he was too late. 

	Mari crashed into the three defenders from behind, catching them all and sending them flying like bowling pins. “Strike!” Titan yelled from the top of the hill, thrusting both arms into the air. 

	A second later Jaeda swooped down on the ‘flag’ and grabbed the stick in her talons, flapping her huge wings to carry it away. As soon as she was out of laser range, Damien gave several shrill whistles—short-short-short-long—Morse code ‘V’ for victory, telling everyone the game was over. 

	Nick doubled over laughing as the stunned defenders picked themselves up off the lawn while Mari did a panda victory dance, rising up on her hind legs and swaying back and forth, waggling her black and white butt. 

	“What the fuck was that?” Colt asked, spitting grass out of his mouth. 

	Titan had run down the hill and was laughing his ass off. “Panda bowling!” he said. “Team Serial Killer and Friends for the win!”

	Damien was leaning against the truck, cracking up at their expressions. “That was fucking epic!” 

	The others all poured out of the woods, wanting to know what had happened. Damien explained, while Jaeda circled overhead with the Glitter Dick, screeching the victory signal over and over.

	“You did what?” Damien’s mate Lila said to Titan, after hearing their winning strategy. 

	“Fuck me, I would have paid money to see that,” said Brandon, who had been in the woods when all this went down. “Hey there, Nick,” he added, as he saw Nick approaching the group. Nick raised a hand in greeting. 

	“I don’t suppose there’s video,” Brandon’s mate Kitty said hopefully.

	“Fuck yeah.” That was Brock, their newest crew member. “Here.” He handed his phone to Kitty. Most of the others crowded around to see it. 

	As they did, Brock came over to Nick. “Hey man, what’s up?” he said. 

	Brock, who was part white wolf and had some of their strange-ass psychic powers, was the only one who could hear Nick talking without magical assistance. 

	Not much, Nick said into Brock’s mind, shrugging. He knew he needed to tell Brock about Brittany and ask for his help, because one of Brock’s specialties was mind-healing and restoring lost memories. 

	But he wasn’t ready to do that yet. His unfinished business with Jax was pulling at him, the angry, obsessive feelings churning up again once he left Brittany. 

	Thinking about her added to his uneasiness—like he should never have left her and he should go back right now. Which meant maybe she wasn’t what she’d seemed—maybe she had been some kind of entity trying to suck him in. 

	Because he couldn’t stop thinking about what it would be like to stroke that skin, lose himself in those green eyes. 

	To have someone to hug and hold close and laugh with, like Titan was doing right now with Mari. She’d turned back to human and Titan had taken off his own shirt and put it on her, because she hated the cold. He was so huge it came down to her knees.

	Brandon had his arm around Kitty, laughing with her as they watched the video for the second time. The other crew members were all paired off with their mates, too—teasing or exchanging kisses or small affectionate touches. Jaeda had landed on Remy’s forearm and was nuzzling him with her beak while he waved the Glitter Dick. 

	Something twisted inside Nick. 

	Hey, Brock said to him, speaking mind-to-mind the way Nick had. You okay?

	I’m fine. I just have some ghostly shit going on. 

	Brock gazed at him speculatively, but he didn’t press it. Okay. You hanging out for the barbecue? 

	Maybe. He knew Brock wanted him to—Brock felt as left out as he did with everyone paired off. But he didn’t know if he was in the mood. 

	Titan came up, carrying Mari, her arms linked behind his neck and her legs wrapped around his waist. “Hi, Nick,” she said. “Did you see my epic debut as a bowling ball?”

	Mari knew some sign language, and she was in the process of teaching it to him and the others. He signed, <You were awesome. Very… round.>

	She giggled. “Roly-poly for the win!” She held up her hand and he high-fived her, putting some mental juice into it so she could feel it. 

	Titan frowned, looking at him. Are you okay? he mouthed. 

	Seriously? Why was everyone asking that? Did he have a sign on his forehead or something?

	<I’m fine,> he signed, using extra emphasis. 

	“If you say so. Barbecue and football?” 

	Nick shrugged. 

	“Brandon!” Brock called. “Convince Nick to stay for the barbecue.” 

	Brandon and Kitty detached themselves from the crowd. Kitty and some of the others had never been able to see him before, but whatever the panther god had done to allow him to be human, also made him visible to the entire crew. “Come on,” she coaxed. “You know you want to.” 

	“Yeah, come on,” Brandon said. He cocked his head, eyes narrowing as he looked at Nick. “Dude. Are you—” 

	Nick lost it. <I’M FUCKING FINE!> he signed as big as he could. Then he stomped off across the parking area, heading up the hill towards Titan’s cabin. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 7

	 

	 

	 

	Nick threaded his way through the stone sculptures that dotted Titan’s yard. Half of them were demons the big guy had carved during his dark period, and which Mari had adorned with colored Christmas lights and Santa hats. 

	Now that Titan was in love, his sculptures were less terrifying. Nick noted that he’d added a small birdbath held up by a panda, and an impish goblin. 

	It seemed as if his friend had finally laid his demons to rest. 

	Nick ignored the giant rubber porch duck dressed as a Christmas tree, and sat down on the porch swing, doing some serious brooding and possibly a little sulking. That got old pretty fast, so he began amusing himself by levitating small stones out of the yard and juggling them in intricate patterns with his mind.

	He should probably go back down and hang with the crew, but he somehow couldn’t bring himself to. He still felt… fuck. He didn’t know what he felt. He wasn’t used to having all these feelings. When he was alive, he’d managed to block most of them out. Focus on whatever mission he was on. 

	After a while, Titan came up the hill and climbed the porch steps, leaning his hips against the railing opposite Nick.

	“So,” Titan said in his low, soothing voice. “How you doing?”

	<Fuck you> Nick signed. 

	A small smile lifted the corner of Titan’s mouth. “So, everything’s fine, I take it?”

	Titan slipped partway into the spirit world—one of his special powers as a former shaman of his clan. When he was there, he and Nick could talk normally.

	Concentrating on his spinning stones, Nick said, “When did you all turn from predator shifters into a fucking therapy group?”

	“When we bonded. And got mates.” 

	Nick snorted. “Then maybe it’s a good thing I never found one, so I never had to turn into a touchy-feely oversharing high school girl.” 

	He used to mean that kind of shit when he said it. But now, as the words came out, he saw a pair of unforgettable green eyes, and felt like something had stabbed his chest from inside. 

	Titan said mildly, “But on the upside, you would get laid more often.” He reached out and caught two of Nick’s stones. The pattern messed up and the rest of them fell to the porch floor.

	“Ghost, remember?” Nick said. “Hard to get laid when your pecker is incorporeal. Kind of the opposite of a hard-on.” 

	“You’re solid in the spirit world,” Titan pointed out. “If you can fight, you can fuck. Too bad you can’t find a nice ghost woman wandering around.”

	Dammit, how much did he know? Titan could also see things—visions of the past, present or future that hovered around people. Or was he just guessing?

	“Yeah well, most ghosts aren’t wandering,” Nick said. “If they didn’t move on, they’re stuck wherever they died, aren’t they?”

	“Mostly.” Titan picked up one of the fallen stones and began to juggle it with the two he had. Huh. Nick hadn’t known he could do that. Titan went on, “Or they’re attached to someone they have unfinished business with. Like you were with Brandon.” 

	That startled Nick. He’d always thought his unfinished business was with Austin Raines, and then Jax. Why would he have unfinished business with Brandon?

	Because he wasn’t here for you? Because he was your alpha in your old crew, and he couldn’t keep the whole thing from flying apart? Because after that, you were looking for somewhere to belong, and almost joined Raines for real?

	He shoved all that away. Brandon hadn’t abandoned him—he’d come when Nick called. It wasn’t his fault he didn’t get here in time.

	Wasn’t it?

	No. It was Jax who was the problem. Jax who needed to be dealt with. Just as soon as Nick figured out what was going on with Brittany. 

	“Speaking of that,” Nick said to Titan, “How does a ghost go about getting unstuck from their death place?” 

	Titan raised a questioning eyebrow—he knew the panther god had given Nick the option to cross over to his realm. If you could call an afterlife filled with black panther shifters ‘heaven’—they were known for being kind of psycho.

	Titan also knew Nick had turned the offer down—for now, anyway. And the god had set him free to move through whatever world he wanted. So he wasn’t stuck. 

	Nick added, “Asking for a friend.” 

	That got both eyebrows. And a patented Titan silence. 

	Sigh. Nick knew Titan was capable of waiting him out, all the way through eternity. “Okay. A funny thing happened to me on my way through the woods today…”

	He told Titan about finding Brittany, locked inside her own private Halloween night. “She says she can’t move outside that little circle around where she died, but she doesn’t know what’s keeping her there. Said she feels like there’s something important she forgot, but she can’t remember it no matter how hard she tries.”

	“Unfinished business.” 

	“I guess. So I told her I’d ask you if there’s any way to help ghosts figure that out. I mean, there must be, right? People tell stories and make movies about it—there must be some truth to them.”

	Titan said slowly, “There is. And there might be a way to help her.” He lapsed into another silence.

	Nick didn’t have the patience to deal with this shit. “But?” he prompted.

	“Are you sure you should get involved with this woman?”

	“I’m pretty sure I shouldn’t,” Nick said. “There’s something wrong about her. After I left, I couldn’t stop thinking about her, and even now there’s something pulling me back there, telling me I have to go right now, and forget…”

	Forget Jax. Forget revenge, and his own unfinished business.

	“Forget everything else I’ve been doing.”

	He used his mind to grab one of Titan’s stones, and the bear caught the other two in his big hand. Nick said, “I keep thinking about those creatures you told Remy about, when he was spending too much time in the spirit world. The ones that seduce people, grab their souls, and suck them dry.”

	“Halaikas,” Titan said, his gaze going far away. Nick hated when he did that. What the fuck was he seeing? Titan focused on Nick again. “Do you think that’s what she is?”

	“How the hell should I know?” Nick snapped. “She just seemed like a pretty girl who got a raw deal. But why else would I be obsessed with her?”

	“Because she is a pretty girl?”

	“Fuck off.” 

	As if he hadn’t spoken, Titan continued, “Or she could be a human ghost who’s attached to this world by negative energies that have grown strong enough to affect other spirits.”

	“Well, you’re just a bundle of joy.” 

	“People tell me that all the time.” 

	But he was staring at Nick, again with that weird faraway look in his silvery eyes. 

	“Why are you looking at me like that?” Nick asked. 

	“The same reason everyone keeps asking if you’re okay.” 

	It was Nick’s turn to do the eyebrows.

	“Your energy is… disturbed,” Titan said. “Brock could sense it, and even Brandon, as your alpha. And I’m seeing a lot of past images around you.” He added softly, “Bad memories.” 

	“I was an undercover agent who infiltrated criminal gangs. And then I was killed by one. I have lots of bad memories.” 

	“Uh huh. Where did you say this ghost was, again? Out near Raines’s old compound, by any chance?”

	Nick lifted the stones off the porch floor and started them spinning again. “What’s your point?”

	“Raines is gone.” He could feel that wintery stare penetrating him, but he didn’t look at Titan.

	The silence drew out. As usual, Nick caved first. “Jax isn’t.” 

	“Nick…”

	He let the stones clatter to the ground. “That bastard led the hit squad that killed me. And he almost killed Mari.” 

	“I know.” He could hear Titan’s bear growling low in his chest. “Although, he didn’t do that on purpose.”

	“He sure as fuck had his guys kill me on purpose. And he had them kill—” He broke off. Titan didn’t need reminding about the massacre of his village. Even Nick wasn’t that much of a dick. 

	Titan laid his hand sympathetically on Nick’s arm. Because his friend was halfway into the spirit world, Nick could feel it. It felt good, which made him feel emotional, which pissed him off.

	“I said I’m fine,” he grumbled. “And I’m not going to talk about my ghostly fucking feelings.”

	“Even though you’re having more of them now that your ghost can take human form?”

	Nick shrugged. “My panther didn’t care as much about being dead.”

	He immediately realized he’d just admitted that his human side did care about being dead. A lot. He added, “Taking Jax out would fix all that.”

	“You think?”

	Silence.

	“You clearly don’t,” Nick said, even though Titan hadn’t said anything more. The words burst out of him, words he’d been holding back since that day. “I can’t believe you just let him go—especially since we never got the artifacts and gold back that he stole from your people. Doesn’t that matter to you at all?”

	“Of course it matters. We’re keeping a lookout for the dragon artifacts on the black market, and trying to track down where Jax might be. It’s only been a couple weeks. But for me—I have Mari now, and my people’s souls are safe in the bear god’s realm. You heard what the god said to me, about Raines. If you can’t let Jax go, you’ll never be free. Let it be over.” 

	Nick didn’t say anything. 

	For possibly the first time ever, Titan was the one who caved and ended the silence. “Do you want me to come out there with you, see if I can talk to Brittany? At least I should be able to figure out what she is. We can go on from there.” 

	“Yeah, I would. Thanks.” 

	Titan opened his mouth to say something more, and then shook his head and closed it again. Just then, the twins came into the yard. 

	“Hey!” Colt yelled. “Phantom Nick! Are you okay? Because the barbecue is starting!”

	Nick used his mind to raise the stone birdbath and upend it over Colt’s head, dousing him with cold water.

	“Aaaaah!” Colt spluttered. “Fucker!” 

	Titan called from the porch, “He says he’s fine.” 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 8

	 

	 

	 

	The next day, Nick and Titan drove out to the place where Brittany had lost her life. 

	It was another sunny day, so they talked Kitty into letting them borrow her car. It was a perfectly restored candy-apple-red ’64 Pontiac Catalina convertible, of which Nick was jealous as fuck because it was basically his dream car. 

	Kitty usually didn’t let anyone else drive it except Brandon, but she had a soft spot for Titan, so after issuing a number of death threats if they so much as scratched it (“and don’t think you can’t be killed again, Nick, because I will find a way”) she’d handed over the keys. 

	Armed with a bag full of snack cakes for Titan, they set off, radio blasting and top down. It didn’t matter that it was December—Nick didn’t feel the cold, and Titan was a fucking polar bear so he didn’t even notice. And if Nick brought himself far enough into the real world, he could just barely feel the wind through his hair.

	It was awesome. 

	Nick ruthlessly shoved aside the anxious obsessiveness he’d felt since he left Britt’s place, and the hot iron inside him that was Jax’s malevolent presence. 

	He also deflected Titan’s attempts to get him to talk about Jax. Just for an hour, he wanted to feel like a regular guy. 

	Nick watched the GPS on Titan’s phone, letting his friend know when they were approaching the downhill curve leading to the place where Britt had her accident. 

	Titan slowed way down, taking the curve at grandma pace. Nick was about to tell him not to be such a wussy when he was hit with a feeling like they were being sucked into a whirlpool, and suddenly they were rushing around the curve at breakneck speed.

	The day turned into a stormy night, leaves swirling into the car, rain blinding them. They skidded out, Titan wrestling with the wheel, and Brittany’s tree loomed up in front of them. 

	Using all the mental focus and will power he’d developed in his nine months of learning to manipulate objects in both worlds, Nick dragged the front of the car back on the road. The Catalina’s back end fishtailed across the shoulder, throwing up mud, and then Titan continued around the bend, driving on until the sun came out and they were back in the real world. 

	Titan and the Catalina were completely dry, but there were a few stray leaves littering the seat. 

	They pulled over to the shoulder and stopped. Titan moved himself partly into the spirit world and said, “Fuck. That was close.” 

	No shit. Nick’s dead heart was racing. “You probably wouldn’t have died,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant. “You’re a big-ass indestructible polar bear with shifter healing.”

	“I’m not afraid of the tree,” Titan said. “I’m afraid of Kitty.” 

	Nick gave a shaky laugh. All jokes aside, though—Titan was fairly indestructible, but too many catastrophic injuries could kill even him. 

	“So what the fuck happened?” he asked. 

	Titan shook his head. “Let’s go see if we can get inside.” 

	They got out of the car and walked back, stopping at the edge of Brittany’s little piece of purgatory. Titan pushed at the barrier. Nick walked through—it was a lot easier this time. He waited, but Titan didn’t follow. 

	“What are you waiting for?” he asked. Titan frowned and touched his ear, like he couldn’t hear. 

	Nick came back out. “What’s going on? Why didn’t you come in?”

	“I can’t,” Titan said.

	“What do you mean, you can’t? We were just inside. Hell, the whole car was just inside.” 

	“Nooo,” Titan said. “Well, yes. But no.” 

	“Thanks. Very illuminating.” 

	“No, it’s very disturbing,” Titan said. “This manifestation has now built up enough energy so that humans—and shifters—can be influenced by it. Anyone driving around the bend could be sucked in like we were, forced into re-creating what happened to Brittany. The more sensitive they are to psychic phenomena, the more likely they’ll be affected.”

	Nick felt his stomach grow cold. “Are you saying she’s doing it on purpose? Trying to kill people?”

	Titan was silent for a long time, and then said, “I hope not.” Nick sure as hell hoped not too. “Or it could be that the imprint of what happened is so strong in her mind, and she’s repeated it so often, that the energy is affecting both worlds.”

	“That’s slightly less horrific, but still not good.”

	“No, it is not.”

	“So, how do we get you inside to talk to her?” 

	Titan shook his head. “I don’t know. Let me try walking up the road while blocking out the spirit world, and then shifting over.”

	That was basically what Nick had done the first time. He crossed the boundary again and watched while Titan faded almost completely from view. His friend stepped forward—and vanished. Like Britt’s manifestation blocked him out completely. 

	He waited a minute or two, but Titan didn’t reappear so he stepped back out of the stormy night into the real world. Titan was waiting there.

	“Well, that didn’t work,” Nick said. “What else can we do?”

	They tried it with Nick leading him through the barrier, and then they tried it with Titan’s spirit alone, leaving his body behind. If that worked, they’d have to hide his unconscious body in the car trunk or something while they were gone, in case someone came by, but at least he’d be able to get inside.

	He couldn’t.

	“Dammit,” Nick said. “Can we just break down the damn barrier?”

	 Titan shook his head. “I might be able to do it, but I don’t think I should. This construct is tied very tightly to Brittany’s mind, and I don’t know what would happen to her if I forced my way in.”

	“So why the hell can I get in?” 

	“Because you’re a ghost?” Titan said. “Or maybe she just likes you.” 

	“I am hotter than you.” Nick smirked.

	Titan, prodding at the barrier once more, said absently, “I am hotter than fuck, and I give the best beargasms ever. Just ask Mari.” 

	Nick shuddered. “You could not pay me enough to listen to Mari talk about your beargasms. I’m already traumatized because you made me picture it in my mind.”

	Titan got a small smile at the corner of his mouth. “It’s not my fault you can’t appreciate beargasms.”

	Normally Nick would have had a smartass comeback, but all the obsessive anxiety he’d been trying to push aside suddenly overwhelmed him. 

	He could feel Jax, so much closer than at the territory. Just out of reach. 

	But even worse, he could feel Britt. Upset. Scared. Had she somehow been hurt by them coming through in the car? What was going on in there? 

	For a second, he felt pulled in two directions—like he was coming apart. 

	But he already knew which way he had to go. 

	“I’m going in,” he said abruptly, not realizing until he’d spoken that he’d cut Titan off in the middle of a sentence. “I’ll try to bring her out, but if we’re not back in half an hour or so, you might as well go home. Maybe we can figure something else out.”

	Titan gave him that all-seeing gaze for a minute, and then said, “See if you can help her remember her accident, and whatever it is she’s blocked out. This place—” He shook his head. “I’m getting the feeling we don’t have much time. She may not intend to be a malevolent spirit, but she’s becoming one.”

	That stabbed him in the heart. Not Britt. Even though he’d entertained the idea of her being a halaika, deep down inside he really didn’t believe it. He didn’t believe she was a malevolent spirit, either. 

	She was a decent person who was stuck in a bad situation. And he wanted to help her. 

	Even more than you want to find Jax? that annoying little voice asked him. What if he gets away with the artifacts while you’re messing around with a ghost?

	Fuck you, voice. He’d deal with that when he had to. 

	The whole reason he’d become an agent was to protect innocent people. And right now, one of them needed him. 

	Maybe, in his own small way, he could still be somebody’s hero. 

	Nick clapped Titan on the shoulder. “Thanks for coming out and trying. See you later.” And he crossed back over into the night. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 9

	 

	 

	 

	Nick walked back around the bend, looking for Britt sitting by the roadside. If she’d been somehow pulled into their near-accident and gone through another reset, that’s where she’d be, all Krakened out. 

	She wasn’t there. So that was a good sign, right? 

	But the unease inside him didn’t lessen. 

	If she wasn’t here, she was probably in the cabin she’d created. Nick scanned the woods in the direction she’d indicated yesterday, and caught a glimpse of a light. He started up the hill. 

	The cabin was only a few minutes’ walk. The light inside was dim and flickering, like it came from a fireplace. 

	Nick knocked softly, and then his panther hearing picked up the sounds of muffled sobbing from inside. Something in his chest cracked at the sound. 

	He opened the door. The inside of the cabin was cold, despite the fire, and covered in dust and cobwebs. Most of it looked like it belonged to a teenager who hadn’t quite outgrown her childhood—except for the uncomfortable-looking ultramodern couch, which, oddly, appeared clean and brand-new. 

	Huddled on the couch was the Kraken, sobbing like her heart was breaking.

	Before he realized he was moving, Nick was across the room, his arm around her shaking shoulders. In a gentler voice than he’d known he possessed, he said, “Hey, hey, it’s okay. You’re okay. Come on.”

	“It’s not okay,” Brittany wailed. “Oh, God, Nick, I think I killed somebody!”

	Oh, hell, she had been pulled into what happened with him and Titan. 

	“No, you didn’t. It’s all right.” 

	“No it’s not!” Between sobs, she said, “I was here in the cabin, reading, and then I felt this horrible feeling like I was being sucked into a tornado. Then I was in the middle of the road, and I saw a car coming down the hill, all dim and misty like it was in the other world. I tried to get out of the way, but I couldn’t—and some kind of magnetic force was coming from me, pulling the car right toward me. 

	“It went—it went through me, headed straight for the tree, and just before it hit I saw the white light and everything reset and I couldn’t even look. I just ran up here and tried to put my cabin back, and I’m a coward and a murderer and I don’t know what to do.” 

	“You’re not a murderer. Look at me.” He cupped her chin in his free hand and turned her face toward him. “That was me and my friend you saw coming down the hill. We did get pulled in here for a few seconds, and we were headed for the tree, but we didn’t hit it. We’re fine. Everything is fine.”

	She stared at him, those amazing green eyes wide, tears glistening like diamonds on her long, dark lashes. “Really? You’re not just telling me that?”

	“Really.” 

	“Oh, thank God.” She flung herself into his arms. 

	He closed them around her, not caring that the wet Kraken costume was soaking his shirt, along with her tears. 

	She felt amazing, even through all those tentacles. And she smelled incredible, like sunny green forests and spring and vanilla. His panther gave a little purr. 

	After much too short a time, she sat up, wiping her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I was just…” She shivered, and said in a small voice, “I was so scared I hurt someone.” 

	He’d smelled her fear, and he could feel her sincerity. This was no halaika, and no malevolent spirit. 

	“I know.” He cupped her face again, because it had felt so good the first time. “But you didn’t.” 

	She nodded, gazing into his eyes. Her gaze dropped to his lips, and hers parted ever so slightly.

	Oh, fuck. In a minute he was going to start kissing her, and this visit would go in a direction he was definitely not ready for. 

	He cleared his throat. “Um. I’m assuming nothing like that has ever happened before?”

	She pulled back, straightening her tentacles self-consciously. 

	“No. Thank heavens. And I don’t understand why it happened with you.”

	He explained, as gently as he could, what Titan had said about the strength of her manifestation. “He thinks it only pulled us in because he’s especially sensitive to spirits, and maybe because I’d already been in here.”

	She said, “But as time goes on, it could get worse. It could happen to anyone driving down the road?”

	“Theoretically.”

	“Nick, we can’t let that happen. What do we do?” She frowned, looking around. “Where’s your friend? Why didn’t he come in?”

	“He can’t,” Nick said. “Even in spirit. We’re not sure why. So our next step is to try to help you remember your unfinished business, so we can dissolve this place altogether. And if I can’t do that, to try to get you out of here so that my friends can help you.”

	She bit her lip. “I don’t know if you can help me remember—I’ve been racking my brains for two years. But I guess we have to try.”

	“We’ll do it together. My money’s on you.” He gave her hand a little squeeze. “First thing, though, is to get you out of that damn costume. You said you have dry clothes?”

	“Yes, but I have to reset the rest of this place first. The closet always comes last.” 

	“Why?” 

	“How the fuck should I know?” She glared at him, which was a good sign. She was feeling better. “That’s just how I’ve always had to do it.” 

	Nick raised his hands in a ‘whatever you say’ gesture. “I concede to your expertise. But you’re exhausted. Let me help.”

	He took her hands. They were cold, and he rubbed them gently with his thumbs. “Close your eyes, and pull on my strength.” 

	She closed her eyes, and bit by bit the cabin came to life. It was pretty cool to watch—like being inside her mind, being told exactly what she liked.

	The big soft bed with fluffy pillows and comforters—the kind you could have a wild time in on a Saturday night, and lounge around in on a Sunday morning with coffee and newspapers and breakfast in bed. 

	A large bookshelf full of books, art on the walls, even rugs and curtains. The couch underneath him shifted and morphed, turning into something squashy and comfortable with a knitted blanket thrown over the back—great for two-person naps or snuggling. 

	Which he’d never cared about doing before, but suddenly had a fierce longing to do. 

	Her hands warmed, and so did the air in the room. All the cobwebs and dust disappeared. Nick felt a warmth in the center of his chest that had nothing to do with that place in his gullet where Jax Darius was lodged. 

	This woman was amazing. Strong. Sexy. Smart-mouthed. Tough. Blunt. Determined. Funny. She’d managed to spend two years alone in a storm without losing it. Much. 

	And she’d created this. A place where everything was warm and soft and comfortable, filled with pillows and blankets, like you could just sink into it and never move for days. 

	A place you could rest. 

	Nick had never found that, alive or dead. Or made it for himself, he realized. Maybe that said something about who he was. 

	Last, a door appeared in one of the walls by the bed. The closet door, he realized. He wondered why the clothes always came last. It made sense to him, because when he looked at Britt the last thing he wanted was for her to have clothes on. 

	But for her… maybe it was about her attachment to the Kraken costume—the outfit she’d died in. Maybe that was the hardest thing for her subconscious to give up. 

	She opened her eyes, and breathed a sigh of relief. “I have never been so damn glad to see a closet in my life.”

	He thought she would jump up, but instead she looked down at their clasped hands. “Thanks for the assist,” she said, squeezing his hands gently. “That was a lot easier than usual.” 

	She waited another second, then pulled her hands out of his grasp and got up. Had she been reluctant to let go? Or was he imagining it?

	His hands felt empty without hers, and he rubbed them on his thighs, feeling suddenly self-conscious.

	Brittany was already at the closet door, pulling out yoga pants and a hoodie. “You have to promise not to look while I change,” she said. “Because the underwear always stays the same.” 

	“Are you telling me to be a gentleman?” Nick said. “Because it would be a first.”

	“How about you just don’t be a perv?”

	“Well, when you put it like that…”

	He shifted so that his back was to her. Unfortunately—or fortunately, depending on how you looked at it—she was still reflected in the mirror she’d created. 

	Fuck. Don’t be a perv. Don’t be a perv. 

	He listened to her stripping off the costume, heard it squelch as it hit the floor. 

	Don’t be a perv…

	Too late. Like the bad boy he’d always been, his gaze had strayed to the mirror. She really did still have the thong on, and he got a good look at her perfect ass while she pulled up the yoga pants. 

	Boner: activated. 

	He wrenched his eyes away. Not because it was pervy to watch, because apparently he had no gentlemanly instincts. 

	But if he kept watching, his boner would be full-sized and it would be obvious to her that he’d lacked respect for her privacy. 

	Just because he was a pervy dickhead didn’t mean he had to let her know it. 

	He still wanted to be her hero. 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 10

	 

	 

	 

	Britt finished dressing, even though it was probably a waste of time. Because if she was going to try to remember her death, or her unfinished business—or if she were going to try to leave this place—there was a 99.9999% chance she was going to end up right back in tentacles. 

	Probably even a statistically-impossible 101% chance. 

	No matter how hot Nick was, he wasn’t an angel. And she had the feeling only divine intervention was ever getting her out of here. 

	She probably should have just stayed mostly naked and jumped his bones. It would be a lot more fun than once more trying and failing at all the solutions she’d already tried and failed at. 

	And it would have a lot happier ending. Several orgasmic happy endings, hopefully. 

	But she had to try. Because what if she’d killed Nick’s friend? What if she killed someone else?

	“Ready,” she said, pulling a raincoat out of her closet and shrugging it on. 

	There was a little smile on Nick’s face as he turned around. “Rain gear, after all the times you’ve been soaked?” he said. “You’re an optimist.” 

	“That’s me,” she said. “Never say die.” 

	The smile got bigger. 

	“And there’s no need to remind me that I’m dead. I stand by my slogan.” 

	Nick took her hand again as they walked outside. The rain had almost stopped, and the sky was getting lighter.

	Nick looked up in surprise. “Do you get daylight here?” 

	Brittany said, “Now and then, it kind of almost gets light out. But then it always goes back.” 

	He nodded. They walked down to the road and he said, “Okay, let’s kick this thing’s ass.”

	Britt privately felt it had an unkickable ass, but she gave it her best shot. 

	First Nick tried to help her kind of melt into the real world, but she couldn’t get the hang of it. Then he took her to what she thought of as the edge of purgatory, where his friend was waiting just outside with the car. 

	Which he could see, but she couldn’t. Her mind just couldn’t get a grasp on the real world, except near her memorial, where she could see the offerings. 

	That probably made her a self-centered narcissist who could only see things that shored up her ego. 

	She tried really hard to walk through the boundary, but every time she did she started to get the white flash, so she had to stop.

	Finally, Nick had her close her eyes and take his hand again. 

	“Just think about me,” he said. “Listen to my voice, and feel my hand touching yours. Focus on keeping us connected.”

	She walked forward—and suddenly she felt like she was an ant stuck in a puddle of honey. Elation shot through her—she must be inside the boundary energy field.

	She could only move in slow motion, and Nick’s voice slowed down and dragged out, like a DJ slowing down a song recording. 

	But she was moving. They were still going. It was going to work…

	She felt the jolt of impact and heard the sound of rending metal, followed by excruciating pain. She was alone… no one was going to find her… and then there was someone there… a man…

	Time wavered, and she saw him holding something… something important…

	She tried to scream, No! 

	Bright light. Disorientation. 

	And she was back by the side of the road, in the rain, and she had the Kraken costume on. 

	“Dammit!” she yelled, struggling to her feet. She wanted to rip the tentacles right off this fucking costume. But it wouldn’t help. It would just come back. 

	Tears were running down her face, which pissed her off even more. She’d done enough crying. If she had to stay in this fucking place one more minute, she was going to… 

	She balled up her fists and screamed at the sky—a huge, primal roar. 

	Suddenly Nick was there, holding on to her shoulder and one tentacle, trying to talk to her, but she could barely even hear what he was saying. Her insides were churning and she felt like she was going to spontaneously combust. 

	Some of his words penetrated: “…going to be okay… figure this out… take a deep breath… I get it…”

	That finished her. She rounded on him, her tentacles waving. 

	“Really? You get it? You can wander around wherever the hell you feel like. Into purgatory, out of purgatory, home with your fucking friends. How would you like it if you were stuck in the same damn place in the same damn costume, in the fucking rain, soaked and covered in mud? Over and over again.”

	He opened his mouth, but Britt had lost her shit completely and she didn’t even care. “At least you were fucking killed inside! And you had friends! Someone was there. You weren’t there for years all alone!”

	He’d managed to find one of her fists among the tentacles, wrapping his big, warm hands around it. “Hey. Hey. I’m here. Just let it out.”

	“I hate being alone. I hate being stuck here. And I hate you because you’re not stuck here, and you’re acting like it’s all going to be okay when you’re probably an agent of Satan sent here to torture me with things I can’t have. Well, fuck you! Fuck Satan! Fuck everybody. If you can leave, so can I!”

	Some tiny part of her knew she wasn’t making any sense, and Nick didn’t deserve this, but she just couldn’t stop herself. 

	She ripped at the Kraken costume, tearing it to bits in a way she would never have been strong enough to do in real life. 

	Fighting her way free, she jerked her hand out of Nick’s grasp and ran across the road, knowing that her purgatory ended just on the other side. She sharpened her mind into a blade. This time, she was fucking getting out. 

	 

	Nick was taken off-guard. One minute Britt was losing her mind and tearing at the Kraken, and the next minute the costume was in pieces on the ground and she was running for the border. 

	Oh, fuck. Even if she got out, she’d be alone in the spirit world—and it wasn’t always safe there. 

	He took off after her, but she was already halfway across the road. Suddenly, through the storm, he saw a pair of headlights round the curve, heading straight at her. 

	Someone in the real world had been pulled in.

	Britt turned and froze, staring at the car. Nick tried instinctively to get to her, to push her out of the way, but instead her body turned translucent and was sucked into the vehicle.

	Nick slid to a stop and focused his concentration on the car, trying to keep it on the road. There was a crack of thunder and a flash of lightning, and he caught a glimpse through the car window of Britt’s face as it went past, her eyes wide and her face terrified. 

	She was sitting in the driver’s seat—there was no one else in the car.

	This wasn’t something in the real world. She was reliving her death. 

	He bent all his mental energy on preventing the car from hitting the tree, but he couldn’t. Helplessly, he watched the crash, heard the screech and tear of metal. Then the car vanished, and there was just Brittany lying beneath the tree, rain pouring down on her. 

	Nick raced over, one stray brain cell wondering why she wasn’t wearing the Kraken costume this time. He dropped to his knees, breathing a sigh of relief when he realized that whatever wounds had killed her hadn’t been re-created. 

	The last thing he wanted was for her to feel any more pain. 

	He put his hand on her face, stroking it gently. “Britt,” he said. “Wake up. You’re okay.” 

	She stirred, but she didn’t seem to realize he was there. “So cold,” she murmured. And then, “Nobody… here. No one… going to find me.” 

	That must have been what she felt when she was dying, he realized. So alone. So scared. 

	“Help… me,” she murmured. “Call… 911.” 

	He wished he could. Scooping her up in his arms, he whispered in her ear, “I found you. I’ve got you. You’re all right.” 

	With nowhere else to go, he headed up the hill to the cabin. 

	Unlike the Kraken, it had re-set, but it responded to his mental manipulation. It only took a second to get a fire going and change the boxy couch monstrosity into the comfy version. 

	He couldn’t get the knitted blanket quite right, but it didn’t matter. He lifted Britt up to wrap it around her. 

	It was his first good look at the underwear, and he immediately wished he hadn’t seen it. It was all black leather and lace—the push-up bra laced up the center, making her cleavage look totally lickable, and it showed her nipples through the near-transparent cups. The thong had matching lacing right up the front, filling Nick’s head with visions of unlacing it with his teeth. 

	Fuck. He really was a perv. She’d just relived the most traumatic experience of her life, and all he could think about was taking off her underwear and burying himself in her until they were screaming each other’s names.

	He was the one who belonged in purgatory. 

	He wrapped her in the blanket, trying to keep his distance. But as the place warmed up, she began to shiver, tears coursing down her face again. 

	That killed him. He sat down on the couch and pulled her into his arms, her head on his chest. “It’s okay,” he said for what seemed like the millionth time today, knowing it wasn’t. Not at all, and nothing he’d done or said so far had made it any more okay.

	“I’m so tired,” she whispered, eyes still closed. “And I’m so tired of being alone.” 

	He knew what that was like. “Sshh,” he said. He cupped her face, catching the tears with his thumb. She looked so forlorn, like she was giving up. 

	The girl who never gave up. Never say die.

	We must help her, his panther said. 

	He didn’t know how. But seeing her cry like this made his chest ache, made him angry and sad and desperate. 

	Maybe all he could do was be here. 

	He dipped his head, kissing the tears away. “Sshh,” he said again. “You’re not alone. I’m right here. I’ll stay with you.” 

	Her eyes flew open and she raised her face, her gaze meeting his. He saw the awareness of who he was and where they were flash into her face, but she didn’t pull away. “You’ll stay for a while?”

	She looked so soft, so vulnerable, something broke inside Nick. None of this was fair. Fucking death wasn’t fair, and he was tired of it. Tired of seeing her in pain. Tired of being dead, of being on the outside looking in, of pretending he had a life. 

	“I’ll stay as long as you want.”

	She wrapped her arms around his neck, and his lips crashed into hers. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 11

	 

	 

	 

	A wild hunger rose up in Nick, as if the loneliness he’d felt for so long had become a creature of its own, desperately craving warmth and affection. 

	He felt the same thing in her as she pressed against him—pain and anger and frustration battling with her innate sweetness. 

	He kissed her deeply, as if he could pull some of that pain into himself, keep it from twisting her beyond repair. 

	His hand had slipped under the blanket, his palm sliding from her waist to the curve of her hip. She was warm and alive in his arms, and he wanted to drown himself in her. 

	Brittany shoved the blanket aside, wrapping herself around him, her hands up underneath his shirt.

	He could make it disappear with a thought, but he let her pull it over his head for the sheer pleasure of being undressed by a woman. 

	It had been so long, and he’d thought he’d never feel that again. 

	Never feel any of this again. 

	She pulled him even closer, winding one arm around his neck while the other splayed across his back. At the touch of her bare belly to his, skin to skin, she let out a groan. 

	His panther responded with the tiniest of growls. 

	He raked his hand through her hair, concentrating on drying it as he went, so it tangled in his fingers like silk threads. 

	The whole time his mouth was on hers, exploring her with his tongue, drinking her in with deep kisses. 

	His dick was hard and tight, pressing against his jeans. He wanted her naked, to cup her breasts and suck her nipples, feeling her moan, but the vision of that sexy-as-fuck bra had been tantalizing him since the first time he saw it. 

	She straddled his lap and he gently grabbed the hair at the nape of her neck, arching her head back while he trailed hot kisses down her throat, giving her a tiny bite right where the pulse beat. 

	So strange to still have a pulse, to still have blood pounding through their veins. Life.

	Brittany gasped and moaned. It all felt so real, like still being alive. The taste of her, the scent—there was no way anything he invented in the spirit world could ever come close. 

	Even heaven couldn’t hold anything more amazing than this.

	He dropped tiny kisses on her chest, the tops of her breasts, dipped his tongue in her cleavage. He could see her taut nipples through the sheer lace panels in the cups of her bra, and he teased them with his tongue—first one, then the other. 

	He sucked each one into his mouth, knowing his tongue against the fabric was making it more sensual for her. 

	Still supporting her with one hand, he unlaced the bra with the other, licking and kissing each half-inch of skin as it was revealed. When it was undone and she’d shrugged it off, he tongue-kissed each nipple again before pulling her against him, reveling in the feel of her naked skin on his, her softness crushed against his chest. 

	“Mmm. Skin,” she murmured. Her lips moved across his shoulder and up the side of his neck. She found a sensitive place just below his ear that no one had ever found before, and circled it with her tongue. When he let out a soft moan, he felt her lips curve in a smile before she gave him a tiny love-bite right on the same spot. 

	His dick swelled even further, and he heard her soft, mischievous laughter as she moved her hips against him. 

	“I see the bad angel likes biting,” she said. 

	His panther gave another growl. “You have no idea,” he said. “How bad I am, or how much I like biting.”

	“I can’t wait to find out.”

	He proceeded to show her, covering her neck and chest with little love bites, soothing them with kisses. When she was writhing against him, he kissed her lips again and said, “What are your thoughts on re-creating that bed I saw in here earlier?”

	“You going to help me?”

	“Hell yes.” 

	This time the rush of energy between them was stronger. The bed across the room turned from a dusty single to the lush four-poster he’d been fantasizing about getting her into. 

	Wrapping his hands around her luscious ass, Nick rose to his feet, taking Britt with him. She locked her legs around his waist and ran her tongue all the way down the tendon at the side of his neck, which fuckin’ led straight to his dick, apparently, by way of tingles down his spine. 

	He could sense how much she needed this, needed him, and something expanded inside him. He wanted to make her feel better, had to, had to take her pain away and make her feel only pleasure. 

	He knee-crawled onto the bed, laying her out and lowering himself between her legs, rolling his hips so she could feel his hard-as-a-rock dick against her barely-covered pussy. She moaned, pressing herself against him. 

	“Damn, you feel so good,” she said. “You are so fucking gorgeous.” 

	That place inside him expanded more at her words. Not pride, exactly. But it felt so good to have a woman look at him like that. To feel her writhe against him, to hear her soft moans. 

	She deserved this. Deserved to feel good. To not feel alone anymore. And fuck all, it felt good to be wanted. 

	He shifted his weight onto one elbow, combing her hair out on the pillow with his free hand. “Your hair is the most amazing color,” he said. “Chestnut and red and gold, all mixed together. And those eyes.” He traced her eyebrows with his fingertip. “The first moment I saw them, spitting fire, I was totally bewitched.”

	He saw something in her eyes then, something akin to what he’d been feeling. The wonder of having someone look at you in a way that made you feel hot and badass and maybe even better than you really were. 

	That made you feel special. 

	That feeling made him have to kiss her again—this time slowly. Softly. In a way that said I see you. I appreciate you. You make me feel… He didn’t even know what he felt. All those things he’d never been able to put into words, that he probably would never be able to.

	So he said them with his hands, with his lips, with gentle kisses on her cheekbones and closed eyelids, fingertips skimming her breasts and the curve of her hips, the sensitive skin of her thighs. 

	“You know what I’ve been thinking ever since I accidently made your Kraken costume disappear?” he murmured in her ear.

	“What?”

	“How much I want to unlace that fucking thong with my teeth.”

	He could have sworn he heard a little growl in her throat, and he almost lost it right then.

	“On one condition,” she said. 

	“Name it. It’s yours.”

	“You let me take your pants off first.” 

	He threw his head back. “Woman, you are KILLING me.” 

	 

	Britt loved that. She loved the way Nick looked at her—Chaz had never looked at her like she was setting him on fire, or touched her like she was precious and rare and beautiful.

	Britt took her time undressing him, unzipping his jeans and freeing the holy-cow-that’s-huge shaft that had been practically bursting his seams. 

	She couldn’t stop herself, she had to bend her head down and taste him, swirling her tongue around the head and inhaling his masculine scent. He threw his head back again and gave a sharp gasp, his fingers tightening on her shoulder, and she drew him into her mouth, reveling in how she could make this gorgeous, sexy man moan. 

	Then he turned the tables on her, pushing her flat onto the bed and kissing down her belly until his mouth found the laces of her thong.

	She’d thought he was kidding about unlacing it with his teeth, but…

	Whoa.

	Bit by bit he exposed her, making that growling noise deep in his chest that was so so so primal and hot. Like she made him lose control, turn into an animal. 

	Her thong fell away and his face was between her legs, kissing, licking, devouring her like he would never stop. Her hips bucked and he curled his arms around her thighs, pulling them apart so she was totally exposed to him. His tongue was everywhere, swirling and thrusting, deep inside her and then teasing her clit until she had to grip the blankets with one hand.

	“Nick. Please,” she moaned. 

	He kissed his way back up and held himself poised above her. She rolled her hips, pushing against his shaft. She was so close…

	He whispered, “I want to feel you come when I’m inside you.” 

	Oh, God. “Yes.” 

	He slid into her, filling her so full she almost exploded, and she felt him take a deep breath and then exhale, settling deep inside her like he’d reached nirvana. “Woman, you have no idea what you do to me.”

	If it was anything like what he was doing to her, it must be incredible. It felt amazing not to have to use a condom, to have him bare inside her.

	He started moving inside her, thrusting deep and slow—so slow she could hardly stand the exquisite pleasure of it. 

	Lacing his fingers through hers, he settled into a rhythm that did more than give her pleasure. It seemed to take away the pain inside her, assuage the loneliness, the fear of never leaving here, that nagging feeling she’d always had about not being good enough, not being enough. Not for her mother, for Chaz, for anyone. 

	Not even good enough for God. 

	Nick whispered to her not to worry, it was okay, he was here and she was beautiful. So beautiful. Precious. 

	Slowly, slowly, he brought her back to the edge, and then she was beyond the edge and she couldn’t take it, it was all too much, and she whispered, “Yes, please yes, oh God Nick now please…”

	He shifted his weight, intensifying the rhythm and pressure. Each thrust stroked her clit, over and over and then she just came apart, seeing stars and comets and green glowing orbs like eyes in the dark. 

	She could feel Nick losing it, feel his need, feel him taking all her hurt and loneliness and replacing it with joy. 

	Then he gave one last thrust and pulled her close, pulsing inside her, their hearts beating in perfect harmony. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 12

	 

	 

	 

	Nick lay in Britt’s bed, listening to the crackling of the fire and the occasional patter of raindrops on the roof. While they were making love, he’d been dimly aware of the wind battering the cabin, slapping sheets of rain against the windows, but now it seemed to have calmed down. 

	Propping his head up with his hand, he trailed his fingers down the curve of her breast, brushing her hair back. Concentrating, he manifested a rosebud, sunshine-yellow with silky petals, and drew it over her skin. 

	She opened her eyes, and smiled when she saw it. 

	“Did you make that?” 

	“For you.” He kissed her. “No thorns. Because nothing should hurt you anymore.” 

	She bit her lip, and touched the petals with her finger, very gently. “It’s beautiful. I love the color.” 

	He created another, and another, and she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him before creating a vase to put them in.

	“I wonder how long they’ll last.”

	“It doesn’t matter. I’ll make you more.” 

	They kissed again, long and slow, not talking. Finally she said, “You know, I feel like I’ve known you forever, but we really don’t know anything about each other.”

	She turned her head and kissed his bicep. “Except that you’re not an angel and you have a thing for black leather and lace, and I have questionable taste in Halloween costumes.”

	“True. What do you want to know?”

	“Well, what did you do, when you were alive? For a living?”

	He was so used to not telling anyone the truth that it took him a minute to realize it didn’t matter anymore. “I was an undercover agent, infiltrating major criminal operations.”

	“Wow,” she said. “For real?”

	He gave a little huff of laughter. “Oddly, yes, it’s the truth, which I haven’t told anyone about my job in—well, ever. If I’d met you when I was alive, I would have had to lie—give you a cover story.”

	She smiled. “So being dead made you honest?”

	“I guess.” He’d never been honest with anyone, really. Not about the things that mattered to him. Maybe that was why he’d chosen the work he had—being able to hide his real self was a job requirement. “What about you? What did you do?”

	“Nothing even half as exciting. I was a freelance researcher. I mostly worked for law firms, but sometimes for other companies or even authors. That was fun.” 

	“If you say so.”

	“Rude.” She smacked him lightly. “Respect the research.” 

	“I yield,” he said. “I’m respecting. What was the most interesting thing you researched?”

	She thought for a minute, then said, grinning, “I know! Background for an article on the history of divorce law. Did you know, in medieval England one of the only reasons a woman could divorce her husband was for impotence? But she had to prove it in court.”

	She started giggling. “So there had to be witnesses—people who would inspect his dick and make him try to get it up, to make sure he couldn’t.”

	Nick started laughing. “Get out. They had dick inspectors? You’re messing with me.”

	“No, it’s true. I can show you my sources.” She stopped. “Or I could, if I were still alive.” 

	He hated to see her get sad. “I’ll take your word for it. What else do you want to know about me, before inspecting my dick again?” 

	That made her smile, and all was right in his world. She said, “Tell me about your family.”

	He shrugged. “Don’t have any. Ran away from foster care when I was fourteen. I did not fit in.” Mostly because he was a shifter, but luckily he’d had enough control not to let any humans find out. 

	“I was in foster care too,” she said. “Only for a little while, though. After my mom…”

	He traced his fingers over her heart. “She died?”

	Brittany shook her head. “She… left. When I was little. My dad was… they weren’t married, I don’t know if he ever knew about me. She was a mess. Petty crime, drugs I guess.”

	“That must have been hard.”

	“It was at first. My grandparents didn’t know for a while what had happened, but when they found out my mom had abandoned me they came and got me. My gramma and gramps raised me. I was lucky.”

	“Yeah. I’m glad.”

	“My mom—” She stopped, frowning. 

	“What?”

	“Something about my mom…”

	Her eyes went unfocused, and he could feel a dark energy swirling between them, the same as he’d felt when he and Titan got sucked into her nightmare.

	“Britt? Stay with me. Stay here.” 

	Slowly her eyes grew aware again. 

	“Did you think of something? About your mom? Is that what you’ve been trying to remember?”

	She shook her head, eyes wide and dark. “I don’t know. Please don’t make me think about it right now. I know I have to soon, but today has just been—”

	He pulled her into his arms. “I know. You don’t have to.”

	“But what if I kill someone?” she whispered.

	“You won’t. And if you don’t remember soon, I’ll talk to my crew. They can put a barrier and detour signs across the road. Keep anyone from coming this way.” 

	She pulled back to look at him. “They would seriously just randomly block a public road?”

	“Sure, if I asked them to.”

	“They must be good friends. Since that’s illegal.” 

	He shrugged. It was probably a misdemeanor, at worst. And only if they got caught. “They’re my crew. And Colt and Remy would think it was a huge joke.”

	She asked, “So what is this crew? Is it a commune? And wait, how can you ask them to do things? Are they ghosts too?”

	“No, they’re alive.”

	“Ooh, are they a pot-growing commune? No, not if they can see ghosts. Mediums? Or a religious commune? I know! Satan worshipers!”

	He was laughing now. “No, of course not. We’re—” Shit. She didn’t know about shifters. 

	“Okay,” he said slowly. “This is going to sound really weird.”

	“Weirder than being a ghost stuck in an eternal Halloween, lying naked in a bed I created with my mind, after having sex with another ghost?”

	“Possibly. We’re shapeshifters.”

	That got a blank look. 

	“We can turn into animals?”

	She pulled back and stared at him. “Whoa. Like, you could do it when you were alive?”

	“Uh huh.” 

	“You’re not messing with me, are you?” 

	For an answer, he moved a couple of feet away from her and turned into a panther.

	Her eyes got huge. “That is so cool!” She paused. “Unless you bite me. Please don’t bite me. At least, not in a bad way.” 

	His panther said, She is very pretty. I like the way she smells. 

	When he showed no signs of biting her, she whispered, “Can I touch you?” She froze as his panther nosed her gently, and then head-butted her like a house cat asking to be petted. 

	She tentatively rubbed behind his ears, and he head-butted her again, so she began petting him with both hands. He purred, the little attention slut. 

	“This is amazing,” she said. “I always wanted a panther. Look!”

	She leaned out of bed and pulled a book off the bookshelf, showing it to him. “See? This was one of my favorites as a kid. It’s about a princess who had her own library and a pet panther.”

	His panther put his paw over the book and head-butted her again. She laughed and went back to petting him. “You’re just like my cat, Midnight. He looked like a tiny panther, and he would always lie on my books so I would pet him instead of reading.”

	She stroked him for another minute and then said softly, “I hope Chaz took care of him.”

	She sounded sad, so Nick Changed back. She still had her hand in his hair, and he let the purr continue. 

	She stared at him, putting her hand on his chest. “He’s still in there!”

	“All the time.”

	“And your friends, they’re alive and they can do this too? They’re all panthers?”

	“Different animals.” He told her about all of them—Brandon, their alpha who was a panther; the twins who were both snow leopards and snowy owls; Jaeda who could be many different animals; their wolves, Brock and Kitty; the lions and the bears.

	She shook her head. “I can’t believe there are really people who can change into animals.”

	“It’s a secret,” he warned. 

	“Well, who am I going to tell?”

	He frowned very seriously. “How do I know your friends won’t call you on an Ouija board and you’ll spill the beans?”

	“Doof.” She rolled her eyes. “First, you really think that’s the first thing I’d say? And second, they wouldn’t believe me any more as a ghost than they would have before I died. They just couldn’t lock me up for being cray-cray.”

	She ran her fingers over his shoulder, looking bemused. “It’s like a fantasy movie. You are from the same world as me, right? USA, McDonald’s, Taco Bell, smartphones, movie streaming?”

	“Of course,” Nick said. “Back at home—where the crew lives—I can manipulate the remote, so I can watch Netflix if I ever get a TV to myself.”

	“Ohhhh.” Britt lay back on the bed and moaned dramatically. “Netflix, oh Netflix, I miss you so much…” She sighed. “There’ve been days when I’d sell my soul for a new movie. I wish I could leave here.” 

	“Me too.” 

	She said shyly, “Or that you could stay. At least for a while.” 

	That would be amazing. “We wouldn’t even have to get out of bed to get food like in the real world,” he said. “Or go to work. We could literally just stay in bed forever.”

	“Question,” she said. 

	“Mmm?” He was still thinking about staying in bed forever. 

	“Does it—um. Take guys the same amount of time to recover from sex here, as it does in the real world?”

	“I think we should find out.” 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 13

	 

	 

	 

	Nick stayed at Britt’s for two days and two more nights.

	He knew Titan was probably wondering what had happened to him, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave. 

	It was like a lost weekend—a break from normalcy, finally feeling like he had a life again, instead of just watching everyone else’s. 

	They did end up getting out of bed and making food—sometimes out of thin air, and sometimes they conjured ingredients and cooked.

	They tripped over each other in the tiny kitchenette, kissed each other up against the cabinets when they got in each other’s way, and laughed when the things they made turned out to be total disasters.

	And they didn’t even have to do dishes. 

	They made love until he lost count of how many times, and all he wanted was more of her. He just wanted to fall into her eyes until his soul was lost, bury himself inside her and stay there forever. 

	She made him feel, made him laugh, challenged him and soothed him.

	In between making each other crazy in bed—and on the couch, and on the kitchen counter, and on the porch with blankets while the rain came down—they sat in front of the fire and talked, or read books, or listened to music. Nick conjured a music system and they both created all their favorite albums from when they were alive—and for Nick, some from after his death. 

	“I can work the wireless music system at the house with my amazing ghost brain,” he said, pointing to his head. “So I can listen to anything I want while I’m there. Or turn on the twins’ music really loud when they’re sound asleep if I want to fuck with them.” 

	“Doesn’t that make them pissed off at you?” Britt asked. 

	“Nah, they blame each other. And anyway, they are the pranksters from hell. They deserve everything they get.”

	“You are evil,” she said. “Can I try it?”

	“When we get you out of here, sure.” 

	He kept making plans for when she got out, until he realized that she always got really quiet when he talked about it, and made love to him more intensely afterwards. 

	She didn’t believe it would really happen. And she was afraid he would leave her.

	The thought of leaving her made his chest ache, and it also brought back that molten hot lump in his gullet that belonged to Jax. Every time it came back, it came with another wave of anger—deeper and hotter than before—and he had to make love to Britt even more fiercely to bury it again. 

	He knew he couldn’t put that off forever—Jax needed to be dealt with. When he was dead and in hell where he belonged, that anger would fade. 

	But on the third morning it came back worse than ever. He’d laid awake for hours, holding Britt while she slept. He didn’t sleep, as a ghost, but whether it was because she was tied more closely to the living world, or just because she hadn’t gotten used to the idea of not sleeping yet, she still did. 

	And he would hold her, running her hair through his fingers, feeling her breathing, feeling her heart beat. 

	Just like they were both really alive. 

	But that morning, he knew this couldn’t go on. They both wanted this to be a real relationship—a return to real life—but the reality was, for them life was gone.

	Britt still had eternity waiting for her. Something better than being stuck in a tiny cabin in the rain for all time, with a vengeful ghost who couldn’t rest. 

	And she was still in danger of killing innocent people, which she would never forgive herself for. He had to help her, no matter how much it cost him. 

	So he conjured some paper and pen and wrote her a note, and headed out into the storm. 

	Outside the Halloween circle it was a frosty morning, with the sun just rising. Britt’s scent was still part of him, as if it had permeated every cell of his body. 

	He’d turned down heaven when the panther god offered it to him, but this last couple of days had felt like it. Right there, in her enchanted cottage, just the two of them, naked and open to each other. 

	He’d never felt that even when he was alive, so maybe it fucking was heaven, sneaking up on him when he least expected it.

	Except now he was on his way back to the crew, to get Squatch and Brock to help Britt figure out what was keeping her chained to the place where she’d lost her life. 

	Paving the way for her to leave him. 

	He knew that whatever she’d left undone was killing her soul. He recognized that anger in her—just like the part of him that screamed how unfair it was that he was dead, that he’d had more to do in his life. 

	More missions, more people to save. And maybe, after enough missions, enough lives saved, he would have gotten what Brandon and all the rest of them had. 

	A crew to rely on, maybe even a mate to love him. 

	Fuck, who was he trying to kid? There was no way he’d have trusted anyone enough for a true mate bond, or been willing to open himself up that much.

	He survived because he was tough, and he trusted no one completely. He’d come the closest with Brandon, and even Brandon had let him down in the end. 

	Brandon hadn’t saved him. 

	The anger surged through him again. It urged him to find Jax, to follow that magnetic connection and figure out a way to kill that fucker dead.

	Because otherwise it would turn itself on the people he loved. 

	He swiveled slowly in Jax’s direction, feeling the connection pulsing. Wanting retribution. 

	But he could still feel the touch of Britt’s lips on his skin, the way her arms around him soothed his soul and warmed his heart. 

	Maybe she was a better way, a better mission. All his missions had been things that needed to be done to make the world a safer place. But they weighed heavy on his heart, on his soul. He’d done things just as bad as the people he’d taken out, probably.

	Helping Britt would be a good thing. He would set her free, and help her move on. She deserved that. And maybe it would help him deserve that too. 

	With a silent promise of ‘later,’ he turned his back on his connection to Jax and headed back to the Wild Blood Crew.

	 

	When Nick got back to the compound, he made sure he stayed all the way in the spirit world. He didn’t feel like dealing with anyone in the crew, trying to explain all the things that had happened. 

	He felt guilty about Titan, who he knew would have worried when he never came back out of Britt’s world. Nick shouldn’t have left him hanging. 

	But… hell. He deserved a life—or an afterlife—of his own, right? He’d talk to Titan later, make things right. But at the moment there was an idea nagging at him. One so obvious he couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it before. 

	Up the hill in the woods beyond the house was a grave with a stone marker. This was where Brandon had buried Nick’s body, after he’d come here and found what Jax and the others had done to him. 

	Nick didn’t remember that. He just remembered afterwards, his ghost finding its way out of a gray formless nothing, to this place, with Brandon standing by his grave, and the ghosts of their old crew—their first crew—here with him. 

	Ranger, Fargo and Jeb. 

	The other panthers had moved on after the Wild Bloods took down Raines, but Nick hadn’t. 

	Later on, Titan had carved a headstone for him. 

	Nick Cadoulec 

	Not gone

	Not forgotten

	That first part after his name always made him smile, and the second part made him… hell. Made him feel mushy as fuck, to be honest, which he hated. 

	Nobody came up here much—why would they, when he was around all the time? So it made a good place for hiding secrets. 

	He reached his spirit hand into the dirt under the gravestone, and felt cold metal. It was an amulet—a large gold coin—of dragon make. Magical, of course, because dragons fucking breathed magic. 

	Like other dragon artifacts made specifically for people who walked between worlds, it was real and solid in all the worlds. So he could keep it here, hidden beneath his own gravestone, yet still reach out of the spirit world and pull it in. 

	Holding the amulet in his hand, he concentrated on his friend DB. 

	DB was a thirteen-year-old dragon shifter, and possibly the most proficient world walker in—well, in all the worlds. He could rip doors through spacetime and physically cross into the spirit world, stepping out into any world he wanted—which most full-grown dragons couldn’t even do.

	He and Nick had become friends, and hung out sometimes in the spirit world, as well as here with the Wild Bloods. A while back, he’d given Nick this amulet, that he said would ‘call him forth’ from wherever he was.

	Nick figured this was a good time to use it. If anyone could get Britt out of her prison—even temporarily—DB was the one. 

	So he held the amulet between his hands, pictured DB in his mind, and put out the call. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 14

	 

	 

	 

	Since DB was a good-hearted kid and liked to help people (though he’d probably eat turds rather than admit it), he agreed to go with Nick to try to transport Britt out of her self-induced prison. 

	And since he was addicted to Earth snack cakes—especially Twinkies and Dingdongs—it was easy for Nick to save the kid’s pride by pretending he was bribing him, instead of DB doing him a favor. 

	After that, once it was a decent hour for visiting, Nick went over to Titan’s to deliver his apology. 

	When it was over he got a mostly-deserved reaming out from Mari, highlighted by “We thought she really was a halaika and had sucked your soul out and eaten it for breakfast, and there you were eating her for breakfast the whole time. Never mind letting anyone know you were okay. Titan was worried sick! We should unfriend you!” Followed by an enormous virtual hug, followed by a slitty-eyed glare and a muttered, “Bad kitty. No catnip!”

	After which Titan, with a smirk, agreed to provide DB with snacks. 

	Now Nick and DB were outside the barrier to Britt’s spirit world bubble, DB munching a Dingdong and walking back and forth, prodding at it. 

	“Can you get inside?” Nick asked. 

	DB gave him the kind of disdainful look that only a teenager can manage. “I can get into any world, unless it’s warded by Draken-level magic,” he said. “Getting her out might be a different thing.” 

	“Why?”

	“Because she might not want to go,” DB said, as if it were obvious. 

	“She definitely wants to go.” 

	“She says she does.” He poked at the barrier again. “But people don’t always know what they really want. Or how they really feel. And they tell themselves lots of crap about their motivations that are complete bullshit.” 

	Nick couldn’t argue with that, although he spared a thought to wonder how a kid so young could be so sure of it. Nobody knew where he came from, or how he’d been raised. In the six months he’d been hanging around the Wild Bloods, they’d put out the word to all their Draken and Wild Dragon allies, and nobody seemed to be missing a smartass, incredibly powerful adolescent dragon. 

	Brandon, Kitty and the twins swore he must be related to the Al-Maddeiri clan, because of his looks and his powers. Problem was, as far as anyone knew, all but three of the original clan had been wiped out over forty years ago. One of the survivors was mated to their childhood alpha, so presumably they knew an Al-Maddeiri dragon when they saw one. But he didn’t belong to anyone they knew. 

	DB had never let any other dragon see him, and he ignored personal questions as though they’d never been asked. Since he could disappear into thin air whenever he wanted, that pretty much closed the subject. 

	“That’s why she needs a doorway,” Nick said now. “I’m thinking if you can make one into a place that’s neither the spirit world or the human world we know, she might be able to go there. Then you could take us back to Wild Blood territory from there.”

	“That could work,” DB said. “Especially if she’s transferred some of her ghostly attachment to you.” 

	“Excuse me?”

	DB rolled his eyes. “Ghosts attach to either a place—where they lived or where they died—or to a person they had a strong relationship with. If you two played ‘hide the sausage,’ then part of her spirit probably attached to you.” He frowned. “If you didn’t, you could go do that now. I’ll wait.” 

	“Our attachment is fine,” Nick said, teeth clenched. 

	DB grinned. “Ha. I knew you boinked.”

	“Shut up.”

	“Boinkety boink boink boink.” 

	“I swear to god…”

	“Just go inside and stand next to her so I can find you,” DB said. 

	“Going now.” Nick pushed through the boundary. Faintly, behind him, he heard, “Boinkety boink boink…”

	He shook his head, grinning despite himself. At this rate, somebody was going to kill that kid before he managed to grow up. 

	 

	But seeing Britt made him forget everything else. Her spirit might not have attached to his, he realized, but his had attached to hers.

	Just putting his arms around her stopped all the churning in his gut, all the questions that couldn’t be answered, the feelings that were pulling him in different directions. 

	For once in his life, he didn’t want to be anywhere else. 

	“So this kid is going to transport us to yet another world?” Britt said after he’d explained his plan. “And he can do that because he’s a… dragon.” 

	“Um, yeah?”

	“Wow. After I died, I thought I’d encountered all the weirdness in the world. And then you come along, and things are…” She shook her head. 

	“Exponentially weird?” he offered.

	“Well, yeah. But magical, too.” She looked bemused. “All the cool things I couldn’t know about when I was alive, I get to know about now.” She looked wistful. “Do you suppose he’ll turn into a dragon for me? Maybe just once?” 

	“Probably.” He would if Nick had anything to say about it. If Brittany wanted dragons, then fuck yeah she was going to have dragons. 

	 

	The transportation plan worked surprisingly smoothly. Holding Nick’s hand, Brittany stepped through DB’s doorway into a dry, dusty desert under a purplish sky. Before she could ask where they were, DB had made another doorway that brought them to a huge plain of waving grass under a whitish featureless sky, which Nick said was the spirit world’s default setting.

	Then he opened what looked like a window into the human world, except he could scroll through it like a computer screen with waves of his hand. When it showed the Wild Blood compound, they stepped through.

	Britt held her breath, waiting for the flash of light that would pull her back to her purgatory. Nothing happened.

	“Well?” Nick said.

	“I actually feel okay,” she said in surprise. “But… stay close, please? The thought of you going away makes me feel… anxious.”

	DB muttered, “Totally boinked. Boinkety…”

	Nick elbowed him in the ribs. Britt bit her lips, trying not to laugh. 

	Nick said, “Why don’t you go find Titan? He said he’d get some more Twinkies for you. From me.” 

	DB swaggered off up the hill, smirking. Britt called after him, “Thank you!” He waved a hand without turning around.

	She looked around. Everything seemed quiet. “So where is everyone?” she asked. 

	“No idea.” 

	They headed into the house, floating straight through the porch door into an enormous great room: killer kitchen, dining room with a huge built-in buffet on one wall, and a living room…

	…in which six huge, drop-your-panties-gorgeous men were lined up in front of the Christmas tree, wearing nothing but Santa hats and guy-thongs, the junk pouches of which were all different animal heads. Which were also wearing tiny Santa hats. 

	Brittany dissolved into giggles. 

	Along the other side of the room were five women, one taking photos with her camera while the others sipped on a variety of fruity drinks in different colors. Judging by the way they were whoopin’ and hollerin’ and talking dirty as the guys posed, they’d had more than one round. 

	The guys had probably been drinking too, because they were unabashedly showing off their muscles and their butts and clowning for the camera.

	“One more!” the woman holding the camera called out. “You need to be doing a toast!” The other girls hurried to pass out drinks to the guys. 

	She could recognize them all from Nick’s descriptions, and also the guys’ thongs matched their shifter animals. Kitty was the one holding the camera, and the dark-haired guy in the middle rolling his eyes and pretending not to be having fun was obviously her mate Brandon.

	The identical blond guys mugging for the camera were Colt and Remy, and then there was Damien and giant Titan—the one who had said he’d help her. The lone wolf had to be Brock, who helped people remember things—chestnut hair, and a smile that never quite took the sadness from his hazel eyes. 

	Britt elbowed Nick. “You should get in the picture.” 

	“I’m a ghost.” 

	“You’d look hot in one of those thongs.”

	“I would look like an idiot. And I wouldn’t even show up.” 

	“I bet you would. People photograph ghosts all the time. I’ll stand behind you and give you ghost energy. Please, pleeeeeease photobomb? For me?”

	Nick rolled his eyes, but he was smiling. He was so intense, and so filled with troubled emotions—she loved when she could make him smile. Plus, she knew he felt left out of the crew stuff, and even if he really didn’t show up on camera, he would have been part of the moment, and everyone would remember. 

	The two of them floated over as the guys posed for another picture. Nick’s clothes melted away until he was wearing nothing but a thong with a pouch in the shape of a black panther, topped with the regulation Santa hat. 

	Whoaaa. 

	He drifted to the end of the line, barely there, and Brittany followed him, enjoying watching his perfect butt. Until she realized that from her position there was a complete lineup of perfect butts, and then she didn’t know where to look.

	She put her hand on Nick’s butt—so she could give him energy, of course. Like he had for her when he helped her re-make the cabin. He snorted at her choice of handhold, but didn’t object.

	“Okay, guys,” Kitty called. “Hold up your drinks! No, not in front of your face, Colt, you butthead. Titan, stop looking like someone put your dick in a vise.”

	“It’s not my fault,” Titan complained. “Remy just stepped on my foot.”

	“If you didn’t have the big feet of a Bigfoot, Sasquatch, they wouldn’t get stepped on,” Remy said. 

	Titan reached over and tucked an ice cube from his drink into Remy’s owl pouch.

	“Argh! Oh! Fuck you, motherfucker…” Remy danced around, cursing, shaking his pouch until the ice fell out.

	“Sorry,” Titan said innocently. “I thought that was a dollar bill.” 

	“For fuck’s sake, Remy, put your dick back in,” Kitty said. “This is supposed to be festive, not porno.”

	Muttering, Remy adjusted himself while a dark-haired woman—hopefully his mate—blew him kisses and then flashed her boobs at him. Kitty rolled her eyes. 

	Just as she got the camera into place, Brittany felt energy surge through Nick, and she added hers to it. There was a faint glow around him and then he grew visible, and the girls across the room started whooping and clapping just as Kitty snapped the picture. 

	“It’s Nick!” the short, curvy Asian woman called out. Mari. “Nick’s back!” Her eyes went wide as Brittany stepped out from behind him, suddenly feeling shy. “And he brought Brittany! It worked!” 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 15

	 

	 

	 

	The crew greeting was almost overwhelming. After a while the guys went to get dressed and Kitty shooed the drunk girls away, so they could hold a meeting in the back of the big game room on the other half of the first floor. 

	Nick had managed to keep the number of people to a minimum; Britt was handling the crew pretty well, but all of them staring at her at once while she bared her soul might be a little much even for her. 

	Nick and Britt were sharing an oversized chair. Titan and Brock sat on one couch, Titan with a hand on Brock’s arm to bring him into the spirit world and make talking easier.

	Kitty, Brandon and Remy were all on the other couch, also touching. Brandon was using a magical Draken talisman that Remy had bought off the black market a few months back, and as long as they were both touching him, the other two could enter the spirit world with him. 

	DB lurked in the corner—he didn’t need any magic but his own. 

	“Okay,” Brandon said. “Let’s get to it, in case I die from shock that one of my crew finally gave me a heads-up before they tried some kind of crazy-ass scheme that might involve death, mayhem or rips in the fabric of space/time.”

	Kitty patted his arm. “He’s pretty excited about that, actually.” 

	“It’s a pre-Christmas miracle, is what it is,” Brandon said. “Usually you all fuck up first and tell me about it afterwards.”

	He turned to Brittany. “Nick and Titan filled us in on your situation. The way I understand it, your unfinished business not only trapped you in the spirit world, but is beginning to affect the human world through the repetition of your last moments.” 

	Britt winced a little at that last, and Nick laid his hand on her thigh. “Pretty much. We need to figure out how to help her remember what it is that’s so important.”

	Titan spoke directly to Brittany, in his most soothing voice. “Brock and I both think the trauma of the accident damaged certain memories, blocking out parts of your life and your death.”

	Nick turned to Brock. “Your schtick used to be going into people’s minds, right? Helping them recover lost memories?”

	Brock gave him a ‘seriously?’ look. “Yes. If you want to call inborn talent and years of healer experience ‘schtick.’” 

	Nick just grinned at him, and Brock shook his head. “But most of my experience is with shifters and their animals. Whether I can do it with a human who, technically speaking, doesn’t even have a brain anymore is another thing altogether.” He looked at Brittany. “No offense.” 

	Britt shrugged. “Hey, I’m dead. No sense in tiptoeing around that little fact. Ghosts is ghosts.” She was back with her brave face on, but Nick had seen the vulnerability underneath. Every time that damn prison reset, it hurt her a little more. 

	“Would you try?” Nick wasn’t fucking with Brock now. He needed his help. Britt needed it.

	“Of course,” Brock said. “I’m Plan A.”

	“So does that mean there’s a Plan B?” Nick asked. 

	“We’re Plan B,” Remy said. “Me and Brandon and Damien.” 

	He turned to Britt. “We’re private investigators, and if you want us to we can run down every scrap of information about your death and what you were doing in the weeks or months beforehand. Between my computer skills, Brandon’s secret agent skills and Damien’s love for following orders—” Brandon snorted loudly— “we’ll find out secrets you didn’t even know you had. Whatever you forgot or didn’t do, we’ll find it and make sure it gets done.” 

	Britt stared at them, tears coming to her eyes. “You guys would do that?”

	“Duh. The way you talk, you’d think we’re not Nick’s family or anything.” 

	“Thanks,” Nick said, trying to squash the mushy feelings welling up in him. 

	Remy waved a negligent hand. “You owe me a beer.” 

	“Good luck with that,” Titan rumbled. “We’ve been friends for almost a year, and Nick’s never bought me a beer yet.”

	That was better. Friendly insults were more his style. Nick amiably flipped Titan the bird. “I don’t drink yours, either, so we’re even.” 

	Britt whispered, “I don’t think that’s even.” Nick winked at her. 

	She turned to Brandon. “I really appreciate this. Even though the idea of you finding out all my secrets is a little terrifying.”

	“Don’t worry,” Remy said. “We’ll find some way for you to pay us to keep the most embarrassing ones quiet. I know some people you can invisibly prank for me, for instance.”

	Kitty stretched across Brandon to kick Remy. “Pay no attention to that idiot. He’s really pretty almost okay once you get to know him.” 

	“On the other hand,” Brock added, “if we can save you from extortion by helping you remember on your own, that would probably be best.” 

	“Sez you,” Remy grumbled. “I have some killer pranks in mind.”

	Brock rolled his eyes. “Britt, can you come over here and sit next to me? I have to stay by Titan, or I’ll lose contact with the spirit world.”

	Nick gave Britt an encouraging glance, and she whispered, “Will you come with me? I think it will help.”

	Nick was happy to go over there with her—he was hating the idea of letting her go through this alone, even if he was just across the room. 

	They settled themselves—Britt on the couch next to Brock, and Nick sitting basically in the middle of the couch arm. They really didn’t have to sit ‘on’ the real-world furniture—they just did it because it was freaky for everyone when you appeared halfway out of a solid object. 

	Brock put one hand on the back of Britt’s neck, and the other on her forehead. He closed his eyes. 

	Nick didn’t really know exactly how his mojo worked. He’d seen Brock do this same thing to Mari once, and she’d said later that it seemed like he literally walked into her mind, into her inner landscape. 

	She’d also said he had the kindest, gentlest, most healing energy she’d ever encountered, so he hoped that Britt felt the same thing. 

	Nick closed his eyes, holding onto Brittany’s hands, trying to take on some of her pain the way he had when they first made love. 

	She was strong, but he was more used to living with pain and ugliness. Maybe if he took some more of hers, she’d be able to handle what was left long enough to remember. 

	Brock was murmuring softly, taking her through the time just before the accident. With a whoosh of energy, Nick was there, inside her mind. 

	She was in a bedroom full of modern furniture, that didn’t look like her at all. She was wearing the Kraken costume, so this must be Halloween night. 

	She picked up her purse and looked inside. He heard her talking to Brock.

	…to see if it’s still there.

	Brock: If what’s still there?

	The locket. Great-great-grandmother’s locket, that she brought over from Ireland. The only thing she had from her family. My grandmother gave it to me when I turned sixteen.

	Brock: Why is it in your purse?

	It’s inside the letter. The one I wrote a few days ago…

	Brock: Who is the letter for?

	Nick saw flashes of light around the edges of Britt’s memory, and felt her emotions spike. I’m going to die again! 

	Nick instinctively pulled at the pain, taking it into himself. You’re okay, he whispered. I’m here. Britt relaxed, and the light receded.

	Brock said softly: The letter. Who is it for?

	Nick could feel Britt’s resistance, feel her straining. Relax, he whispered. You’re safe.

	I wrote it a few days ago, Britt repeated. To send to her. Because I wanted her to have the locket, so she’d feel like part of the family. 

	Brock: Who? Who were you giving the locket to?

	Britt said softly, My sister. 

	There was a feeling of completion, a vibration like a deep chime—and Nick was back in his body. He opened his eyes. Britt was still sitting there, eyes closed and brow furrowed, but Brock had removed his hands. 

	“That was a breakthrough,” he said, though he looked troubled. “It seems like her unfinished business has to do with reconnecting with her sister.” 

	Nick shook his head. He and Britt had talked a lot over the last couple of days, including more about their families. 

	“There’s only one problem with that,” he said. “She doesn’t have a sister.” 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 16

	 

	 

	 

	Britt opened her eyes, shining with hope and wonder. “I do, though,” she said. “I do have a sister!” 

	Nick gaped at her. “Since when?”

	She turned to him excitedly. “That’s what the accident blocked out! I told you my mom left me when I was five, and I was in foster care before my gramma and gramps found me and adopted me.”

	He nodded. “You said your mother dropped out of sight.”

	“Right. But a couple of months ago, I was contacted by a lawyer who said my mom had died. And that in her papers, a birth certificate had been found for another child. A girl, six years younger than me. Nothing about who she was, or where. So I decided to use my mad research skillz for good, and went looking for her.”

	“And you found her,” Nick said. 

	“Yes! Not far from here, actually, in Louisville.” She dropped her eyes. “I didn’t tell anyone I was even looking. I didn’t want to get my cousins’ hopes up before I knew if I could find her, or if she’d want anything to do with us.”

	“So what did she say when you contacted her?” 

	Brittany shook her head. “That letter was supposed to be my first contact. See, my mother did the same thing to her she did to me. Got tired of being a mom, I guess, or started doing drugs again, and left her in foster care. Only, nobody got her out. I don’t think she ever even knew she had other family.” 

	Her eyes filled with tears, and Nick took her hand. 

	“I just—I wanted to contact her, but not drop on her out of the blue, you know? She’s married now, so she has someone, but I wanted her to have something special from her birth family. That’s why I was giving her the locket, so she’d feel like she belonged. If she called me, I was going to ask her—ask them—if they wanted to come and have Thanksgiving with me and the cousins.”

	Nick looked around the room. Everyone had gone quiet, all jokes silenced. He knew that family was important to all of them—for Brandon and Kitty and the twins, it was the Bad Blood Crew, the crew they’d grown up in, as well as the new family they’d created here with their mates. 

	For Titan and Mari, Damien and Lila, it was a new place to belong, after all the losses they’d had in their lives. 

	Family was everything. 

	“I wanted so much to connect with her,” she said. “It was all I could think about. I can’t believe the accident made me forget.” 

	Titan said, “That would be something important enough—and frustrating enough—to keep you from crossing over if it hadn’t been accomplished.”

	“Then we have to accomplish it,” Nick said. “Do you remember her address? Or her name?”

	“Of course! I—” She frowned, then pounded her thigh in frustration. “No. I don’t. How could I forget that?”

	Nick put his arm around her. “It’s okay,” he said. “Look how much progress you’ve already made.”

	Britt had her eyes squinched shut, concentrating fiercely. “Madison,” she said slowly. “That’s all I remember.” 

	“First name or last name?” Brandon asked. 

	She bit her lip. “I don’t remember. Dammit! It’s just a blank.”

	“It’s okay,” Brandon said. “We’re PI’s; this is what we do. If you found her, we can. The first thing is to find out what happened to your personal possessions. The locket and letter might still be in your purse, with your sister’s name and address. Failing that, we can look for your home computer and personal papers.”

	Remy added, “And I can find your mother’s information online, and anything in the system about your sister. Follow the same trail you followed.”

	“Chaz would have my things,” Brittany said. “My boy—ex-boyfriend.” Nick gave a little growl. She’d told him about this Chaz dirtbag. There was somebody he’d like to sink his claws into. Anyone who would ditch Britt and break her heart deserved to be bloodied up a little. 

	“I used to live with him,” she added, “so at least I know that address.” 

	Brandon glanced at Nick, who realized he was still growling. “Fine,” Brandon said. “Give us a day or two to run down all these leads, and once we’ve found your sister, you can figure out what you want to do.” 

	“I hope you can find the locket,” Britt said. “I really want her to have it.”

	“If it’s there, we’ll get it.” 

	 

	Nick wanted to keep Britt there with the Wild Bloods, but as the hours wore on she began to get pale and agitated. Titan said that it might be harmful to her spirit to be away from the accident site too long.

	Neither Nick nor Britt was happy about going back, but he didn’t want to risk something worse happening to her.

	Before they left, though, Brock took Nick aside. 

	“You need to be careful around Britt,” Brock said. 

	“Why?” he asked. “She’s not dangerous.”

	Brock bit his lip, and then spoke carefully, obviously choosing his words. “She’s still an angry ghost. I felt you taking on her pain, when I was inside her mind.”

	“She needed me to, so she could think.”

	“Maybe,” Brock said. “But I could tell this wasn’t the first time you’d done it.”

	“So?” Nick said, anger welling up in him. What was Brock’s problem? Why the hell was everyone always trying to tell him what to do?

	“What’s wrong with trying to make things a little easier for her?” he snapped. “Look what she’s been through! You really think she needs more pain in her life?”

	“But it’s not her life,” Brock said quietly. “It’s her death. She’s a ghost—an energy being—and a lot of that energy is disturbed and angry.”

	“That’s not her fault!” Shit. He fucking wanted to punch Brock. He clenched his fists against his sides.

	“I agree,” Brock said. “But you’re also an angry ghost.” 

	“Fuck you.” 

	“And her anger is feeding yours. Titan told me you were going after Jax.”

	“I put that on hold, but yeah. Why shouldn’t I? Fucker deserves to pay. He deserves to die.” 

	“But do you deserve to carry his death on your soul? That kind of anger doesn’t just fade away. Not when you’re a spirit—especially one who’s taking on this kind of negative energy.” 

	“Really? Have you ever been a spirit? No? Then fuck off.” 

	And Nick walked away. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 17

	 

	 

	 

	Britt didn’t know what Brock had said to Nick before they left, but he was obviously angry about it—and he obviously didn’t want to talk about it. 

	When she asked him if everything was okay—if he was sure his crew didn’t mind helping her—he’d forced a smile and said of course they didn’t. 

	That everything was just fine. He was just fine. 

	Which was clearly a lie. 

	She couldn’t stop worrying about it at odd moments. She hadn’t forgotten what Nick said the first time she met him—that he was on his way to kill someone. 

	She knew it was his unfinished business, but she also knew in her heart it would be bad for him—that it would make things worse, not better. 

	But she could tell he hadn’t forgotten. The anger was still there inside him, simmering. She could feel it—and she was afraid no amount of love could make it go away. 

	She also worried about when she found her sister, and delivered her final letter. What if her soul moved on?

	What would happen to Nick then?

	 

	The worry faded over the next couple of days, although it never completely went away. Nick was his old self—funny, sweet, caring, intensely sexy. 

	Trying as hard as he could to take Britt’s mind off her sister, and the progress of the case. 

	The day after they met the crew, Nick spent some time conferring with DB, and then went off with him, telling her they had some things to take care of—but that she should conjure something special into her closet, for later. 

	“DB’s breaking us out of here again, babe,” he said, picking her up and whirling her around. “Only this time, we’re going on a date.”

	A date? Where on earth—or in the spirit world—was he taking her? 

	When he came back a few hours later, she was wearing an emerald green sheath dress, sheer black stockings, and heels. She’d even conjured makeup to put on. 

	Then she started feeling insecure. What if it was too much? What if he hadn’t meant for her to get this dressed up, and she looked silly?

	But all that fell away when he walked into the cottage and saw her standing there. There was instant desire in his face, but also a kind of wonder. A smile played around the corner of his mouth. 

	“You look…” He shook his head. “Amazing.” His voice was husky. 

	It was only then that she realized he’d dressed up too. Dress pants that molded to his thighs and butt, and a blue button-down shirt that matched his eyes. He was holding a bouquet of bright orange and yellow flowers. 

	“I know these don’t match your dress or anything,” he said. “But it’s always so dark and stormy here, I feel like I should bring sunshine colors.” 

	“They’re beautiful.” She conjured a vase for them and put them on the kitchen counter. 

	She turned to find him right behind her. He cupped her cheek in one hand and kissed her softly, but she could feel the heat behind it. She shivered at the intensity.

	“You ready?” he said. She nodded. “Better bring a jacket. It might get cold.” 

	She realized why when they went outside, Nick sweeping her up in his arms so the rain and mud wouldn’t ruin her shoes. 

	She’d expected DB to be waiting, but instead of a slim thirteen-year-old with messy black hair and green eyes, she saw a dragon—black as midnight, but still with the same bright green eyes.

	Brittany gasped. “He’s beautiful.” 

	In her head a voice said, <Of course I am. I am a Draken.>

	Of course. She smiled to herself.

	Nick carried her over to the dragon and reached up to set her sideways on his back, between his neck ridges. He climbed up behind her, gathering her into his arms to keep her safe while they flew. 

	“I knew I shouldn’t have worn a skirt,” she muttered.

	“You totally should have. That outfit, with you in it, made my whole day already.” 

	DB launched himself into the air, a huge interdimensional rift opening in front of them. He flew through—and suddenly they were somewhere else.

	The sky above them was late-afternoon blue, the sun sinking down below a ridge of jagged purplish mountains. The mountains sloped down to an enormous lake, at the other end of which was a huge castle, glittering like a diamond, its windows reflecting the glow of the sun.

	It was breathtaking. 

	“Where are we?” Brittany asked.

	“No clue,” Nick said. “And the Draken isn’t telling.” 

	<It’s best if you don’t know> came the voice in their minds. <We are cloaked from sight, and I’m taking you to a place no one goes, warded with magic. No one will know you are there.>

	DB flew them to one of the mountains, circling in slowly so they could get a good view of the landscape below. Brittany knew she would never forget that flight—wild and magical, with her safe in Nick’s arms.

	DB landed in a protected spot on the mountainside, where lush grass grew in a small area surrounded by rock walls. With the sun behind them, it was already in shadow, though the lake and the castle were still in bright sunlight. 

	Nick helped Britt off the dragon. “Is everything set?” he asked DB. In answer, the dragon sang a low note, very softly. 

	The air in front of them shimmered, and suddenly she saw what DB had hidden from sight. A table set like it was a fancy restaurant—white cloth, candles, silver-covered dishes, a bottle of champagne on ice. 

	Behind it was a niche in the rock with a fire burning—somehow without fuel or smoke—and a comfy couch filled with pillows and quilts. 

	Brittany felt like a princess as Nick seated her in an upholstered dining-room chair. She touched one of the platters. “All of this is still hot!” She stared at him. “And I can touch it! Are we still in the spirit world?”

	<We are between worlds> the dragon said. <It’s complicated. But you can eat the food, and it will stay the perfect temperature until you do. Because I am magic. You’re welcome.>

	Britt didn’t know if it was DB or his dragon talking—she suspected they both had an attitude. But he’d obviously gone to a lot of trouble and expended a lot of magic to help Nick prepare this surprise. 

	She put her hand on his head. “Thank you so much,” she said, kissing his protruding eye ridge. “This really means a lot to me.” 

	<You’re making me blush.>

	“Good.” 

	The dragon snorted, exuding a puff of smoke. 

	<I will leave you now. The show will start soon, so I recommend leaving the boinking for after. Call me when you need a ride.>

	“Thanks, buddy,” Nick said, slapping DB’s flank in a friendly way. “I owe you.” 

	<Snacks.> The dragon flew off, and then winked out of sight.

	Britt looked at Nick, who was opening the champagne. “What did he mean by ‘the show’?”

	Nick smiled at her. “Wait and see.” 

	A few minutes later, as they were sipping their champagne, the sinking sun suddenly lit up the lake below them in a firestorm of colors. 

	As soon as it did, dozens of dragons came flying out of the castle in perfect formation. 

	They flew out over the lake, the setting sun flashing on their scales and in their reflections on the water. 

	They wove and shifted in ever-changing patterns, some rigid and symmetrical, others in seemingly random waves, like water in a container being tilted back and forth. 

	The colors shifted and changed with them, forming a moving piece of art in the sky, and on the water. It was the most beautiful thing Britt had ever seen.

	Finally, the sun sank below the mountains, and the colors faded to blues and grays. The dragons flew back to the castle, but the memory of their beauty was seared in Britt’s brain. 

	She turned to Nick. “That was… I don’t even have the words. Thank you so much for bringing me here. I never thought I’d see anything as beautiful and magical as that.” 

	“Neither did I,” Nick said, but he was looking at her. She caught her breath. 

	He leaned in and kissed her, his lips lingering on hers, and then he said, “Time for dinner. I don’t want DB’s hard work to go to waste.” 

	The dinner was as exquisite as the flight show, but all Britt could think about was Nick. His nearness, the masculine scent of him, the intensity of his gaze and the warmth of his touch as his knee grazed hers under the table, or his fingers brushed her arm.

	When they were finished, Nick poured them more champagne and they moved to the couch. Britt felt like her whole body was humming with need and desire.

	She snuggled up next to Nick, her shoes off and her knees tucked up under the curve of his arm. “You haven’t talked much about your sister,” he said. “How are you feeling? I know you’re excited about finding her, but it must be hard that you never got to meet her.”

	“It is,” Britt said. The thought did make her sad, but she wanted to talk about it with Nick. “I really wanted to. So much. Even though… well, she’s married. So it’s not like really having someone all my own.” 

	Someone who would put her first.

	“You had Chaz,” Nick said, an unspoken question in his voice.

	She gave a little snort. “Chaz. Right.” Nick waited, and she said, “I think… maybe that’s one reason I was so desperate to find my sister. Unfinished business desperate. I had this fantasy that she would be the best friend I never had, the person I could totally confide in, who I wouldn’t ever have to put on an act for.”

	“Because Chaz wasn’t that person.”

	She shook her head. “And somewhere inside I knew that, so I was looking for someone else to be special to. I keep thinking, maybe that’s all this was—a selfish desire to have something for me. Not to do something for her.”

	“You really believe that?”

	She shrugged. 

	“I don’t,” Nick said. “I think you thought about your little sister and wanted her to know that she’s loved—that you loved her, even though you hadn’t met her yet. That even if she grew up thinking she didn’t mean anything to your mother, she meant something to you.”

	He shifted in his seat to face her, and cupped her chin in his hand so she would look him in the eyes. “You are a beautiful person who cares about other people. You have no idea how much you’ve done for me.”

	“I wish I could do more for you,” she said. “I wish I could make you happy. You’re… I don’t even know how to say it.”

	But she did, she realized. She was just scared. All her life she’d been scared to open up, and now that she was dead she was still living with that fear. 

	She put down her glass and climbed over onto his lap, straddling him so she could look right into his face. “I’m gonna do this. And it’s hard, so you can’t interrupt.”

	She took a deep breath. “You are the kind of guy I always fantasized about, and never thought I’d find. Not just tall and dark and hot as fuck—you’re kind and caring, strong and selfless.”

	“Not selfless, for sure,” he said. “You’re thinking about the wrong guy.” 

	“Oh, no,” she told him. “You do not get to deflect this. You’re going to take it all in.”

	She kissed him. “You spent your life trying to make the world a little bit of a better place, for people who didn’t even know you existed. You lost your life on one of those missions. And then you stayed around because you felt like your friends needed you. Brandon needed you.” 

	He still wasn’t buying into it. “You don’t even know how pissed off I get. What a dick I am to people. How bad I want them in my life, and how I shove them away when I get them. How selfish I really am.”

	“Everybody wants things, Nick. Everyone gets angry. But when push comes to shove, you make the choices you think are right for other people. The people you care about, and even the ones you don’t know. Doing right by them matters to you.”

	She put her hands on his shoulders. “Whatever your flaws might be, you fight them every day so you can do the right thing. You’re my hero, even if you don’t think you’re one. I respect you. And I love you.”

	He closed his eyes, his jaw bunching as he clenched it. She could feel the emotions welling up in him—emotions he was still trying to hold back. 

	He pulled her in and kissed her, gently at first, then with growing passion until they were naked amidst the covers, firelight dancing on their skin, making love in a way that touched the heart of what was between them—sorrow, pain, anger, passion, wonder, joy—and love. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 18

	 

	 

	 

	A couple of days later, DB showed up at Britt’s cabin with Brandon. Britt was sleeping, so Nick stepped outside to talk to them. 

	Brandon was gazing around at the wind and rain. “Damn, this place is depressing,” he said. “It’s like this all the time?”

	“Yeah. Imagine being stuck here for two years.” He could tell by the expression on Brandon’s face that he had news. “You found something. What have you got?”

	“Standard background check corroborates what Brittany told us,” Brandon said.

	Nick bristled. Did they think she was lying?

	Brandon gave him an alpha ‘you know I have to check everything’ look and said, “So it seems like there aren’t any other significant gaps in her memory. Remy hacked the police records and the county coroner’s office, and we followed up with an interview with the first responders. No purse or ID was found at the scene; they got her name and address from her vehicle registration.”

	Nick frowned. “She definitely remembers having her bag with her.” 

	“Right. It’s possible that either she left it at that party, or it was still in the vehicle but inaccessible. The towing company might have found it when they cleaned out the vehicle before they junked it.”

	“In which case the boyfriend would have it.”

	“Exactly. And he would also have her personal papers and computer, or know what happened to them. We’re on our way now to pay him a visit. We thought you and Britt might want to tag along.” 

	“I’ll come,” Nick said immediately. “Britt’s asleep.” 

	He wanted to get a look at that pecker who’d broken Brittany’s heart. Maybe do a little poltergeist action in his perfect house with its stupid hipster furniture. And if a flying object happened to hit him in the face, well, that would just be an accident, right?

	Brandon’s gaze remained on him, assessing. Sometimes he thought the alpha could fucking read minds. 

	All he said, though, was, “You don’t think you should wake her up and ask her if she wants to come?”

	“No,” Nick said. “How can I beat up her asshole ex if she’s there watching?”

	Brandon called up his alpha mojo and said, “I’d threaten to leave you here unless you promise not to make a supernatural scene, but I know you’ll just follow us anyway, so I’m going to have to trust you. Promise me you’ll control yourself.” 

	Nick clenched his teeth.

	“Well?”

	“I’m thinking,” Nick said. Brandon’s gaze bored into him. “All right,” he said grudgingly. “I’ll try.”

	Brandon sighed. “I guess that’s the best I can hope for. DB, will you take us back to the truck?”

	As DB transferred them back to the real world, where Remy was waiting in his truck, he heard Brandon mutter, “This is going to be a cluster fuck.” 

	 

	It actually started out okay. Nick hovered invisibly in the background while Brandon and Remy rang Chaz the Hipster Idiot’s doorbell.

	It was Saturday morning, so he was home, wearing skintight jeans and some kind of designer polo shirt. “Can I help you?” he asked, eyeing Brandon and Remy warily. 

	They were both wearing good jeans, nice shirts and leather jackets, but there was really no way they could look anything but intimidating, especially since Chaz was slender as a stick and probably had a teensy little dick. 

	Brandon flashed his PI’s license and introduced himself and Remy. His story was that he was working for an attorney trying to trace Britt’s sister.

	“She didn’t have a sister,” Chaz said, folding his arms and looking more suspicious.

	Interesting. Either he was lying, or he’d never bothered to look through Britt’s personal things after she died. 

	“It appears she did,” Brandon said politely. “Her mother had another child after Ms. Daniels went into foster care—a girl, who she also abandoned. The attorney contacted Ms. Daniels about it, and we have reason to believe Ms. Daniels located her shortly before her tragic accident. In fact, she expressed a desire to contact her sister and give her a family heirloom. A locket?” 

	Nick, wanting to see the interior of the house, walked straight through Chaz on his way inside. He knew it gave humans the shivers, and he saw goosebumps rising on Chaz’s skin. Hopefully his tiny dick had shriveled up even more. 

	He listened with half an ear as Brandon went through his questions. No, Britt’s purse had never been recovered. No, Chaz didn’t still have her papers—he’d turned all the financial information over to the cousin who handled her estate, and tossed all her research. No, of course he hadn’t looked through it, why would he?

	“It’s possible that the information she’d uncovered about her sister was in a research file.” 

	“Well, how would I have known that?”

	Nick thought, Maybe by talking to her and caring about what she cared about? It seemed like the jerk barely paid attention to her. He probably didn’t even know about the dick inspectors. 

	The conversation went on, full of more ‘no’s.’ No, Chaz didn’t have Britt’s laptop—he’d wiped the drive and donated it to charity. 

	He remembered the locket, but he knew it hadn’t turned up because her cousins had asked about it specifically. 

	No, he couldn’t help them any more. “I’m sure you can understand,” he said testily. “That was an extremely painful time for me. Brittany and I were very much in love. We were going to be married.”

	Yeah. So much in love you were groping some woman right in front of her. Nick reached out with his mind and pushed an ugly modern ceramic lamp off an ugly modern side table. 

	Crash! 

	Chaz jumped like a scared bunny, his eyes wide. “What the hell?” He turned and raced into the living room, surveying the shattered pieces of the lamp. 

	Nick rocked a glass-fronted cabinet that held the dude’s liquor collection. The doors swung open and couple of bottles crashed to the floor, followed by a metal ice bucket, which glanced off Chaz’s head. Total accident, of course.

	Chaz stared at the mess, then raced back to the front door. Brandon and Remy were standing in the doorway, leaning on either side of the doorjamb. 

	“Did you feel that?” Remy said. “Must have been an earthquake. You’re lucky you weren’t hurt—you’re supposed to stand in a doorway.” 

	“You need to leave,” Chaz said. “I have to clean this up. I can’t help you.”

	He stared at them until they got out of his doorway. Brandon handed him a business card. “If you remember anything else that might be of help, please give me a call.” 

	Chaz took the card and shut the door. Nick, still inside, watched him stand there and look at it for a long moment, and then he went into the kitchen to get towels, tossing it in the trash on the way.

	 

	Nick blazed through the wall, out of the house. This had been a complete waste of time—the pecker knew nothing, and he didn’t care about Britt. 

	Fury rose up in him, surprising him with its strength. He turned to look back at the house, seized by the desire to do more damage. Hell, he should torch the entire place. He should—

	“Nick. NICK!”

	He suddenly realized Brandon was standing next to him. “What the hell is going on with you?”

	He fought the anger back. Everything made him angry lately; none of this was fair.

	“Come back to the truck.” 

	Brandon had his alpha mojo going, making it hard to resist him. Nick gave Chaz’s house one more look, but he went. 

	“What the fuck was that?” Brandon demanded, as Remy drove away. He had the amulet in his hand, so the two of them could talk in the spirit world. 

	“That guy is a douche,” Nick said.

	“Well, obviously. But what good is it going to do to mess up his stuff?”

	“It makes me feel better.” 

	Brandon studied him. “Does it?” he said. “Because you don’t seem to feel better at all. You feel seriously pissed off. It’s coming off you in waves.” 

	The wave of anger crashed over him again. “That fucker had everything!” Nick burst out. “Britt was in love with him. She’d moved in with him. She’s beautiful and funny and caring, and he fucking cheated on her and made her so hurt and upset she ran into a tree and died. And now he’s fucking telling people how much in love they were!”

	“Yeah, that sucks. On the other hand, how would you feel if you had a fight with someone and they died because of it? He probably feels like shit. What difference does it make what lies he tells himself so he can sleep at night? You’re the one who has her now.”

	Nick snorted. “Yeah. For how long? We’re out here busting our butts to help her contact her sister so she can get out of her purgatory, and what the fuck do you think is going to happen then?” He stared out the window. “The gates of her fucking human heaven are going to bust open with a white light, and she’s going to go into it and have her own happily ever afterlife.”

	The fire of anger died, leaving cold ash behind it. “And then she’ll be gone.”

	“Ah, fuck,” Brandon said. He gave a defeated sigh. “If it’s worth anything, I understand how hard this is, trying to make someone’s life better even when you know it means you might lose them. I’ve been there.”

	“Yeah. Except you got your happily ever after, didn’t you? I called you when I was in trouble, and you took your sweet fucking time coming, and I died, and what did you get?”

	He turned back to face Brandon, who looked shocked. Nick went brutally, “You got everything you ever wanted. Your true mate. A crew of your own. And all I got was halfway into it, never really able to be a part of anything. The only one who’s never going to have a mate.”

	Britt is our mate, his panther said. 

	What?

	Nick froze. Brandon was talking, touching Nick’s arm and trying to get through to him. Nick shook him off. 

	What did you say? he asked his panther. 

	Britt. The good-smelling human. She is our true mate. 

	Fuck. 

	Ignoring Brandon and pulling himself further into the spirit world, Nick focused on somewhere far, far away. 

	And went there. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 19

	 

	 

	 

	When Nick got back to the cabin, Britt could immediately sense that something was really wrong. “What is it?” she asked immediately. “Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine.” 

	He was not fine. He wouldn’t even make eye contact with her. “Seriously? We’re doing that? You’re obviously upset about something.”

	He snapped, “It’s nothing, okay? Not everything is all about you.” 

	She felt like he’d slapped her. Britt stepped back, not knowing what to say.

	He gave a sigh and raked his fingers through his hair. “I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that.”

	She asked carefully, “Your note said that Brandon and the others had a lead. Did it pan out?”

	He still wasn’t looking directly at her. “Not really. They talked to Chaaaaz.” The mocking way he said Chaz’s name made Britt suspect he’d been with them when they did it. That must be where he’d gone. 

	“What did he say?”

	Nick’s lip curled. “That the memories were too painful to talk about, because the two of you were so much in love when you died.” 

	Brittany felt her eyes get wide. He did not. “That little pecker.” 

	Nick looked up, startled, and met her eyes. They looked at each other for a minute, and then they both started to laugh. 

	He said, “I wasn’t going to say it, but yeah.” He leaned his hips against the counter in the kitchenette. “The bad news is, he never had your purse or your locket. Neither one was ever found. And he’s already gotten rid of your research and your computer, which I assume is where the information about your sister was stored?”

	“Yeah. Right there with the dick inspectors. I guess they’re both gone now.” 

	“Don’t worry.” He reached out and barely touched her shoulder. “Remy is a wizard with computers, and he’s an excellent hacker. He’ll find your sister.”

	Why was he barely touching her? Had Chaz said something? “Thanks,” she said. “I hope so. I just… I really wanted to give her the locket.”

	“I know. But if you can’t, you can write another letter to her, right? You might not be able to hand-write it—it takes a lot of practice to control a pen with your mind—but you could do it on one of the Wild Bloods’ computers. And they could deliver it. Get her in touch with your cousins.”

	“Yeah. That would be nice.” Tentatively, she put her arms around him and hugged him.

	Normally, they would melt into each other, but this time she felt him stiffen. Britt pulled back slowly, the pit of her stomach getting cold. 

	“Nick, I know there’s something wrong. What happened?”

	He bit his lips, but dammit, he still wouldn’t look her in the eye. He said, “I don’t think we should do this anymore. I mean, I’ll help with the PI stuff, but we can’t be… together.”

	She’d sensed it coming since he walked into the room, but she still felt like she’d been smacked with a two-by-four. Too stunned for it to even hurt yet.

	“Why? Is it because of my negative ghost energy?” Or was it just something about her?

	“No, of course not,” he said. “But you’ll be moving on soon. We’ll find your sister, you’ll deliver your message, and then your hot pool boy angel will come and take you to your margarita heaven. You don’t want any other bonds holding you here.”

	Like him? She said in a small voice, “Don’t I get to decide that?”

	He didn’t answer.

	She wanted to be brave, like she was during their date, and tell him exactly how she was feeling right now. But remembering all the things she’d told him then took her courage away. 

	Instead, she felt hot with humiliation. This was why she never opened up to people. Because whatever she had to give, they didn’t want. 

	Nick said, “You have your path to follow, and it’s going to be great. And I have my path. My mission.” 

	Was that what this was about?

	“You mean your revenge against Jax? Your cold-blooded murder? I don’t understand. Who is that going to help? Why is that more important than us?” She exploded in frustration. “Why can’t you just let it go?” 

	Nick turned on her. “You’re a fine one to talk about letting go,” he snarled. “You’ve been keeping yourself in this little circle of Halloween hell for two years because you can’t let go!”

	That stung. “Well, I didn’t have a god come along and set me free, now did I? I thought you might be the one to do that.” 

	He gave a bitter laugh. “Well, I’m sure as fuck not a god. Or an angel. Like I said, you’re the only person who ever mistook me for one.” 

	She said softly, “No. I told you. You’re my hero.” 

	“I’m not anybody’s hero. When are you going to figure that out?” 

	She just shook her head. She could feel the anger rising up in him, that rage that he just couldn’t let die. She didn’t know what else to say. 

	Nick went on as if something had burst inside him. “I failed at everything I did. I was a good agent, until I blew my cover and got myself killed. I was a good second to Brandon, until he lost control of the crew and they fell apart. I had to take Ranger down. Me. Because Brandon wasn’t there.”

	He paced the tiny room like a caged beast. “Brandon failed me. And because I was alone, I got killed. I called him at the end, and he didn’t fucking come.”

	Britt flinched at the pain in those words. “He did come.”

	“Not soon enough!” 

	She said, “I thought you loved Brandon.” 

	Nick punched his fist into the wall. “I do! I did! He was like a brother to me, even though I knew he never felt the same about me as he did about his home crew.”

	“But he did come for you,” Britt said. “And he took down Raines because he killed you.” 

	“Yeah. And look what he got. Everything. A mate. A new crew who will do anything for him, and for each other. He and Kitty will have cubs some day, and a big happy family, and I have nothing.”

	Britt said in a small voice, “You have me.” 

	He looked straight at her, and for a moment she saw something flash through his eyes. Something naked and needy. 

	And then it was gone. 

	Britt pushed on. “Maybe I’m not the only one who has to face up to the pain of my death. What about you? What are you afraid to face up to?”

	His eyes went cold. “Nothing,” he said. “But this—you and me—was never real. Once we find your sister, you’ll go into the light, wherever humans go, and have your soul’s happily ever after.”

	He said bitterly, “And I’ll still be here, trying to decide if I want to stay with a crew who has everything I don’t, or move on to an afterlife where there’s nobody waiting for me. The only thing I can do is take down fucking Jax, and get those dragon artifacts back, before they take out another village with them.”

	He walked to the door. “So I’m going to finish the mission. It’s all I’m good at.”

	 

	Nick walked away from the cabin, feeling like he’d ripped out his heart and left it behind. But he’d done what he had to do. He couldn’t bond with Britt and keep her here in limbo. It wouldn’t be fair. She deserved more.

	He slipped back into the real world, feeling that hot coal burning in his gullet, the anger rushing down on him in waves. 

	He let the connection to Jax pull him west. It was time he figured out how to take Jax down once and for all.


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 20

	 

	 

	 

	After Nick disappeared, Britt sat on her porch steps and wrapped her arms around her knees, hugging herself.

	She felt bruised all over from the things Nick had said. But that look in his eyes… 

	It was like having a door into his soul—because it was a twin to hers. He’d never had anyone to count on, never had anyone who loved him more than anything. 

	So he got tough and hard and never let anyone in. And when he thought she was going to leave him, he’d pushed her away. 

	Even so, he was still willing to help her find her sister, to finish her unfinished business and move on. 

	He’d help her because he wanted her to be happy—but he was angry because he didn’t think she’d ever choose him, if she had another choice. He believed he wasn’t good enough. 

	But he was wrong. He didn’t fail at everything he did. His crew knew his worth. They respected him. 

	They loved him. 

	She loved him. She’d fallen hard and instantly, her heart catapulting into his even though she didn’t even have a heart anymore. Just the memory of one. 

	But it felt real. It beat for Nick, right now, thudding in her chest and wanting to give him all the things he’d never had a chance to have. Someone just for him, who loved him most and best—someone to hold and to laugh with, to make love to him and spoil him and make him feel cherished, just like he’d made her feel cherished.

	And she knew, deep inside, that he loved her too. He was trying to set her free, thinking he knew what was best for her.

	She didn’t know what would happen once she found her sister and was able to finally connect her with their family. Maybe she would have to cross over to some other place—but it wouldn’t feel like heaven without Nick.

	The thought of being separated from him made her feel like she was drowning, and the thought of him being alone forever broke her heart. 

	Whatever happened, she knew one thing: she had to keep him from destroying his soul by killing Jax in cold blood. 

	Which meant she had to break free of this place—and to do that, she had to do the exact same thing she’d told Nick to do. 

	Face the pain, the fear, the failure—whatever was holding her back from remembering everything about her death. 

	This dark place she was clinging to wasn’t just about her sister, or the locket. It was about her. 

	Brittany left the cabin and walked down to the road, called up the Kraken costume, and sat down by the tree where she’d died. 

	Closing her eyes, she began to relive her final minutes. 

	She was at the Halloween party, pushing through a crowd of costumed people looking for Chaz, hardly able to hear anyone talk over the pulse of the music.

	She opened a bedroom door and there was Chaz, with the bimbo in the French maid costume. She let the feelings wash over her—shock, hurt, humiliation. All her plans crashing down—how she was going to show him the letter, tell him about her sister.

	Olivia, Britt realized. Her sister’s name was Olivia. 

	She’d planned to explain to Chaz that was why she’d been so distant and secretive. How it was all going to be better once she delivered the letter.

	It would never have been better; she knew that now. She let herself feel the emotions, replayed the things she yelled at him, his smarmy excuses. 

	She’d thought she loved him, but she never really had, just like he’d never really loved her.

	That wasn’t what she was holding on to. 

	There had to be more. 

	She saw herself walking out of the party, opening her car door…

	Throwing her purse on the passenger seat. She’d still had it, then. 

	She was driving away from the house, down this road…

	 

	She began to see light at the edge of her vision, and willed it back. This was for Nick. She was going to do it this time. 

	Determinedly, she got up and walked out to the middle of the road, into the glare of headlights.

	The car took the curve too fast, bearing down on her. As it drove through her, she was swept up into the driver’s seat. She saw the tree coming at her and braced herself. It’s already happened, she told herself. It’s just a memory. It can’t hurt me again. 

	 

	She felt the impact, rending metal and shattering glass. The searing pain in her legs and chest. Once again, light flickered at the edges of her vision, but she forced herself to stay present. 

	There was blood, so much blood. She could smell it. She knew she was dying—it was so cold and she couldn’t breathe. 

	No one would find her. She was going to die alone. She’s always been alone, really. She’d never let anyone in. Gramma and Gramps had been amazing, but somehow it never quite made up for her mom leaving her. She’d always picked the wrong guys, so she could leave them—or so they’d leave her. 

	And deep down inside, she’d been afraid of seeking out her sister, afraid Olivia would abandon her too. 

	She stepped out of the car, out of her body, looking down at herself. She saw the shine of headlights from the other direction, and a sleek, expensive car came around the bend and slid to a stop. 

	It was a kid, probably just barely old enough to drive. Eyes wide, he ran to her car and wrenched open the passenger door. 

	“Hey, lady… oh, fuck, oh my god.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket with shaking hands and dialed 911, telling the dispatcher what had happened. Then he crawled halfway into the car, kneeling on the seat, and hesitantly tried to feel her neck for a pulse.

	“Oh, fuck, she’s dead… oh, fuck…”

	The costume was in the way and he was touching the wrong place, but it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t have been able to save her. 

	But at least she wouldn’t die alone. 

	He backed out of the car and looked down, realizing he’d been kneeling on her purse. He picked it up and, looking around as if someone might be watching, he reached inside and grabbed her wallet. He opened it and saw there was cash and credit cards, and shoved it in his pocket. 

	She felt the sense of betrayal all over again. No one had ever stayed. Even the stranger who could have comforted her in her last moments stole from her instead.

	And he was going to take the locket—her great-great-grandmother’s only legacy, that should belong to her sister.

	There was a faint sound of sirens in the distance, and the boy looked up, eyes wide. He moved to put the purse back in the car, then seemed to realize someone might miss the wallet. He ran across to the other side of the road and flung it as hard as he could into the woods, far from where anyone would think to look for it. 

	She knew the rest. They cut her out of the car with the Jaws of Life, but she was already too far gone. 

	Mom had left her; Gramma and Gramps had died. She’d almost found a sister, but that had been snatched away from her too, before she could even have it. That feeling enveloped her—the one she’d had ever since she was a little girl.

	It was her. There was something wrong with her; she wasn’t enough. She didn’t deserve love or family or happiness. And suddenly, in her last moments, she wanted so desperately to connect with her baby sister, so that Olivia wouldn’t feel the same way. 

	So she wouldn’t make the same mistakes. 

	That desire had kept her here all this time—and now she could fulfill it. Her purse, with the locket and the letter, was just across the road, in the real world, hidden in the underbrush. 

	But she was here because she was keeping herself here. Because she’d never believed she deserved love, never let anyone break down her walls. 

	No one except Nick, who’d taken on some of her pain, at the cost of his own soul. 

	 

	Brittany opened her eyes, tears running down her face. Deep inside she could feel the connection to Nick, a heat in the middle of her chest like a blazing sun. And leading away from it, she saw a faint blue light like a strand of a spiderweb, leading off down the road.

	She knew Nick was at the other end of it. Angry and feeling alone, just like she’d always felt, even though he had people who loved him, just like she’d had. And he needed more, just like she did. 

	She walked down the road to the edge of her darkness. Nick had told her once that a ghost didn’t necessarily need to be attached to a place.

	They could be attached to a person. 

	Well, she was attached to Nick. And she was going to help him, whether he wanted her to or not.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 21

	 

	 

	 

	Jax’s compound was an abandoned farm, surrounded by forest. There was an old barn that looked like it had been turned into a rough communal living space; a ruined farmhouse; and a couple of other outbuildings. 

	Nick could see some recent repairs, but the whole place looked like it would blow to pieces in a high wind. The kids were dirty and unkempt, and their mothers looked tired and dispirited. 

	He didn’t have much time to look around, though—they were in the middle of some kind of crisis. 

	A military-style transport truck had just pulled in, and two men were being unloaded out of the back, chained and under guard. Nick recognized them as panther shifters from Raines’s old crew—this crew. One of the soldiers guarding them was carrying the artifact case. 

	Jax stood in the middle of the open area between the buildings, arms folded, his face stern. At the sight of him, that familiar rage flared up in Nick. 

	Kill him. 

	But he didn’t have a way. Not yet. 

	The men around him seemed angry and restless; the women and children were hanging back around the edges, looking scared. 

	“Bring them into HQ,” Jax said, and turned and walked into the largest of the outbuildings. The guards followed, along with several other men Nick remembered from when he’d been undercover. 

	From the looks of things, a couple of Jax’s guys had tried to make off with the artifacts. Tired of living in squalor, probably. 

	The women started herding the children into the barn. A few of them were crying; one woman tried to run out to the prisoners, and the other women held her back, talking softly to her. 

	Nick followed the men into the headquarters building. One of his goals was to get the artifacts back for Titan. He had to keep track of them. 

	And of Jax. 

	The place was sparse—a big desk, a few chairs, a filing cabinet, and wooden crates against the wall that looked like they held weapons. 

	Jax was standing behind the desk, arms still folded. Closer up, Nick saw that Jax had lines of strain around his eyes. No surprise; Raines’s crew had been full of psychos when he was alpha, and his death had probably sent half of the survivors over the edge. 

	Nick scanned the area. Nothing he could use quickly enough against Jax, even if he moved it with his mind. And he had to have a way to get the artifacts out. Maybe he should wait to see where Jax hid them. 

	Best to let things play out. 

	The prisoners were brought up before Jax. Nick figured the guards would make them kneel, like Raines always ordered, but they didn’t, and Jax didn’t seem to expect it. 

	The place was dead silent, no sound but the thud of boots and the jangle of chains. The captive men looked desperate—which was no surprise.

	In this crew, betrayal had always meant death. 

	Not that they didn’t deserve it, for everything else they’d done. If Jax had them executed, Nick wouldn’t shed any tears.

	But that made him think of the woman outside. One of these men must be her mate. 

	The guard thunked the artifact case down on the desk, and Jax opened it. Nick could see there were three empty slots in the velvet-lined interior. The other four were filled with golden artifacts that pulsed with magic. 

	He knew Titan had taken one of the artifacts, before he turned the others over to Jax in return for Mari’s life. One had been destroyed during the original battle with Raines. 

	“Where’s the fifth artifact?” Jax demanded.

	One of the prisoners said, “The buyers made Trey bring it ahead, to prove we were for real before they did the deal.”

	Jax shook his head, then looked up at the prisoners. 

	“You know the traditional penalty for turning on the clan. Explain to me why you deserve to live.”

	The other man spoke up. “We’re not turning on the clan. We’re trying to save them. You’ve had the artifacts for weeks, and all that gold—and our cubs and our women are still huddled around kerosene heaters in a fucking tinderbox, sleeping on the floor.”

	“You wouldn’t sell them,” the first man said. “You wouldn’t do anything. So we decided it was up to us.” 

	Nick watched while Jax ramped up his alpha mojo to an impressive level. The prisoners fell silent. 

	Jax said, “I’m the alpha, and this isn’t a fucking democracy. Not that I owe you an explanation, but I made it clear that we have to eke out the money until we have some other source of income.”

	“And when the fuck is that going to be?” one of the guards said. “You’ve shut down all our sources. You won’t let us raid. What are we supposed to do—go beg on the streets?” He spat on the floor.

	Nick watched this unfold. It seemed like Jax was losing control. If Nick didn’t move soon, someone else would kill him before he had the chance.

	Jax said, “You mean, I won’t let you go out rampaging through the countryside, alerting human law enforcement and the Shifter Council? We’re already outlaws, in case you’ve forgotten.”

	“There’s plenty of buyers for the polar bears’ treasure,” one of Jax’s lieutenants said. “And we need lumber, supplies—hell, we need everything. Our cubs can’t eat gold.”

	“We’ve been over this,” Jax snapped. “Do you want to flood the market with gold and Draken artifacts? You’ll bring every crazy-ass mercenary down on us. We don’t have enough men to defend this place against that.” 

	Nick could feel the unrest in the room; it seemed like about half the panthers supported Jax, maybe less. The rest were on the edge of rebellion. 

	“We should go back to our old compound,” one of the panthers snarled. 

	Jax snarled back, “You know Fierro and his crew are watching that place. They’ll bring in the Shifter Council—or their dragon friends. What’s going to happen to our women and cubs then?”

	“So we kill the Wild Bloods,” one of the other men growled.

	“And bring the Bad Bloods down on us, for killing their kids? Fucking Flynn wouldn’t rest until we’re all dead. You really think that crazy lion and his dragon mate can’t make it happen?”

	There were growls spreading through the room. Nick could feel Jax exerting his will, but he was barely keeping them under control. 

	“We shouldn’t have to live like this. We’re warriors!”

	Jax leaned his fists on the desk. “We have to do this smart, with a plan. We need new identities, new shell corporations, we need to play a long game here.”

	“Maybe we just need a new alpha.” 

	That was from Rhett, a notorious hothead. But there were murmurs of agreement, and Nick could feel the tide turning against Jax. These guys had nothing left but their pride, and it was killing them.

	A familiar feeling came over him, like he used to get back in his and Brandon’s old Last Chance crew—when the guys were desperate and angry and fighting against Brandon, and against Nick as his Second. 

	He waited for Jax to set his lieutenants on the guy, but he didn’t. He just stepped forward, right into Rhett’s face. “You really want to take me on?” he said quietly. “And what the hell is Victoria going to do after you’ve made me kill you?”

	His alpha dominance rolled out through the room, and his loyal lieutenants growled. For a moment everything hung in the balance. Nick held his breath. This wasn’t just going to be an alpha challenge; it was going to be a full-out civil war. 

	Jax found another ounce of alpha power from somewhere, and Rhett stepped back. “You better do something, Jax,” he growled. “Nobody’s going to put up with this for much longer.” He banged out the door. 

	Jax showed no emotion. He just said to the guards, “Put these two in the brig until they fucking see sense.” To his lieutenants, he added, “Stay alert. Make sure no one else does anything stupid, at least for the rest of the damn day.” 

	After everyone left, Jax snapped the artifact case shut and sank down into his chair, resting his head in his hands. He looked exhausted. 

	Nick told himself Jax deserved whatever pain he was going through, but he couldn’t stop thinking about all those women and cubs. And how much Jax reminded him of Brandon, trying to hold their old crew together with nothing but sheer will power. 

	He wished he could grab the artifacts right now, that DB was here to pull them into the spirit world through one of his doorways, and take them back to Titan. Nick fingered the amulet in his pocket. He’d taken to carrying it around with him, in case Britt needed to leave her place. 

	But that would still leave Jax to be dealt with. And whatever he did to Jax, it would probably be better not to have any witnesses.

	He was about to see what his chances were for engineering a fatal accident, when he felt a hand on his shoulder. 

	Startled, he swung around.

	It was Britt.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 22

	 

	 

	 

	Nick stared at Britt, shocked. “What are you doing here?” he burst out. Whatever he decided to do, he sure as hell didn’t want her to see it.

	“I came to stop you from destroying yourself.”

	“You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” He deliberately made himself sound harsh, but she didn’t flinch. 

	“I know you took on my pain. My anger. And it made yours worse.” She put her hand on his arm. He could barely stand to let her touch him. He wanted to just crush her into his arms and take them both away from here.

	But that would lead to worse destruction than killing Jax. At least, it would for him.

	“You shouldn’t be here,” he said. “Why the hell did you come?”

	“Why did you come?” she countered.

	“You know why.” 

	“Because you still can’t let it go.” 

	He jerked away from her. “Because they deserve to be brought to justice!” 

	Britt spread her arms, looking around. “And how are you going to do that, exactly? Blow the place up? Bring your dragon friends in to kill them all?”

	“If I have to. We need to get those artifacts back.” He gestured over his shoulder to Jax. “They’re dangerous. One of his guys already sold one to hell knows who, and when the word gets out…”

	“And what about the women and children?” 

	“We’ll get them away from here. These guys are murderers. They massacred Titan’s entire village. And Jax will never be anything but a psycho criminal. I’d be doing his women a fucking favor.”

	“You sure?” Britt said softly. She nudged him and tilted her head towards Jax, urging him to look.

	While Nick had his back turned, a woman had come into the building, carrying a baby bundled in a blanket. Jax’s face lit up, and he got up and went over to her, putting his arm around her and murmuring to the baby.

	The woman looked up at Jax and smiled, but it was the look in Jax’s eyes that stunned Nick into silence. It was the same look all his friends had when they looked at their mates.

	Love—deep and true. 

	Jax leaned his forehead on his mate’s, letting his shoulders drop. For her, he didn’t put on a show of strength.

	“Bad meeting?” she said softly. 

	“I don’t know what the hell to do,” he admitted. “Rhett’s losing control of his cat, and he’s on the verge of challenging me. They’re all on the edge.” 

	“They’re scared,” she said. “And they can’t admit it.” 

	“I know. But it’s so fucking hard to keep this whole thing from flying apart. They’ve lost their homes, their pride in themselves, their bond to Raines. They have the responsibility for all the females and cubs of the men we lost, and no way to provide.” 

	He closed his eyes, and then said, almost too soft to hear, “What if I’m not strong enough?”

	His mate said firmly, “You’re the strongest man I know. You’ll get us through this.”

	He kissed her gently. 

	After a moment she said, “Have you decided what to do with the artifacts?”

	He shook his head. “I know I should sell them; the gods know we need the money. But I feel like they’re cursed. All those people, dead. And everything’s gone wrong since we took them.” He touched her cheek. “Everything except you. And him.” He looked down at the baby.

	She said, “The village wasn’t your fault. You tried to tell Raines to stop. He Compelled you with that horrible artifact.” 

	Nick froze. He knew Raines had used one of the artifacts to magically Compel his followers to do what he wanted.

	But he hadn’t realized that the first thing he’d done with it was order the massacre of the village. 

	Jax just shook his head. “I can’t stop seeing their faces. I can’t stop imagining it’s you, and Maxim.” The baby curled its little hand around his finger. 

	His mate slipped her arm around him and rested her head on his shoulder. 

	Fuck. Jax really loved her. And she loved him. 

	He looked at Brittany. She was watching the two of them, tears in her eyes. 

	Jax said to his mate, “I know I’m not the greatest guy in the world. But I want to do right by you. The life the clan used to have—looking for power by beating down other people—” He broke off. “It’s what I was raised to, but it’s not what I want. You and Maxim deserve better.”

	“So we find another way.”

	He said softly, “I don’t think I’m a good enough person to do the right thing.” 

	She kissed his shoulder. “I have faith in you.” 

	 

	Britt pulled Nick out of the room through the wall, and luckily he didn’t resist. He looked shell-shocked, like everything inside him and been dug up with a stick and jumbled around, and he didn’t know which way was up.

	She waited for a bit, holding his hand, until his eyes focused again and he spoke. “Fuck,” he said.

	She nodded. “Still hate the guy?”

	“I hate him even more now.” 

	Not what she’d expected, but at least it was honest. “Why?”

	“Because even the fucking bad guy gets a happily ever after.” 

	She nodded. That she understood. “And why is it always everyone else, and not you?”

	He glanced at her. “Something like that.” 

	“You could still kill him,” she said, testing the waters.

	He gave her a longer look. “You don’t mean that. If I fired a bullet at him, you’d probably throw yourself in front of it.” 

	Probably not, but nice that he thought so. 

	“Well, I’m dead, so it wouldn’t help. But it would look badass.” He snorted.

	She said, “I’m the last person anyone should ask why life—or death—isn’t fair. But I do know what it’s like to go through both of them with walls around you, never letting anyone in. Barely giving anyone a chance to even get close enough to let you down again.” 

	She couldn’t tell if she was getting through to him, but she plowed on. “I’m not saying Jax deserves what he has. Maybe none of us do.” She put her hand on his arm, running it softly up to his shoulder, and cupping his face. “Maybe love is just a gift.”

	He did meet her eyes then, his feelings for her burning in his gaze. 

	She said, “Will taking down Jax, destroying that family, really be justice? And will it make you feel any less alone?”

	He held her eyes for a long moment. Just as he opened his mouth to answer, they heard gunfire in the distance. Dimly, from inside the headquarters, a radio crackled. “Alpha! Delta team! We’re under attack!”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 23

	 

	 

	 

	Nick and Britt both dashed through the wall back into Jax’s headquarters, just as two of his lieutenants burst in the front door.

	“Report,” Jax said immediately.

	“It’s fucking Trey, with some kind of mercenaries.” 

	“Damn. They want the artifacts.” Jax spoke into his radio. “Delta team, hold the perimeter!”

	Forgetting she was a ghost and couldn’t get hurt, Nick said to Britt, “Stay here.”

	He traveled quickly through the spirit world in the direction of the gunfire, and rose up in the air to get a better view of the situation. 

	There were over a dozen mercenaries, at a quick count. Well-armed professionals.

	He found their leader and swooped down in time to hear him giving orders. “Team 1, draw off the defenders. Team 2, circle around to the other side and do the same. The rest of you are with me—we’ll go to the headquarters and retrieve the artifacts, plus anything else of value.” 

	Nick didn’t think he had enough men for that, until he saw the gleam of gold on the guy’s wrist, and Trey right behind him. He didn’t look like he was there under duress, the dick. 

	That gold armband was a Draken artifact. And hell only knew what it did, but if Trey had found out how to use it—this could be very, very bad. 

	Nick traveled back to the HQ, getting there well ahead of the mercenaries. Britt was still there, in the corner, and a trapdoor in the floor was open. There were stairs going down, and two of Jax’s men were just disappearing down them with the last crate of weapons. Jax handed down the artifact case, and then turned to his mate.

	“Take Maxim and hide in the tunnel. Stay there, unless you hear them coming after you. If they do, shoot them.”

	She nodded.

	He held her tight for a moment, kissed the baby, and sent her down the stairs.

	Jax’s radio crackled again. “HQ—at least three of them broke through the perimeter, heading your way. Trey is with them, so they know what we have—but not where it is. We’re proceeding as if they plan to use the women and cubs as hostages.”

	“Copy on the sitrep,” Jax said. “Proceed.” He went totally still, eyes narrowed—it was obvious the gears of his brain were whirring. Then he bounded back down into the tunnel, and came back a minute later with the artifact case. One of the lieutenants was pressed against the wall by the window, looking out, while the other one obviously awaited orders. 

	Jax said to his men, “Colobo, you lead the defense of the barn; Liddy, you take your squad and defend HQ until you can’t anymore. Call back everyone you can raise, to defend the barn.”

	Colobo asked carefully, “What are you going to be doing?”

	“Creating a diversion. Think they’re monitoring our comms?”

	Colobo spat. “Probably. Depends how much they got out of Trey.”

	“In this particular instance, I’m hoping he gave them the comms channels. Liddy, get a couple of guys to cover my retreat.” 

	“Should we lead the enemy in another direction?”

	“No. Tell them to give me a head start, and then lead the bastards right to me.” 

	 

	Nick’s first thought was, It seems like I’m not going to have to kill Jax after all. 

	Fucking idiot was going to do it himself, leading the mercs away by looking like he was trying to escape with the artifacts. 

	Trying to be a hero. Wasn’t that ironic. 

	He said to Britt, “I need to go after Jax. We can’t let those artifacts get into the wrong hands.” 

	“You mean even more wrong than the ones they’re currently in.”

	“Right.”

	They followed the lieutenants out of HQ, staying by the building. The women were herding the last of the kids into the barn; the big doors slid closed, and Nick heard heavy bars being dropped into place. 

	A few moments later, snipers appeared at the windows in the upper level of the barn. 

	Just in time. The gunfire grew louder, and a wave of defenders ran out of the woods and scattered to various spots of cover around the compound. 

	To Nick’s eye, it seemed like the defenders outnumbered the attackers at least two to one, but they were hampered by having to protect the huge barn. 

	And there was still that artifact to contend with. 

	There was a boom and a whistling sound, and a grenade exploded near the barn, setting a clothesline full of clothes on fire. 

	A couple of men ran up with fire extinguishers, but they had to dodge weapons fire from the attackers. One of them got hit, and crawled back to cover.

	Brittany turned to Nick, her face white. “What if the next one hits the barn? There are all those kids in there!”

	Nick shook his head. The part of him that was connected to Jax clamored to go after him, but he hesitated. This could still go badly for the defenders.

	He heard faintly from the woods, “Get ready to breach the barn!” and then “Cover me!”

	The leader came to the edge of the woods, and raised the arm with the golden armband. Amber light streamed out. 

	In a magically enhanced voice, he called out. “Spirits of the dead, come to my call. Fight as my army until my enemies are vanquished!” 

	That was followed by a word that sounded like the Draken language, and light shot out from the armband in all directions. 

	Nick felt a rush of energy as one of the beams hit him and Britt. Britt grabbed his hand. 

	All over the compound, they saw pockets of mist coalescing into the forms of men and panthers—at least two dozen. At first they were ghosts, but gradually they became solid.

	A second later, Nick felt another surge of energy. Oh, no, fuck, no. 

	He and Britt became solid too. 

	Britt stared at him, and then down at her body. “Holy fuck,” she breathed. “Did he just bring us back to life?”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 24

	 

	 

	 

	Nick yanked Britt around the corner of the building, out of view of the attackers. And also out of view of the defenders. One side was just as likely to shoot them as the other. 

	“Not exactly back to life,” he said.

	She looked down at herself. “So… this is bad, then?”

	“In the middle of a gunfight? Definitely. In general? Still probably bad.”

	He glanced around, assessing the situation. “Titan told me what some of the artifacts do. This one brings spirits back—ones with ties to wherever they are—but they obey whoever has the artifact.”

	“Which is the bad guy.” She frowned. “Why aren’t we obeying him? Because I for one have no desire to. The dick.”

	“You’re a human,” Nick said. “Maybe the obedience part only works on the spirits of shifters?” 

	She looked sideways at him. “Great. You’re not about to go all Evil Dead on me, are you?”

	Nick grinned. “No. I told you how the panther god did something to me, a few weeks ago—freed my spirit so I can roam the worlds at will. Looks like I can’t be ordered around by anyone else anymore.”

	Britt snorted. “Could you ever be?”

	“Good point. But there’s more bad news.” 

	A bullet whined by the corner of the building, a foot away from them, and she flinched. “Of course there is.”

	“The spirits are only corporeal for a short time.”

	“Define ‘short.’”

	“Fuck if I know. I believe the quote was, ‘Long enough to turn the tide of the battle.’ I wouldn’t count on more than an hour before we all revert to spirit form. Unless we get killed.”

	“I’m thinking the really bad news is on its way?”

	“Yeah. Because if we get killed, we’re gone for good. No spirit, no nothing. Poof. So keep your head down. We have super-strength—” he peeked out and saw one of the spirits throw a panther defender almost thirty feet— “but we’re not invincible.”

	Britt knelt and peered around the corner of the building, watching the battle, while Nick formulated a plan. 

	“Those poor spirits,” she murmured. She looked up at Nick. “He’s making them fight against their friends, and they’re probably all going to die and go ‘poof’. Nick, we have to help them.”

	Nick already had his amulet out. “I’m calling in DB,” he said. “He can withstand any of the weapons they have, in dragon form. I just hope he’s close by.”

	“What if he’s not?”

	“I’m already on Plan B.”

	“I hope that one ends in getting the artifact away from that pecker.”

	“You read my mind, darlin’. See that SUV over there?” He pointed. “We’re headed that way. Get ready.” 

	They dashed to the first parked vehicle near HQ, and used it for cover to get to the one Nick knew was Jax’s. He tried the back hatch, relieved to find it unlocked. 

	He and Britt clambered inside, and Nick ripped up the carpet behind the rear seat to expose the hidden compartment he’d seen Jax access in the past. He used his temporary super-strength to pry it open. Inside were machine pistols, grenades, and bulletproof vests. Nick tossed one to Brittany. “Put this on.” 

	She did as he said, and he strapped on his own before handing her one of the guns. “I suppose it’s pointless to tell you to stay out of the way?”

	She mustered a grin. “Ride or die, Cowboy.” 

	Nick took the driver’s seat—thank the panther god that the keys were on top of the visor. Britt was behind him in the second row of seats, so she could keep low. 

	He knew the vehicle was armored, so she should be okay.

	But he wouldn’t. 

	He turned on the engine and revved it up. From here they had a better view—the enemy leader had ordered the spirits to attack Jax’s guys, while the mercs focused on the barn.

	As he watched, one of them lobbed a grenade at the barn. It blew a hole in one of the walls, and ignited a pile of hay and bedding. Even over the noise of the battle, he could hear screams from inside.

	The leader’s voice was still magnified. “Barricade the doors!”

	Holy hell, he was going to burn them alive. 

	The enemy leader continued, “Cease fire! Surrender now, if you want to save your women and children.”

	Everyone stopped. 

	That was Nick’s cue. 

	Stomping on the gas, he drove the SUV right through the battlefield, combatants on both sides diving out of his way.

	He had to give the merc leader props for having balls—he stood his ground and shot straight at the SUV’s windshield. The glass spiderwebbed, and Nick ducked, feeling a few stray shards of glass slicing the skin of his face. 

	“Brace!” Nick called to Britt, and slammed on the brakes. Yanking up the emergency, he hoisted himself out of the seat and shoulder-rolled through the shattered windshield.

	Britt was trying to cover him, shooting from the SUV, but she couldn’t aim everywhere at once. Two bullets hit him as he launched himself off the hood onto the merc leader—one like a sledgehammer in his vest, and the other in his thigh.

	He ignored them both. His entire focus was on the gleaming gold wristband. Using all the strength lent to him by the magic that had called the spirits to war, he slammed the leader in the face with his elbow and wrestled the bracelet off his wrist. 

	Two more bullets hit him. He was bleeding like a stuck pig from his thigh—he was afraid that bullet might have nicked an artery. 

	But he couldn’t worry about that now—the women and kids were still trapped in the burning barn. He could hear their screams of terror. 

	Using the magical amplification of the artifact, he yelled, “Spirits of the dead, I free you! Your will is your own—do as you choose!” He repeated the Draken word the merc leader had used, hoping like hell he got it right. 

	All the spirits froze… and then slowly turned to look at the mercenaries. With feral yowls and snarls, they attacked the invaders. 

	The mercenaries broke under the assault. Their leader was unconscious, and their supernatural allies had turned against them. They ran for the woods, followed by the spirits.

	The defending panthers let them go, running to fight the fire in the barn.

	“Open the back doors!” someone yelled. 

	“No!” came a reply. “The extra oxygen will cause a backdraft! The whole place will go!”

	“We have to get them out!” 

	Nick, his strength waning, reached in his pocket and touched the amulet. 

	DB, where the hell are you?

	And in his head a voice said, Here. 

	 

	From inside the SUV Britt saw a sparkling magic rip open in the sky, and through it flew DB’s black dragon, scales glinting in the sun. He dove for the barn, bullets bouncing off his armored hide. 

	Everyone on the ground scattered. DB landed by the burning barn, took a deep breath—and inhaled the flames. He continued to suck flames in, his gullet moving as he swallowed the fire gulp by gulp. 

	With a blow of his barbed tail, he broke down more of the wall, and then thrust his huge wing into the building and smothered the rest of the fire, smoke billowing out from underneath. 

	Finally, he puffed out his cheeks and blew the smoke away. 

	The defenders unbarred the doors. Women and children stumbled out of the barn, coughing, tears running down their faces. As the men ran towards them, Britt clambered out of the SUV and ran over to Nick, sliding to her knees as she reached him. 

	The first thing she saw was blood.

	He was bleeding from half a dozen wounds, and there was a pool of it next to his right thigh. His face was chalk-white. He raised a hand to her face. 

	“If this is the last thing I ever see,” he said, “it was all worth it.” 

	No. This could not be happening. She found the wound and put pressure on it, trying to stop the bleeding. “You are not dying. You hear me? You’re going to hold on until this freaking thing wears off and you’re a spirit again.”

	“No time. Lost… too much blood.” 

	“Dammit!” she yelled, panicking. “You can’t die! Not like this. You can’t just be… gone.”

	She couldn’t imagine a world without Nick in it somewhere. 

	“Maybe the panther god will take me,” he said. But she could tell he didn’t believe it. 

	Tears poured down her cheeks. “Hold on,” she said, trying to will strength into him as blood seeped through her fingers. “Come on. You have to hold on.”

	DB’s dragon head appeared, nosing Nick. Britt looked up frantically at him. “DB! How do I help him? Can you heal him?”

	He shook his head, eyes wide with worry.

	Nick said, “There’s nothing… you can do. I… love you.” His eyes closed. 

	DB said suddenly, in her mind, <There is something you can do. Claim him.>

	“What?”

	Nick’s eyes fluttered open. “No…” 

	The dragon said, <You are his true mate. If you claim him and accept the mating bond, you might be able to heal him.>

	Britt didn’t know exactly how that worked, but she didn’t care. “If it will save his life, I’m in. Tell me what to do.” 

	<Bite him. Where the neck meets the shoulder.> He put a picture of it in her mind. <Hard. You have to draw blood. And you have to have the intention of claiming him, so think all your best mushy possessive thoughts.>

	Bite him? “Right.” Trying not to think too much about vampires and drinking blood, she focused on that place in her chest that connected her to Nick. 

	Then she yanked his shirt collar back and sank her teeth into him. You are mine!

	A surge of energy hit her. Memories of Nick, the two of them together. His smile, his laugh, his tenderness. 

	And his anger, his stubbornness, his violence.

	His vulnerability, his strength, everything he gave her, everything he needed from her. 

	I accept you, she told him. I give myself to you. I claim you. You are mine, and I am yours. 

	The energy flowed through her into Nick. Love and peace replaced the fear and desperation inside her. 

	She felt the presence of Nick’s panther, his other half. You are ours, and we are yours.

	Brittany sat up. Flickers of blue lightning surrounded them, glowing brighter and brighter. 

	Nick’s wounds began to close, and color returned to his face. 

	He opened his eyes, staring at her. “Do you have any idea what you just did?”

	“No,” she admitted shakily. “But I saved you.” 

	He sat up. Everyone was still dealing with the aftermath of the battle, giving them a wide berth, with sidelong looks at the dragon hovering over Nick and Britt. 

	Then he heard one of the lieutenants on his radio, trying to raise Jax. “He’s not answering, and nobody’s heard from him,” he said. “Delta team! With me. We have to find him.” 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 25

	 

	 

	 

	Nick struggled to his feet, holding onto DB for balance until the headrush was over. If Jax was still out there, so were the artifacts.

	“Hey, DB. Jax took off with the artifacts—I’m thinking we need to find him before anyone else does. Can you give me—” He caught Britt’s glare and amended, “give us a ride?”

	<Hop on> DB said. <I’ll put the extra Twinkies on your tab.>

	“Done.” 

	He gave Britt a leg up, and then climbed on the dragon’s back behind her. His connection to Jax was still there—not quite so hot and angry, but strong enough to follow. He projected a picture of the direction into the dragon’s mind. That way. 

	DB cloaked himself at Nick’s request—he wanted to get to Jax before the searchers did. Flying, it only took a few minutes.

	They had to land a little ways away, where the trees split for a creek to pass through. Jax had apparently eluded his pursuers—or killed them—because there was no movement below.

	They found Jax lying on the ground a hundred yards away from the creek, a trail of blood leading towards a tumble of boulders where he had probably been hoping to hide. He hadn’t made it that far. 

	The artifact case and his radio were a few feet away. 

	The blood was from several bullet wounds. One in particular—in his upper arm—was still bleeding, apparently faster than his shifter healing could keep up. 

	But bleeding meant he was still alive. Nick bent down to check Jax’s pulse. “It’s faint,” he said. “Barely there.”

	Britt was already on her knees. “We need bandages,” she said, tearing at Jax’s shirt. “Your shirt too.” 

	Nick just stood there, looking down at Jax, his fists clenched at his sides. This was the end of his mission. He wouldn’t even have to kill Jax—he was going to die on his own. 

	Unless they did something. 

	He felt paralyzed. 

	Britt stopped ripping cloth into strips and looked up at him. “Nick.” Her voice was steady, full of faith. “You’re better than that.” 

	His lips felt numb and stiff. “Am I?”

	But before she could answer, he heard a faint chime, and the light from the gold armband on his wrist winked out. Nick went transparent, and the artifact fell to the ground. Its power was done. 

	At the same time, Britt turned misty, and then with a whoosh, she disappeared.

	Nick turned to DB. “What the hell just happened? Where did she go?”

	“Where she came from?” the boy said uncertainly. “Back to her place, maybe. By the accident. Should we go look?” He sounded as shaken as Nick felt. 

	Hell, yes. He needed to know she was okay. That she wasn’t just… gone.

	Jax stirred, giving a faint groan. He still looked pretty bad, and Nick knew it was touch and go if his wounds weren’t treated. Britt wouldn’t want him to leave without trying to help. You’re better than that, he heard her saying. He wasn’t really, but he knew she wanted him to be. And he wanted to be better, for her. 

	Maybe he even would be, this time. But first he had to figure out if Jax was worth saving. 

	With a muttered curse, he said, “DB, can you go make sure she’s okay? And take the artifacts with you, if you don’t mind.” He used his mental powers to open the case so that DB could put the wristband back in its place.

	The case was empty. 

	Fuck. 

	Jax had ditched the artifacts. He might even have left them back in the tunnel, using the case for a decoy. It was smart. And brave. Which pissed Nick off, because he in no way wanted to admire Jax.

	“Never mind. Just take this one and put it somewhere safe,” he said. 

	DB picked up the artifact and slipped it on his own wrist. Reaching out in front of him, he made a sharp downward motion with his hand. The air ripped apart in front of him, creating an opening that sparkled with magic around the edges.

	“I’ll find Britt,” he promised, and stepped through.

	 

	Slowing Jax’s bleeding was a lot tougher using only his mental powers. But finally, Jax opened his eyes. 

	To Nick’s surprise, Jax’s gaze fastened on him. Jax could see him. 

	“You.” Jax’s voice was a hoarse whisper. “You’re dead.” 

	“Yes, I am.” 

	Jax started, and Nick realized that he could also hear him speaking, even though most people couldn’t. Maybe through the connection between them? Or maybe because Jax was close to becoming a spirit himself. 

	“Fuck.” Jax coughed. “Does that mean I’m dead too?” 

	“Not yet. It could still happen.” There was no way he was reassuring Jax. 

	“Please don’t tell me you’re the panther god’s emissary.”

	“Nope. I’m here on my own behalf.”

	Jax gave a faint huff of laughter. “Well then, I’m totally fucked.”

	Nick didn’t answer that one way or the other. He wasn’t sure himself. 

	Jax said quietly, eyes closed, “I always wished I could tell you… I didn’t want to lead that hit squad. None of us wanted to take you out. But Raines had that artifact…”

	“He Compelled you to do it?” Nick didn’t know whether to believe him, or if Jax was just trying to bargain with him. 

	Jax said wearily, “Does it matter? You’re still dead, and I still belong in hell. Same as you. Might as well take me now.” 

	“So that’s it?” Nick said. “You’re giving up? Leaving your wife and cub?”

	He could see the pain in Jax’s face. “Man, she… I always knew I didn’t deserve her. And that I probably wouldn’t get the chance to get old.” 

	“Yeah well, maybe I’m here to judge you. Maybe there’s a second chance for you, if you can convince me that you really have it in you to be a halfway decent guy. If you can raise your son not to be a psycho. If you can make something out of that crew.”

	Jax said, “Seriously? My end-of-life hallucination is you fucking lecturing me?”

	“Apparently.” 

	“Why? You weren’t exactly on the straight and narrow yourself. What gives you the right?”

	“Maybe nothing.” He didn’t have the right, he realized. He might not have committed the atrocities that Austin’s panthers had, but he’d killed people during his missions. Most of them for the right reasons. Some of them for probably the wrong reasons. 

	But he was the one who’d been punished. The anger welled up in him again. 

	He said, “But I’m the one who found you. And you already got chances I never got. Life. A good woman. A family.”

	“Yeah,” Jax said. “You can see how that worked out for them. I just hope they got away.” 

	Despite his best efforts to hate Jax, Nick could relate to that. He felt the same about Britt. That even if his own afterlife went all to shit, he could at least get her to a better place.

	Maybe for people like him and Jax, that was just the sacrifice they had to make—or the price they had to pay for the things they’d done wrong.

	Giving up their own happily-ever-after so someone they loved could have the one they deserved.

	The image of Britt rose in his mind. A good person who’d gotten a raw deal. Someone who made him feel like a better person—or at least made him wish he’d been one. Like Jax did. 

	Ah, fuck it. He used his mind to take the pieces of Jax’s shirt that Britt had torn and make a pressure bandage for the wound on Jax’s arm. 

	Jax grunted in pain. “Fuck me, you suck at this.”

	“I’m a ghost, not a doctor.” He clumsily finished tying off the bandage. 

	“So what now?” Jax asked, panting. “You going to hold my fucking hand until I either heal or cross over?”

	“Nah,” he said. “I’m going to call the cavalry.”

	Raising Jax’s radio into the air, he activated the locator beacon before he let it drop. His crew would find him soon. 

	Then he rose to his feet, and headed off to find Britt. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 26

	 

	 

	 

	When Nick got back to Britt’s place, it was no longer night there. Dark clouds still scudded overhead, but it was daylight and there was no rain. 

	He walked up the hill to the cabin. A porch swing had appeared on the porch, and Britt and DB were sitting on it drinking hot chocolate, their shoulders touching as if for comfort.

	On the other side of Britt was a little stuffed Kraken. At least she wasn’t wearing him—that was progress. 

	The relief flooding through him stopped Nick in his tracks. She was still here. He hadn’t lost her.

	She looked up at him, a question in her eyes. 

	“I bandaged him up and activated his locator beacon,” he said. “He’ll make it.”

	Her smile lit up her whole face. “I’m glad.” 

	He said, with a trace of acid in his voice, “I didn’t know you were so fucking fond of Jax.”

	“You know perfectly well it’s not about Jax.” Her smile grew deeper. “I’m so proud of you.” 

	Nick felt that place in his chest where their bond lived open up like a sunflower, and an answering smile found its way to his face.

	DB got up, letting his cup of hot chocolate vanish. “That’s my cue to leave,” he said. “Before the mushiness and the boinking start.” 

	Nick didn’t object; he was hoping there would be both. “Thanks for everything, Dragon Boy. We owe you.”

	“Yeah, whatever. Call me if you want me to save the day again.” 

	Britt got up, leaning in to plant a kiss on DB’s cheek. “Thank you for waiting with me,” she said. “Drop in anytime. Next time I’ll make ice cream.” 

	A faint blush spread across his cheekbones as he opened a magic doorway. “Later,” he said, stepping through. 

	Sheeyit. The kid had a crush on Britt. 

	Nick and Britt stood there for a moment, just looking at each other. Then they both moved at once. Britt threw herself into his arms, holding him tight. The warmth of their bond spread through him. This was heaven; this was home. 

	“I love you so much,” she whispered, between kisses.

	“I love you too.” More than he could ever, ever tell her. Or ever would, because if she understood what the bond meant to him—and what it would mean when she left—she would never be able to enjoy the afterlife she deserved. 

	They went back to the porch swing and she curled up in the circle of his arm, her knees resting on his thigh. He picked up Baby Kraken. 

	“I thought once you got rid of the suit, you’d never want to see this guy again.”

	“Yeah, well, maybe I’ve gotten kind of fond of him.” She took the stuffed toy and waved one of his tentacles at Nick. “And he reminds me how far I’ve come.” 

	“But you’re not there yet,” Nick said. “We still have to find your sister so you can leave here for good.”

	He kissed her, and then kissed her again because why not? Her kisses were the sweetest, hottest thing in all the worlds.

	When he finally pulled his lips from hers, he said, “What I want to know is, how did you leave here at all, without DB? How did you find me at the compound?” 

	“I followed this.” She put her hand flat on her chest, over her heart. “Our connection. And it led me here.” She transferred her hand to his chest, right over that ball of light and love and goodness that was the place she lived inside him. 

	“That’s amazing,” he said. “I didn’t know you could do that.” He’d heard of people tracking their true mates through the spirit world, but he’d never thought a human could do it. 

	Especially because they hadn’t even been bonded at the time.

	She looked down at her hands, wrapping her fingers around his. “I had to face a lot of things first,” she admitted in a low voice. “The pain of being abandoned, and how I pushed everyone away afterwards, never completely letting them in. Even if they loved me.” 

	“Like Chaaaz?” He knew he shouldn’t have said it—especially in that tone of voice—but the guy still got to him. The fact that Britt had loved him still got to him.

	She smacked him lightly. “Chaz is a dipshit. I picked him because he was incapable of loving me. That’s one of the things I realized.” Her voice grew thoughtful. “I meant my grandparents, mostly. And other guys, who maybe could have loved me if I let them.” 

	Her courage humbled him. He’d never admitted any of that out loud. He took a deep breath. “I always did that too. With everyone—Brandon, the crew…” He gave a rueful laugh. “And women? I never let any of them into the same zip code as my heart, let alone inside.”

	He turned his head and kissed her hair. “Until you. You’re right in here.” He put his hand over the same place on his chest that she’d touched. 

	“I know,” she said, looking up at him, those incredible green eyes glowing with emotion. “You’re inside my heart, too. Almost since the moment we met.” 

	They gazed into each other’s eyes. Nick dropped his forehead against hers. This was the last thing he wanted to say, but he had to say it. 

	“So now all we have to do is find your sister and get her a message. And you’ll be free.” 

	Brittany said slowly, “I think that will be easier than we thought.”

	She told him about her memory, about the guy robbing her purse and throwing it away. Nick was stunned. “That’s amazing! We should get DB back here, have him look for it. Or, some of the crew will come out.”

	He suddenly realized that she wasn’t looking at all excited about this. “Hey,” he said, running the backs of his fingers down her cheek. “What’s wrong? You don’t look happy.”

	“I want to find the locket and the letter, and send them to my sister. I want her to know there are people she belongs to.” 

	“But?” His breath felt like it was caught in his throat.

	She ran her fingertips up his forearm, making him shiver. “But then I’ll probably have to move on. And I’ll be leaving you behind.”

	Nick closed his eyes against the pain. “Let’s not think about that right now,” he said gruffly. “Let’s just concentrate on finding the purse.” 

	She went very quiet. He waited. He had nothing to say. Everything was at odds inside him—the instinct to make his mate happy at war with his fierce desire to keep her here. Right beside him. 

	“Nick.” 

	“Yeah?” 

	“What do you want? Like, if this could turn out any way you wanted—me staying here, or you crossing over with me, or me crossing over with you—what would you want?”

	He wanted to stay just like this forever, with her in his arms. But this was no afterlife for her, so he lied.

	“I just want you to be happy. I want you to have everything you want, and everything you were afraid to ever want.”

	“But don’t you get it?” she said. “That’s what I want for you, too.”

	“What if we can’t both have that?”

	She ran her fingers under the collar of his shirt, pulling it down to expose the scar of his claiming mark. “Isn’t this supposed to make it so we can?” 

	“I don’t know,” he said honestly. He wished he believed that his love for her had the power to change everything. But that only happened to other people. 

	He pulled her closer, grazing her lips with his. Even in the midst of her dark and stormy night, she’d always made him think of green grass and sunshine and flowers. Yellow and purple flowers, because those were her favorite colors. 

	He let himself soak her in, all the way inside him, her scent and her taste and the feel of her against him. 

	All his walls crumbled, until there was only her, filling him up. Nick rose to his feet, carrying her with him, and took her into the cabin, laying her on the bed, creating a fire in the fireplace with a single thought. 

	They peeled each other’s clothes off, touching and kissing and treasuring every inch. This was like before, and it was also better—no more walls to hold them back from each other. 

	He could feel how it felt to her, when he cupped her breasts and tasted her nipples, when he kissed her belly, when he dipped his tongue into her core and lapped her up, devouring her, bringing her to whimpering, shaking orgasm. 

	And he knew she could feel his feelings, when she wrapped her hand around his shaft and drew it into her mouth, making him her slave with her lips and tongue, with her delight in his pleasure. 

	His first thrust inside her was heaven all over again, the power of their connection resonating through his body, his whole spirit alight with the gift of her love.

	They moved together for an eternity, until they lost track of any separation between them and were just one soaring being, pure love. 

	And when they finally came down, he still kept touching her, running his hands over her, inhaling her scent. 

	He had to remember every detail, for later. Because she really wasn’t his—he’d just borrowed her, and when she was gone, his afterlife would never be the same. 

	But he had this. Today. Now. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 27

	 

	 

	 

	He ended up having a couple of days. They had a heavy wet snowfall the night of the battle with Jax, and Britt said it was silly for anyone to go out slogging in the snow looking for her purse.

	This was Kentucky—it would melt in a couple of days. 

	Nick was grateful to have the extra time with her—every minute was a gift. But it also worried him. Was she putting off her unfinished business because she was nervous about crossing over?

	Or because she knew this was the last time they’d have together, before she went?

	Call him a coward and a selfish prick, but he didn’t want to know. He just lost himself in the magic of being with her, made bittersweet by the ending hanging over them. 

	 

	On the second day after the battle, Jax called to set up a meet with Brandon.

	Nick had already called a crew meeting and told them about the battle, the artifacts, the state of the panther clan, and Jax’s claim to want to take them legit—an idea that was met with jeers and smartass remarks.

	After Jax’s call, he had a private talk with Brandon, about the similarities he’d seen to their own Last Chance clan. Jeb. Fargo. Ranger. The ones they couldn’t save—who’d imploded and caused their own deaths. Who’d wrecked him and Brandon. 

	Now he said, “Our guys did some pretty bad stuff in their time. And I know in the end they couldn’t be saved, and maybe these fuckers can’t be either. But hell if Jax doesn’t seem to be doing it.”

	Brandon wasn’t convinced. “Yeah, well, maybe he can and maybe he can’t. We both know how that goes.” 

	“We do.” Nick took a deep breath. “But maybe that’s part of this. We both blamed ourselves—and maybe each other—for all the shit that went down back then. I was pissed at you because I thought you failed us. And you were pissed at me because I left you after.”

	Brandon shook his head, and Nick said, “Admit it. Everything fell apart, and I took off when I should have stayed and helped you through it.”

	He cleared his throat and looked away from Brandon. “I never told you I was sorry for that. And even with that, you came out here as soon as you got my message. You never turned your back on me. But I can’t lie… I resented like fuck that even after all that, you got… everything. The girl. The crew. The family I never had.” 

	Brandon rubbed the back of his neck the way he did when he was emotional and didn’t want to show it. “Fuck, man, you’re part of this crew. I know it can’t be the same, but I was hoping—I mean, now you have Britt.”

	“Yeah,” Nick said. “For how long, though? Once she finishes her shit with her sister, why would she stay?”

	“For you.” 

	Nick shrugged. She probably wouldn’t. Maybe even couldn’t. And he’d be damned if he’d let anyone see the way that idea made him feel like his heart was being ripped from his chest while it was still beating. 

	Brandon said, “Is she your mate?”

	“The panther says yes,” he said. “But that’s how we feel.” He hadn’t told even Brandon about Britt claiming him during the battle. “She’s a human, and I’m a ghost. What does a mating bond even mean when you’re fucking dead?” 

	He turned to see Brandon’s level gaze boring into him. He knew, even though Nick hadn’t told him. Somehow he knew. 

	“It still means everything,” Brandon said. “If she’s your mate, there’s a chance. There’s always a chance.”

	Maybe for live people. Nick was pretty sure he was the only shifter in history to find a mate after death, so all bets were off with that shit.

	He rolled his shoulders, trying to shrug off all the emotion in the room. “All I’m saying is, maybe Jax really can straighten out that clan, and they could have the chance our guys didn’t get. I think his mate is a true mate. Any idiot could see how much they love each other.” 

	Brandon said, “You want me to take this meeting and hear him out.” 

	“Yeah. Look—maybe he’s coming to threaten you. Maybe he’s coming to bribe you. Maybe he’s coming to spill all his girly feelings and ask you to be his bestie and give him one of those little BFF heart necklaces like you and Kitty have.” 

	Brandon gave a snort of laughter. “Man, I’d get him two, just to see that go down.” 

	“But yeah,” Nick finished. “Let’s hear him out. He might at least be willing to negotiate for the artifacts.”

	“What if he wants money?”

	“I have money.” He grinned at Brandon. “There’s bank accounts you never found. I never worried about it, because you all didn’t need the cash. But I’d use it to get Squatch’s artifacts back.”

	 

	Jax had called the meeting at Callie and Colt’s brand new bar and roadhouse, which they were planning on opening for New Year’s. 

	Considering that in its former incarnation, it had been Jax’s Farville headquarters when he worked for Raines—and considering that Jax’s previous ally, Callie’s ex, had burned it down and almost killed Kitty and Callie in the process—most of the crew was unhappy about that. 

	The upsides were: it was private, and kept them from having to invite Jax into their territory. 

	“As long as they stay outside,” Colt said. “We just finished rebuilding that place, and I’m not fixing bullet holes and cleaning blood off the floor before we’ve even opened.”

	Callie patted his arm. “Don’t worry. Nobody’s going to shoot it up.” 

	Remy said, “Nice thought, but our upbringing has taught us that there’s always at least a 25% chance of ending up with blood on the floor.” 

	“Truth,” Kitty said. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 28

	 

	 

	 

	Jax arrived exactly at 7 pm, by himself in a pickup truck, followed by another pickup full of guys with guns. They turned into the gravel parking lot of the roadhouse, to be faced by a half-circle of Wild Blood trucks, all manned with fully armed crew members. 

	DB, cloaked and in dragon form, was perched invisibly on the roof. 

	Jax’s trucks both stopped about thirty feet away, engines running. The parking lot was filled with the sound of weapons cocking. 

	Jax got out of his truck, carrying the artifact case. Two guys climbed down from the other truck bed with small wooden chests that Nick knew carried the gold they’d stolen from Titan’s village. 

	They stacked the chests on top of each other, halfway between the two sets of vehicles. The minions did not look happy, but at Jax’s gesture, they went back to their truck and climbed in the back.

	Jax put his own case flat on the top chest, and opened it. All four of the remaining artifacts gleamed in the light from the trucks’ headlights. 

	Brandon walked forward, Kitty at his shoulder. Nick stayed in the shadows—he wasn’t sure if Jax was still able to see him. 

	“We spent some of the gold,” Jax said. “Otherwise, it’s all here.” 

	Brandon gave a short nod. “What do you want for it?” 

	“Nothing,” Jax said. “I got a clan full of women with no mates, half of them with cubs. They need a better life than hiding in the shadows, constantly at war. Hell, I got a kid of my own.” 

	Despite being fifteen feet away, they could all hear Colt say, “If he gets out the baby pictures I’m gonna shoot. I swear.” 

	Jax raised his voice slightly. “I’ll email them to you, McCall.” 

	He went on, speaking to Brandon again. “Look, I’m not saying I’ve turned into some kind of saint. But we can’t build a better life on blood money. We need a fresh start. We’re going legit.”

	Brandon said, “Plus, you’ve already been attacked by people trying to get this stuff. Are you sure the news that we have it won’t slip out on the dark web? I’m sure you’d think it was a shame to send all the mercs after us instead.”

	Jax said, “The idea was floated amongst my leadership team, but we decided, nah. I already put the word out, the dragon who fought on our side the other day took them back.” He hesitated, then said stiffly, “If you should happen to know who that was, tell him I said… thanks.” The last word needed a push, like he wasn’t used to saying it. 

	From the roof of the bar, a column of flame shot into the air. DB uncloaked himself, his bright green eyes shining like beacons in the darkness. 

	The men in the trucks shifted uneasily, but Jax didn’t move, except to nod to the dragon. 

	Brandon said quietly, “Your guys didn’t seem happy about giving this stuff up. Are you sure they’ll follow you?”

	Jax bared his teeth, looking more like his old self. “I guess we’ll find out.” 

	Brandon nodded. “So what are you going to do now?” 

	Jax looked like he was debating telling Brandon to fuck off, but he finally said, “Try to get access to some of Raines’s company holdings. Paperwork says I’m the next CEO, but the Shifter Council froze everything after they heard what went down here the night Raines died. I’m filing with the Council for Last Chance Crew status, but it’s a long shot. If that doesn’t come through…” He shrugged. “I’ll think of something.”

	Last Chance Crew status was for groups of problem shifters that the Council believed could be rehabilitated. It would mean they didn’t have to hide, and could use some of the frozen assets to live, and create legitimate businesses. 

	It could save the crew. Unfortunately, the biggest reason they probably wouldn’t get it was the fact that Brandon’s and the twins’ families had strong allies on the Shifter Council and in high-level positions on the Council Enforcers—and they were pissed because Raines and the clan had tried to kill the Wild Bloods. 

	Nick was sure Jax knew that, but he didn’t try to bargain. 

	Instead he said, “Well, this has been absolutely no fun at all, so we’re gonna go now. We’ll stay away from you, if you stay away from us.” 

	Brandon nodded. “Done. Unless…”

	“Yeah, yeah. I know.” Jax started to turn away, and then faced Brandon again. “Listen,” he said. “Tell the polar bear that—” He broke off. “Ah, fuck. Raines had us under compulsion, up in his village, but we did what we did. There’s no coming back from that, but for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

	 

	Nick left the crew right after Jax did, heading through the spirit world to a spot along the road just before the curve that led into Britt’s domain. 

	Jax was once again alone in the cab, the other truck leading. 

	Nick materialized into his passenger seat just as Jax rounded the curve and Britt’s vortex pulled him in. They careened down the hill, headed for the tree, but Nick pulled the nose of the truck back on the road just like he’d done with the Catalina. 

	And like Titan had done, Jax pulled off the road just around the bend and sat there for a minute, gripping the wheel and breathing hard. 

	Then he caught sight of Nick and did a double take. “Shit,” he said. “What the hell was that?”

	“Leftover anger and regret,” Nick said. “That someone took to the grave, because she couldn’t let go of it.” 

	“Or you, trying to make me crash the truck?”

	“If I was still planning on killing you, I would have done it two days ago.”

	“That was you, in the woods. I thought I was hallucinating.” 

	Nick gave him a feral grin. “Sorry, no.” 

	“Damn. Well, why don’t you fucking go into the light, already?”

	“Dude. I’ve met the panther god. Not sure I want to spend an eternity with him. Besides, it’s so much more fun here.”

	“Fuck. Me. Don’t tell me you’re going to haunt me forever.”

	“Just now and then. I’m kind of busy haunting Brandon.” 

	Jax started laughing, but there was a slightly hysterical edge to it. “You really did save my life the other day, didn’t you.”

	“Yep.”

	“Why?” 

	“Fuck if I know. You serious about that whole fresh start/going legit thing?”

	“If I can figure out a way to bring in enough money to keep those assholes from exploding in all directions, yeah.” At Nick’s dubious look, Jax said quietly, “Like I told Fierro, it’s for my kid, and my mate. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me.” 

	Nick nodded.

	Jax said, “So, you’re a spirit, you know about this shit. You think I’m going to hell, man?”

	Nick clapped him on the shoulder, knowing it would feel like a bucket of freezing water. “Depends what you do from here on out, doesn’t it?”

	And he vanished from Jax’s sight. He’d learned what he needed to know. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 29

	 

	 

	 

	The next day, before they went out to hunt the woods for Britt’s purse, Nick had a private meeting with Brandon, Remy and Titan, about the money he had stashed away and what he wanted done with it. 

	He knew that between Brandon the operative, with his high-level connections, and Remy the hacker, they could get their hands on it one way or another.

	And Titan was there because he’d been the most hurt by Jax, and Nick wanted to know how he felt about justice. And letting go. 

	After that, they had a full crew meeting, where Nick asked the entire crew for a huge favor, and they agreed to step up, as he’d known they would.

	His family. 

	 

	It didn’t take them long to find Britt’s purse—weathered and worn, but still intact, with her letter and the locket inside. 

	She looked at it as Kitty held it up for her inspection. “It’s a good thing I was cheap and went for the pleather,” she said. “Apparently, that shit is indestructible.” 

	They decided to deliver it in two days—on Christmas Eve—and then they immersed themselves in Christmas plans. Since Nick and Britt were bonded, it seemed like she could now go anywhere as long as he was with her, so they spent a lot of time with the crew, helping with the final decorations, or sneaking up behind people and goosing them to see if they could make them spill their eggnog.

	And trying not to think about what would happen once Britt’s business on earth was finished. 

	 

	Late in the afternoon on Christmas Eve day, Nick and Britt traveled to Jax’s compound, staying in the spirit world. DB was already there, with one of his interdimensional windows that allowed them to see everything that was going on.

	He even conjured chairs for the three of them—and popcorn. 

	Because this was going to be good. 

	Precisely at four o’clock, an interdimensional rift appeared in the open space at the center of Jax’s compound. 

	Three armed men walked through it: Jace Monroe, Shifter Council representative for the Wolf Council USA; Kane Colton, Executive Lieutenant of the Shifter Council Enforcers; and Flynn, alpha of the Bad Blood Crew, who was creating the doorway for them by way of the matching gold Draken bracelets on his wrists. 

	They demanded to see Jax. 

	He came to meet them warily, two lieutenants at his back, and armed soldiers spreading around the perimeter—all of which his visitors ignored as if they didn’t exist. 

	“What the hell do you want?” Jax demanded. 

	Kane held a sheaf of documents on a clipboard. He read from the top one in a booming voice.

	“As representatives of the Shifter Council USA, we hereby inform Jax Darius, alpha, that this community has been provisionally granted the status of Last Chance Crew, under the laws and regulations pertaining thereof.”

	Jax’s mouth dropped open. He closed it quickly. 

	Kane went on, “Pursuant to that, certain legally created corporations, along with the properties and moneys associated with them, have been released by the Shifter Council and will come under the control of said alpha and his designated officers, at all times subject to reversion to the Council should the terms of the Last Chance Crew agreement be violated or abandoned by the current alpha or his successor.

	“This status will be conferred upon the alpha’s signature on the attached documents, subject to periodic reporting, inspection and auditing by the Council’s designated representatives.”

	He handed Jax the clipboard with the documents. It contained the Last Chance Crew agreement, plus paperwork for control of Raines’s legal businesses, with Jax as the new CEO, and the deed to the abandoned compound, among other things. 

	Jax leafed through the documents, his lieutenants looking over his shoulder. They all looked like they expected someone with a camera to jump out any second and yell, “You’ve been punked!”

	The rest of the clan was gathering around the edges of the open space, staring and whispering. 

	Finally Jax looked up at Kane and Jace. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

	It was Flynn who answered. “You think we put down our eggnog on Christmas Eve to come out in the snow and fuck with you? Sign the damn papers. I have two kickass chefs in my crew, and the prime rib is coming out of the oven in…” He checked his phone. “Sixteen minutes. I intend to be there.” 

	Kane walked up and handed Jax a pen, indicating where to sign, and how many copies. Jax signed, still looking shell-shocked. Jace and Kane counter-signed, and then gave Jax his copy. 

	Nick nodded in satisfaction. It was done. Jax and the clan could go straight, with legit businesses and the money that went with them. They could even return to their former compound, so they’d have a decent place to live. 

	The rest of it was up to them. 

	Now came the other favor his crew had done for him. 

	Flynn turned to the gate and moved his hands apart in an expansive gesture. The gate grew, and grew—and then the nose of a truck came through, followed by another, and yet a third.

	All of them were panel trucks from AR Enterprises, one of Raines’ old companies, except the signage had been not-quite-covered by homemade signs that said Evil Santa Express, with a Grinch face wearing a Santa hat.

	Brandon’s dad Xander was driving the third one. 

	Nick couldn’t stop grinning, and Britt was clapping her hands and giggling. “Did you know they were going to do the signs?”

	“Hell no. No one ever knows what Xander’s going to do.” 

	Xander got out of the driver’s seat and said, “I have a message from the Ghost of Christmas Present. Or maybe that was ‘Christmas presents?’ Anyway, he is also known as Saint—ahem—Sinner Nick.”

	That set Britt off all over again. Nick just shook his head and took another handful of popcorn. To save Jax’s pride as alpha, they’d decided it was better if the Wild Bloods had no overt presence here, so Xander had volunteered to supervise this part of the proceedings. 

	Xander gestured to the trucks. “Go ahead. Open them.” 

	After a moment of hesitation, Jax’s people opened the trucks. Nick knew what was in there—he’d told the Wild Bloods what to get and paid for it out of the money he’d put aside. 

	One was a refrigerated truck, filled with food—including full-on fixings for Christmas dinner.

	One had generators and nonperishable food, along with stoves and grills so they could cook. Also warm clothes, bedding, and other necessities.

	The third, the one Xander was driving, held pre-decorated Christmas trees, boxes of lights, and a full-sized Santa sleigh filled with wrapped gifts. Mostly for the kids, though there were things for the adults too. Plus he was pretty sure Xander had slipped in some really adult gifts, but he was turning a blind eye to that. 

	Jax had been studying Xander, and finally said, “You’re Xander Fierro.” 

	Xander nodded. “My fame precedes me wherever I go.” 

	Jax shook his head. “No, I remember you. I was only four, but I was there the day you took down Austin Raines’s dad, back in Arkansas. You could have been alpha of the Broken Hill Clan, but you walked away.”

	Xander gave a dramatic shudder. “Fuck, yes. Believe me, what I did was better for everybody. I wasn’t the kind of alpha they needed. And my family deserved better.” He eyed Jax. “Brandon tells me you want the same for your cubs. A better life.” 

	Jax gave him a jerky nod. “Was he the one who persuaded the Council I could pull it off?” 

	“Him and Titan. And somebody else.” He gave Jax a note.

	Nick watched him open it. He knew what it said—he’d written it himself. 

	You’re welcome.

	Don’t fuck this up. 

	Nick

	Jax shook his head and gave a half-laugh. “Dickhead,” he muttered. 

	Back in the spirit world, Nick and Britt high-fived. 

	Xander waved his hand at the idling vehicles. “You don’t need to return the trucks—we liberated them from one of Raines’s companies. They’re yours now.” 

	As he walked away, he called back to Jax, “Thanks for making the right choice. I won a hundred bucks off Flynn—he said you’d shoot us. He has no faith in human nature.”

	“More like panther nature,” Flynn yelled, from back by the gate. 

	“See what I mean?” Xander said. “It’s so unfair. I hardly ever kill anyone anymore.” He turned around and walked backwards, facing Jax. “But if you fuck with my son’s crew ever again, I’ll revert to my old ways. Merry Fucking Christmas!”

	He waved, and the visitors—including the truck drivers—walked through the doorway. A moment later, it disappeared. 

	Nick got up too, and helped Britt to her feet while DB swiped his hand across the window, changing the location. Nick caught a last glimpse of Jax, with his mate’s arms wrapped around him and her head against his shoulder, tears of happiness running down her face. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 30

	 

	 

	 

	DB homed in on their new destination: a small frame house on a quiet street in Louisville, where Britt’s sister lived with her husband. Then he picked up a wrapped Christmas box from where it sat on the ground. 

	In it was Britt’s old purse, with the letter on top. They figured if they left it on the doorstep, her sister would think someone had found it in the woods, and delivered it anonymously. Which was true—sort of.

	The neighborhood looked nice in a homey way. All the houses were decorated for Christmas, and there were lots of bikes and toys and basketball hoops and street hockey goals in the driveways and front yards.

	A good place for kids to grow up. 

	They all transferred themselves partly into the real world—although still in spirit form so they couldn’t be seen—and walked up to the house. 

	It had a small front porch with rocking chairs on it. One held a life-size Cthulu Santa—octopus head with the tentacles all hanging down the face like a beard.

	Britt and Nick stared at it.

	“Oh my god,” Britt said.

	Nick cracked up. “She really is your sister. I didn’t know the love of giant evil octopus creatures was genetic.”

	“Neither did I.” 

	DB just shook his head and muttered about tentacle fetishes. 

	It was just getting dark, and the curtains were still open on the front window. Britt could see a Christmas tree inside, a riot of colored lights and tinsel, popcorn strings and colored paper with glitter. A tree made with love by someone without much money. 

	Beyond that was a red-haired woman curled up on the couch, a blanket over her legs. It had to be Britt’s sister Olivia—the resemblance was obvious.

	She was staring into the distance, looking lost in thought. A guy walked in and carefully handed her a cup of tea. As she moved to take it, the blanket slipped, and they could see her protruding belly. 

	Britt put her hand to her mouth. “She’s pregnant.” And then she said, “She looks kind of sad.”

	The man produced a Christmas cookie from behind his back, and handed it to her. She smiled up at him, and he bent down and kissed her temple, touching her face gently. 

	Nick put his arms around her from behind. “But her husband makes her smile.” He looked at Britt uncertainly. “That’s good, right?”

	“Yeah.” It was good. But she knew Nick understood what it felt like to be literally on the outside, looking in at the life you could have been a part of. Should have been a part of.

	She felt him take a deep breath. “And you’ll be with the rest of your family soon.” 

	Her heart tore in two. She wanted so badly to see her gramma and gramps again. Even maybe her mom. 

	But it would mean losing Nick. She turned and put her arms around his neck. “I love you,” she said. “Did you know that?”

	He smiled, but his smile was so sad. 

	DB said, “Are we doing this Secret Santa thing soon? Because all this mush is giving me a rash.” But she knew he didn’t mean it. He was looking at the Christmas scene with something like longing on his face.

	He doesn’t belong anywhere either, she thought. At least, he thinks he doesn’t. 

	Nick playfully cuffed him on the shoulder, and Britt said, “Go ahead.” 

	After making sure no neighbors were watching, DB made a small slit in the air and slipped the package through, setting it on the Welcome mat. Inside, besides the purse and the letter with the locket, there was a copy of a newspaper article that Remy had found and printed out, about the accident. So her sister would know what had happened to Britt.

	“Maybe I shouldn’t be doing this,” Britt said, gazing at the box. “She’s having a baby, and she has a nice husband and it’s the holidays. I don’t want to ruin it with ‘Oh, look, you have a sister. Never mind; she’s dead. Merry Christmas.’” 

	Nick said, “Of course it will make her sad. But your cousins’ names and addresses are in there too, so she’ll still have her family. And anyway, if it were you, wouldn’t you want to know?” 

	She would. She knew she would. And her sister was no stranger to sadness. If she’d made it this far—to a partner and a happy family despite being abandoned by their mother—then she was stronger than Britt had ever been. 

	“Hello,” said DB, waving his hand to get their attention. “Ring the doorbell, don’t ring the doorbell, what?”

	“Give her a minute, you little brat,” Nick said affectionately. “Humans have emotions. Unlike teenage dragons.”

	“Yeah, yeah,” DB said. “I don’t suppose you brought any of those snack cakes you promised me. I could eat them while I’m waiting.” 

	“Sorry,” Nick said. “Ghost, remember? You’ll have to get them from Titan when we get back.” 

	Britt wiped her eyes. “Okay,” she said. “I’m ready.”

	DB reached through the slit in the air again, and rang the doorbell. Then he closed the interdimensional doorway. 

	Olivia opened the door herself, looking surprised when she didn’t see anyone. Then her eyes dropped, automatically looking for a package, and saw the box lying there. 

	She frowned, then picked it up and opened it, pulling out the envelope with the letter and locket inside. She looked at the locket, then opened the letter and began to read. Her hand went to her mouth, and tears welled up in her eyes.

	Her husband was at her side in a second. “What is it? What’s wrong? Here, you shouldn’t be standing in the cold.”

	They closed the door, but Britt could still see them through the window. “We could go in,” Nick whispered. “You could hear what she’s saying.”

	But somehow she just couldn’t. It felt too intrusive. So they watched as Olivia and her husband read the letter and the news article, and then her husband put the locket around Olivia’s neck.

	She closed her hand around it as if it were something incredibly precious. Her husband kissed her tears away in an infinitely tender gesture. 

	Britt moved through the wall then, inside the house. Faintly, she could feel the warmth, smell the freshly baked cookies. 

	She leaned over and brushed a kiss on her sister’s cheek. And Olivia’s hand went to her face, with a look of wonder, as if she’d felt it. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 31

	 

	 

	 

	Nick stayed quiet, letting Britt watch her sister as long as she wanted. Finally she turned away, floating back through the wall and slipping her hand into his. 

	But before DB could take them back to Wild Blood territory, the air in front of them shifted, images flashing by too quickly to see, like a slot machine turned on its side. 

	The image stabilized, and in front of them was an arched double door, glowing golden. 

	The doors split and swung open, and light spilled out—so bright Nick had to shade his eyes. Dimly, he could see the outlines of four people—two together, and two other separate figures. 

	Nick froze in place, his greatest hope and his worst nightmare coming true at the same time. 

	The light was for Brittany. Her unfinished business was fulfilled; she’d given her sister the chance to reconnect with her family. Now she would move on. 

	She turned to him. “Nick—”

	He gathered her into his arms, whispering his love into her ear, and giving her one last kiss with all his heart in it. Then he gently put her away from him. “Go,” he said. “They’re here for you. Go on.” 

	She looked in his eyes for a long moment, then turned away. Devastation swept through him. He knew she deserved this; he wanted it for her. He did. 

	But how was he ever going to make it without her?

	Brittany began to walk faster, and then run. The people became clearer—an elderly couple, a younger woman standing apart from them, and a man separate from all of them, who looked barely older than Nick. 

	Brittany threw herself on the older couple, talking a mile a minute, though he couldn’t hear anything. They hugged each other and talked and hugged each other again. 

	Then she went shyly over to the man. Her father, Nick realized. He must have died young. They talked, and she hugged him too. 

	Her mother hung back, obviously hesitant to come forward. Brittany went over and spoke softly to her for a few moments, and then gave her a hug. Her mother stepped back, smiling through tears, with a look on her face that told Nick he’d just seen forgiveness.

	He’d never been so proud of Brittany. 

	His woman. He watched her hungrily, knowing this was the last time he’d ever see her, wanting to hold on to every second of it. 

	Wanting to see her safe on the other side. 

	Finally, Brittany went back to her grandparents, looking more peaceful than he’d ever seen her. She spoke to them again, and gave each of them another hug and a kiss. 

	And then she turned away, her gaze searching—until it landed on Nick. Suddenly she was running, catapulting into his arms, and he caught her and lifted her off her feet. 

	He held onto her, his face buried in her hair, grateful for one more minute. Two minutes. The light dimmed. Her family, faded, waving. The doors closed. 

	And she was still here.

	Nick dropped her to her feet, putting his hands on her shoulders. “What are you doing?” he demanded, incredulous. “The door closed.” 

	“I know,” she said. “I told them I can’t cross over right now. My mate needs me, and I can’t spend my afterlife without him.” 

	For a second he couldn’t even take it in. She’d chosen him. She’d had heaven in front of her, and she’d chosen to be his mate, his love, his forever.

	His swept her up in his arms again, their lips meeting in a kiss that sealed their love until the end of time. Blue energy crackled around them, and Nick felt that place inside his chest where her heart lived expand with warmth, melting the last of his rage and thirst for vengeance.

	He had everything. 

	From a few feet away he heard a loud, dramatic teenage sigh, and then DB’s voice penetrated their ecstatic haze.

	“Are you guys going to boink now?”

	They broke the kiss, laughing. “Yes,” Brittany said. “But not while you’re watching, you perverted little monster.”

	DB grinned. 

	Nick added, “And watch your mouth. This is my mate.” He slung his arm around her. “My true mate.”

	DB rolled his eyes. “Duh. Everybody knew that.” He moved them through the spirit world, until they could see the Wild Blood territory. As they exited his interdimensional doorway, he said, “Hey, since it’s Christmas Eve, I get to have eggnog, right? With rum in it?”

	“Great,” Nick said. “Drunken dragon. It’s all fun and games until someone sets the Christmas tree on fire…”

	And with his mate at his side, he stepped through the door to home. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 32

	 

	 

	 

	Very early Christmas morning, just as the sun was rising, the Wild Blood house lay quiet in the dim morning light. 

	Suddenly, there was a loud moaning, like souls in torment. 

	A trio of ghosts, carrying clanking ghost chains, trooped through the walls into the bedroom of Brandon and Kitty’s suite: one large, one medium-sized, and one adolescent-sized. 

	The music system blared to life, playing “Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer.” 

	“Weee are the ghoooosts of Christmas past, present and future,” the spirits intoned. “Weee demaaaand that you riiiiiise and ooopen presents!”

	Brandon reached over to his night table, picked up his alarm clock, and threw it at them. It went right through Nick and bounced off the wall. 

	They continued on, passing through Brock’s room and then Damien and Lila’s suite—followed by the sounds of blasting Christmas music and more objects hitting the walls—before dramatically rising up through the floor of Jaeda and Remy’s suite and then moving on to Colt and Callie’s. 

	There was a flurry of motion and then, “Damn it, there went my orgasm!”

	“Mine too,” Brandon yelled from below them. 

	Nick, Brittany and DB floated outside and down to ground level. “That was awesome,” Brittany said, helpless with laughter. 

	DB asked, “Should we do Titan and Mari now?”

	“Too late.” They turned to see Titan coming down the path from his cabin, carrying Mari piggyback. She was wearing her Christmas pajamas, rubber duckie plush slippers, and a knitted hat in the shape of a rubber duckie wearing a Santa hat. 

	Mari had a thing about rubber duckies. 

	“Your hat is wearing a hat,” Britt observed.

	Mari beamed at her. “It’s an existential meta-statement on hatness.” Titan smiled. She added, “How come I can hear you talking?”

	DB said, “It’s a spell. I made it myself. It’s their Christmas present from me, so you can all hear them talking the whole day.”

	Mari said, “Come here, you.” DB went over to her and she leaned down and kissed the top of his head. “You are the nicest Dragon Boy ever.” 

	DB’s face went red. 

	To cover his embarrassment, Nick said to the bears, “You’re not bringing any presents?” 

	Mari said to Titan, “He is so silly.”

	Titan said, “I brought them down last night and put them around the tree. I have more important cargo this morning.”

	They all trooped inside, Mari kissing the back of Titan’s neck. He started making coffee while she sat on the end of the kitchen island, swinging her duckie feet and talking to the ghosts. 

	The crew trailed down the stairs, two by two. Pretty soon breakfast was cooking, mimosas and spiked hot chocolate were being mixed, stockings were being opened, and Kitty was yelling at Colt and Remy to stop feeling up the presents under the tree before they filed sexual harassment charges. 

	It was total mayhem. 

	After everyone was fed, the real present-opening started. The place turned into a crazy mess of wrappings and piles of gifts. There were typical presents—jewelry and tools, electronics and clothes, liquor, sex toys and glitter in all forms—plus Mari’s full set of Christmas duckies from Titan, and Jaeda’s carton of color-coded organizational supplies from Remy. Colt got a Hot Leopard Construction t-shirt, for his semi-fictional construction company, and Callie got a shirt with the logo of her new bar that said, Because I’m the Boss, That’s Why. 

	After a while people started noticing that Colt and Remy were getting text alerts every few minutes. Finally Brandon said, “For fuck’s sake, what is going on with you two?”

	They exchanged glances, and then Colt said in a disgusted voice, “Baby pictures.” 

	Remy added, “Fucking Jax is blowing up our phones.” 

	Colt held his up, and there was a picture of an adorable baby with a sign propped up between his hands that said, LEOPARDS ARE PUSSIES.

	Remy had one in which someone off-camera was holding the baby’s fist so that only his tiny middle finger was raised.

	Everybody cracked up and reached for the phones, passing them around and swiping through texts. “Look, he just barfed in this one!” “I think—is that baby poop?” 

	Brandon just shook his head. “I don’t know if I should call this harassment or an olive branch,” he said. 

	“They’re panthers,” Brock said. “Isn’t it kind of the same thing?”

	Brandon and Nick gave him the finger simultaneously. 

	Damien asked, “Why is he tormenting both of you?”

	Lila answered, “He probably couldn’t tell which one of them was being the smartass.” 

	Remy nodded. “As usual, I have to share the blame for my brother’s big mouth.”

	Colt threw a Christmas bow at him. “Oh, like you’ve never done anything we both got blamed for?”

	Britt looked around the room in satisfaction, watching Brandon kissing Kitty and sticking the bow from his present in her hair, before opening the box to find a t-shirt with a sailing ship hitting a rock, which read, I Run a Tight Shipwreck.

	Even DB had presents, to his obvious surprise. A t-shirt from his favorite metal band, and a laser-tag vest and gun so he could play with the crew. Nick and Britt had gotten him a new soccer ball.

	He grinned at them. “So I can kick your ass at soccer some more?” he said to Nick. 

	Nick grinned back. “You wish, dragon punk.” 

	The last present to be opened was a large flat one. Kitty handed it to Brandon, and then put her fingers in her mouth and whistled for silence. “This is for the whole crew,” she said, “so the alpha has to open it.”

	Inside was a large framed photo of all the guys in their Christmas thongs, holding drinks. At the end of the line was Nick—glowy and semi-transparent, but he was there, wearing his panther thong. 

	“It’s for the wall in the game room,” Kitty said. 

	Britt put her hand to her mouth, feeling her eyes get misty. Nick leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Thank you,” he murmured in her ear. 

	She kissed him back, knowing what it meant to him to feel like part of the crew.

	Then Kitty turned to Nick and Brittany. “We got y’all a present, too. Everyone chipped in. It’s upstairs.”

	Mystified, they followed Kitty and Brandon up to the fourth floor, which was still under construction. One of the small attic rooms had been finished out, and furnished with a couple of couches and end tables, a flatscreen TV, a music system, bookshelves, and a table with a laptop on it. 

	“This is for you,” Kitty said, ushering them inside. “We want you to really feel like you’re part of the crew, so we thought you two should have a place of your own, here in the house. We know you can work electronics with your woo-woo powers, so you can watch movies or listen to music. But there’s enough room so you can invite other people in to hang out with you.” 

	Brittany was stunned, and Nick looked exactly like she felt. 

	Titan said, “The books are from me and Mari.” Brittany had already lifted one off the shelf with her mind and was paging through it. “We left room so you can pick out more for yourselves.” 

	“We’ll get you whatever you want,” Mari added. “Just let us know.” 

	“Or you can order stuff on Amazon.” Kitty indicated the computer, and added wickedly, “I’ve already set up an account with Brandon’s credit card.” 

	Brandon just shook his head. “I can see I’ll need to get more PI jobs.” 

	Nick pushed the remote button with his mind, and the TV came on. “Hey, Britt, we have Netflix!” 

	She dropped the book on the couch. “Get. Out. Movies?”

	She ran over and flung her ghostly arms around Kitty, and then around Brandon. “I’m officially hugging everyone,” she called to the group crowding the hall. 

	“This is… unbelievable,” Nick was saying, shaking his head. “I never—we never expected anything like this.” 

	Brandon said, “I’m sure you probably have someplace you go to in the spirit world to fuck each other’s brains out, but everyone else has their own retreat here. You don’t deserve any less just because you’re dead.”

	Nick had to laugh. “I don’t know what to say,” he said. 

	Brandon rubbed the back of his neck uncomfortably. “Don’t say anything. You know I can’t handle all that mushy shit.” 

	Britt slipped her arms around Nick’s waist. “So,” she murmured. “Best Christmas ever?”

	“Definitely. And it will get even better later, when I give you your present.”

	 

	That night, after everything wound down at the house, Nick took Brittany back to her place in the spirit world. She’d thought, after everything that had happened, that it would dissipate, but the energy boundary was still there. 

	Inside, though, it wasn’t dark and stormy. It was sunny and warm, even though it was night in the real world. 

	“This is awesome,” she said. “Did you make the weather?”      

	“Yep,” he said. “But you can change it whenever you want. Come on.”

	He walked her down to the tree. There was a new picture of her nailed to it, next to one of Nick. “It’s from when I was alive,” he explained.

	“Very hot,” she said. “No one will believe I was lucky enough to score a guy who looks like you.”

	There was a big red heart connecting the photos. 

	He put his arms around her. “I’m the lucky one,” he said. “Always.” 

	After a hiatus for kissing, he led her up the hill. The cabin was still there—Brittany’s version of it, not the dusty, cobwebby wreck. 

	The inside was filled with lit candles, and the bed was covered in rose petals.

	Nick turned to face her, taking her hands in his. “This is our place now. And we’re going to fill it with so much love that everyone who passes by will feel it. It will make them happier, just driving through.” He kissed her softly, then went on. “Our shrine will attract people in love, and they’ll carve their initials on the tree.”

	“And have sex underneath it?” she asked. 

	“Absolutely,” Nick said. “It will be known as the baby-making tree.” 

	“I’d love that,” Britt said. 

	Nick cupped his hand around her cheek. “That’s the one thing I can’t give you,” he said. “Babies.”

	“I know. But we can be aunts and uncles to all the Wild Blood babies. Imagine having a ghost aunt and uncle babysitting you. How cool will we be?”

	He smiled at her. “The coolest.”

	They made love in the candlelight, slow and romantic, rose petals drifting around them. Afterward, when they were lying there twined together, Britt said, “I have a present for you too.”

	Nick said, “I thought you just gave it to me.”

	“That was a bonus.” 

	More seriously, he said, “You’re the best gift I’ve ever gotten.”

	She gave him a lingering kiss, then said, “But I have another one. I’ve been practicing. Watch this.” 

	She got to her knees, furrowed her brow in concentration, and then morphed into a black panther. The most beautiful one he’d ever seen.

	She butted up against him, purring. 

	He hugged her. “You’re beautiful.” He listened for a moment, then added, “And my panther thinks you’re hot.”

	She changed back. “I don’t have an actual animal, like you do. It’s just pretend. But I thought it would be fun for your panther—and you—if we could be panthers together sometimes.” 

	He hugged her. “My panther loves that. I love it. I love you.” He shook his head. “I still can’t believe you gave up heaven for me.”

	“Babe, if there’s no bad boys in heaven, I’m not going.”

	He laughed. “I knew you were a bad girl.”

	“Anyway, I can cross over later. They said. You can come too. Or I can go to pantherland. Or we can find someplace in the middle of all of them that isn’t segregated by the different gods, where humans and shifters can be together.”

	“I’m in. Wherever you go, I’m there.” 

	“You’re my heart,” she whispered. “And we’ll be together, forever.” 

	 

	*  *  *

	 

	A Note from Anastasia…

	This book happened because so many of my readers wanted Phantom Nick to have a mate (despite the fact that he’s… you know. Dead.) So I decided to give him his very own Christmas miracle, and I hope you enjoyed it! 

	 

	You can read the whole Wild Blood series, starting with Brandon’s Mate, which features Brandon and Kitty (who’s the daughter of Jasmin and Brody from Bad Blood Wolf!). Find out how Brandon, Kitty and the twins avenged Nick’s death and started the Wild Blood crew!

	Brandon’s Mate: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B083PWTMSF 

	 

	And as a bonus, at the end of this bundle you can read Brock’s story. It starts with Valentine speed dating in Callie’s bar, explodes into magic and mayhem, and ends with a happily-ever-after, of course! 

	 

	But next up is the third Christmas story, Ignited, from my Outlaw Wolves series:

	 

	Boomer, explosives and weapons expert, is fine with his life as an Outlaw Ridge operative: illegal missions, daring rescues, and blowing stuff up. But when a woman from his distant past tracks him down, asking for his help, it all threatens to come crashing down. Ten years ago, they saved each other’s lives, before she disappeared. Will Christmas magic be enough to help them do it one more time?

	 

	Turn the page to read about it!
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	Outlaw Wolves: Book Four

	 

	by

	 

	Anastasia Wilde

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	Another day, another mission.

	Another psycho.

	Boomer was kneeling on a gritty concrete floor in a cold, cramped crawlspace underneath an abandoned sugar mill. He rubbed sweat off his hands onto his camo pants, and then went back to disarming the bomb Psycho Dude had set to take the place out.

	Along with himself, his hostages, and Boomer’s entire mission team.

	On the main floor of the mill his pack alpha and mission commander, Gunn Jorgenson, was in the room with the psycho, doing his best with the hostage negotiations and trying to keep the dude talking. As opposed to blowing them all up. 

	Gunn was good at that. In a wolf pack full of burnouts and headcases, he was the one who would be voted ‘Most likely to talk a mad bomber off the ledge without losing his shit and just killing the fucker.’ 

	Problem was, it was an uphill battle because this one really wanted to die. He not only had the bomb on a timer—four minutes thirty-six seconds and counting—but he had a detonator in his hand in case he decided death needed to happen right the hell now. Also, to keep Gunn from shooting him while he watched the hostages’ parents beg for their children’s lives over his private video stream.

	Just the thought of that made dark rage rise up in Boomer, and he shoved it down. He needed a cool head and steady hands.

	The psycho’s detonator had a dead man’s switch on it, meaning he was holding down a button that kept the bomb from going off before the timer wound down. If he let go of the detonator…

	Kaboom.

	And if he held the button down until the timer ran out, kaboom anyway. 

	Boomer had finally found a way to get underneath the bomb’s wiring cover without setting it off. He had another member of the Outlaw Ridge bomb squad with him in the crawlspace, holding a tablet that was picking up the video feed from Gunn’s body camera so they could see and hear what was going on in the main room. 

	Boomer’s eyes were focused on his work, but he could hear the victims crying, hear the sound of Gunn’s voice trying to soothe the perp. Buying Boomer time to fucking save everyone. 

	He liked his job so much better when he was the one blowing shit up, instead of keeping it from happening. 

	He traced the circuits in the wiring, came to the end of it, and his heart froze. 

	“Boomer?” That was Dobe, the second-in-command, over his headset. “Sitrep.” 

	Situation report. “The fucking situation is that I can’t take out the timer without setting the damn thing off. Not in the time we have left.”

	“Fuck.” Silence. “Is there anything else you can do?”

	If there wasn’t, they were going to have to pull out and leave the kids to die in here with the psycho. Not happening. “Bro?” Boomer said. His brother should be in sniper position, hidden somewhere near the top of the main floor interior.

	“Here. In position.”

	Of course he was. He was always there for Boomer. “Good. So Dobe, how long would it take the team to get everyone out? Top speed?”

	“Boomer, don’t do anything crazy.” 

	“Why should today be different from any other day? How long?”

	Dobe swore under his breath. “Two minutes?”

	The timer was down to two-forty. And Boomer was, in fact, thinking about doing something crazy. He’d found the transceiver that picked up the signal from the remote detonator. Right now he couldn’t disconnect that either—not without a kaboom—but he knew the type. There was a half-second delay before the signal got from the detonator to the transceiver. Maybe even three-quarters of a second, if they were lucky.

	His brother said quietly in his headset, “I have the shot. Should I take him out?”

	“Not yet. Stand by.”

	“Boomer?” Dobe snarled.

	“I can cut the power to the transceiver so it doesn’t pick up the signal from the dead man’s switch. Bro can take him down. If we do that in the next twenty-two seconds, you’ll still have time to get everyone out before the timer makes it blow.”

	“Then do it!”

	“The perp can’t be holding the dead man’s switch down when I cut the wire.” 

	“But that means—”

	“After he takes the shot, I’ll have half a second to cut the wire. Bro. On my mark,” Boomer said. 

	Dobe said, “Are you crazy? We have to call it.” He raised his voice slightly. “Mission team, prepare to pull out.”

	Boomer had his eyes on the video feed now, watching the kids, their eyes wide and full of terror. They were so fucking close to getting them out. He could do it. Lightning fast reflexes, that was him. 

	“Bro?” 

	“Just say when.” His brother’s voice was as calm as ever. 

	“Okay fuckers, get ready.” He hoped the team was listening to him and not leaving, because dammit, they were not walking away while these kids died. 

	His wire cutters were already around the wire, his hand steady as he whispered the countdown into the headset for his brother. “Three. Two. One.”

	His brother took the shot the instant he finished counting. On the screen, they saw the perp’s body jerk as the bullet struck him, but Boomer was already cutting the transceiver power as his hand opened and the detonator began to fall. The body crumpled. The detonator hit the ground and rolled away.

	Nothing exploded. 

	Fuck yeah. “Rescue team clear to enter,” Boomer said. “And move your asses—you have one minute fifty-eight seconds before you get blown to kingdom come.” 

	 

	They barely had time to get everyone out. The last of the team was running from the building, carrying the kids still in chains, when Dobe looked up from his wristwatch timer and yelled “Hit the dirt!” 

	Everyone but Boomer ducked and covered, the rescue team shielding the kids with their bodies. 

	Boomer had to watch.

	The central bomb went first, exploding in a glorious fireball and igniting smaller explosives one after the other in a perfect demolition chain. The sky filled with fire and debris, and then it all collapsed in on itself, still burning. 

	Sheeyit. That sucker was evil and deserved to die, but damn he knew how to make a beautiful explosion. 

	But before Boomer had time to savor it, Gunn stormed up to him, Dobe right behind him. “What the fuck is the matter with you?” Gunn snarled. “You staked all our lives on your brother’s shooting and a half-second signal delay? Against orders?”

	Boomer rolled his eyes. “Since when do I follow orders? And I’d stake my life on my brother’s shooting any day of the week.”

	Gunn was still growling, his eyes wolf-gold. “Good for you. If you want to fucking dance with death, do it on your own time. Do not take my team with you. And if you can’t respect the chain of command—and the lives of your team—I’ll pull you from the field. Understood?”

	They’d never pull him from the field. His expertise was too valuable. 

	But Gunn was still holding his gaze, his alpha mojo pressing down on Boomer. He felt his neck bending on its own, a small sign of submission. Boomer fucking hated submitting. 

	“Whatever,” he muttered. “Stop that shit. You’re giving me a headache.”

	“Ask me if I care,” Gunn said, but he eased off on the alpha pressure. 

	“At least we got the kids out,” Boomer said. “You’re welcome, by the way.” He didn’t expect confetti and fireworks, but he had saved everybody. Except the psycho. 

	Gunn growled again, took a breath, and let it out. The corner of his mouth creased in something that might be the beginning of a smile. “Yeah. We did.” He paused, then said gruffly, “Want to be there when we take them back to their parents? I guess you deserve to see it.” 

	Boomer shook his head. “Nah, I’m good. Take a picture or something.” 

	He didn’t do kids and families and sappy reunions. It was enough to know they were okay, they were going home, and nobody but the bad guy died today.

	That was about all you could ask for out of life, wasn’t it?

	Whether the rest of his team appreciated it or not. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	By the time the troop transport plane approached Outlaw Ridge, Boomer’s mood had turned to crap. Half the mission team was still pissed at him for what Dobe called his “reckless disregard for his team’s safety,” and Sanchez—their best tracker and biggest asshole—called his “fucking know-it-all hero complex.” 

	As if Sanchez didn’t do crazy-ass kamikaze stuff all the time. 

	But their not-even-that-near-death experience had apparently put a damper on the team’s usual post-mission celebratory mood, because they were all grumpy and shit, and hardly anybody would talk to him on the flight back. 

	That was fine. He had Call of Duty on his phone. 

	Not that he wanted a fucking parade or anything, but still. This was what they did, right? Put their asses on the line to save people? And they had saved them. So what were they bitching about?

	When the plane landed, Boomer grabbed his gear and shoved his way past everyone else to be the first off. He didn’t bother to wait for the Jeeps that usually drove them down to the main compound to drop their combat gear; he just shouldered his stuff and hiked up to the cabin he shared with his brother, near the ordinance testing field.

	The testing field was Boomer’s personal domain, where he and his handpicked crew tested new types of bombs, did experiments on blasting everything from buildings to caves or rock falls, or just blew shit up for fun. 

	He was probably the only explosives expert in the country with an unlimited budget, thanks to Thanatos, the mysterious billionaire who funded Outlaw Ridge and chose their missions. 

	But not even the thought of his latest project lifted his mood. Inside him he could feel the burning seed of anger and hatred that he usually covered up with jokes and pranks, complicated problems in explosives, or just flat-out destroying something. The bigger the better.

	He stomped up the cabin steps and pushed the door open, going straight through the living area to the big workroom that took up the whole back half of the cabin. Dumping his gear bag on the floor, he pulled off his weapon holsters and laid them on the table. Heaving his tool kit up on the workbench that ran across the back of the room, he opened it to start his post-mission check.

	The lone string of Christmas lights strung between the worktop and the shallow cabinets that lined the wall behind it caught on the zipper of his bag. With a muttered curse, he shoved them out of the way. 

	Fucking Christmas. He was in no mood.

	But he always took care of his kit first thing, no matter what kind of mood he was in, or if the mission had succeeded or failed. You never knew when there’d be an emergency and you’d just have to grab your shit and go.

	Usually he found the routine soothing: making sure all the tools were there and in place, restocking any supplies that were running low, lining up all the knives and cutters he’d used by the blade sharpener before replacing them with freshly sharpened ones.

	He found himself slamming the tools down harder than they deserved. They’d saved the kids, hadn’t they? What the hell had everyone expected, that he’d let them die?

	He opened the door of the cabinet to his right, stepping back to swing it all the way open. The inside of the door was a cork board, covered in layers of photos, some of them old and fading. Men, women, kids, old people. The ones they’d saved. He didn’t have all of them, but he had a lot. Going back years, even before his first missions at Outlaw Ridge.

	He ripped open the Velcro tab on the top left pocket of his combat vest, and pulled out two more photos, cradling them in his palms for a minute. It was the two kids from this afternoon—he’d swiped the photos from their file before the mission. They were so fucking young and innocent. A tow-headed little boy missing a tooth, and a sweet-faced girl about eleven.

	He knew this wasn’t a game, dammit. He’d carried the victims’ pictures like he did on every rescue mission, to make sure he never forgot what the stakes were. It was why he’d refused to give up.

	He ran his hands over the pictures on the board, touching one or two of them lightly. He didn’t think about the people in the photos very often, but he liked having a tangible reminder of them. Memory was too unreliable, and when the world got really dark, it was hard to dredge the good up out of the sludge in your mind. 

	He sorted through the layers, swiveling the pictures on their thumbtacks, until he got to the bottom. The first one.

	Like that seed of anger inside him, he’d covered up this picture, but it never really went away. It wasn’t even a photo of a person. Just a cutout from a faded carnival poster—the ‘Mystical Siberian Tiger’. A white tiger with blue eyes, staring out of the photo. A shifter—one he’d never even seen in human form.

	He’d risked his life for her; he’d thought he saved her. And then later he found out that he hadn’t really saved her at all. 

	That knowledge ate away at him, deep down inside. Hell, he still dreamed about her. He hadn’t for a long time, but lately the dreams had been coming back. Heat and flames, like he’d died and gone to Hell. Her eyes, staring at him through the smoke. And then she was gone, and in the dream, he was searching for her endlessly. 

	But he never found her. 

	He cursed again, and put today’s kids up on the board, stabbing the pins in. He heard the door, and then his brother’s footsteps coming across the front room, and he tried to shut the cabinet door really quick, but it tangled with the fucking Christmas lights again.

	“Dammit!” He yanked the lights off the wall and threw them across the room. Still fucking twinkling, since they were battery-operated. “Fucking Christmas. Fucking decorations. Christmas should die.” 

	“You were the one who wanted to put them up.” 

	Boomer heard his brother’s gear bag hit the floor, and then the sounds of him at one of the other cabinets, getting out his weapons-cleaning gear. Oil-absorbent cloth for the worktable. Barrel swabs. Cleaning solvent. Rags. Gun oil. Boomer knew the drill without even turning around to watch. It was his brother’s ritual after a mission, just like the pictures—and repacking his kit—were Boomer’s.

	“Bree made me do it,” Boomer grumbled. He turned on the rotary blade sharpener and started running the blades of his wire cutter over it. “I didn’t want to.” 

	Breanna Carter was the administrative director of the Outlaw Ridge base. The only human among all the wolves, she was mated to Switch, one of their top pilots and electronics experts. Breanna was a friend—she and Boomer had bonded over their shared weakness for teen paranormal TV shows. 

	Unfortunately, she was determined to make Boomer and his bro normal and festive and shit. It was part of her attempt to give Outlaw Ridge more of a family atmosphere. As if they weren’t all fucked-up burnouts who had only seen ‘normal’ from a distance—and most of them, not lately. 

	He actually did like the Christmas lights. A little. Except now, when he hated everything.

	Above the sound of steel on steel, he heard his brother sit down and start lining up his weapons on the table. After a short silence, Bro said, “They’re still gonna be fucked up, you know. Like us.” 

	Boomer knew he meant the kids. Maybe all the people on the corkboard. His brother was famous for his brutal realism, so Boomer was used to it, but today it grated on him. 

	Okay, sure, those kids’ lives would never be the same. He knew that. And you could never tell if what they’d been through would make them stronger, or break them. The guy who kidnapped them, he probably had his own fucked-up past, and look what it had done to him. But maybe these kids would get lucky. Maybe they’d make it, somehow. 

	“So what? We should have let them die?” Boomer turned off the sharpener and turned to face his brother, who was swabbing out his rifle barrel. “They deserved a chance.” Bro didn’t say anything, and Boomer tried to lighten things up. “I mean, we had a fucked-up childhood, and look how awesome we turned out. Hero soldiers. And today we rocked.”

	His brother frowned slightly, still concentrating on his rifle barrel. “That was one of the closest lines we ever walked. All the guys knew it. Why do you think they were so pissed off at you?”

	“They’re a bunch of pansy wussies,” Boomer said. They really weren’t—they were a kickass team who put their lives on the line every mission, for people they didn’t know. So why were they pissed about doing it today? “I knew we could do it.” 

	“Did you?” His brother pinned him with that ‘big bro’ stare.

	Fine. “Maybe not for absolute sure,” he said, looking away. Definitely not for sure, but he wasn’t telling anybody that. “But if you’re going to run away and let innocent kids die to save yourself, what’s there really to live for?” 

	His brother stared at him silently, hands still, and then put down the rifle and started cleaning one of his handguns. “Maybe they figure you don’t have the right to decide that for other people. Gunn and Dobe are good mission commanders because they weigh the risks. They have our backs, and the team knows it.”

	“And I don’t?” Boomer was stung.

	“It’s not whether you do or not. It’s whether they think you do. If they don’t, how can they trust you?” 

	Said the ultimate lone wolf. Everyone knew the only person Bro cared about was Boomer. 

	And Boomer had almost gotten him killed today, along with everyone else. He officially sucked as a brother. 

	He said, “What about you? Are you pissed at me too?” 

	His bro was quiet for a tiny bit too long. Then he shrugged. “I could have left when Dobe gave the pullout order.” Which was his way of saying he’d chosen to stay. And that he wasn’t pissed. A man of few words, his brother. 

	But that hesitation… Bro was the rock. Boomer was the fuckup. It had been like that ever since they were kids, and he’d taken it for granted. Maybe he shouldn’t.

	Thing was, Boomer wasn’t good at being serious. Sucked at it, in fact. “Right,” he said, and it came out cocky, like it always did. “Like you’d leave me hanging.” 

	There was another one of those just-barely-too-long hesitations, and then his brother said, “Can’t. Nobody else has the balls to back up your crazy shit. With superior balls comes great responsibility.” He finished cleaning out the barrel of his Sig Sauer and laid it on the table.

	Boomer gave a huff of laughter, and suddenly things were okay. “Yeah well, do you have the balls to be my wingman tonight? I think I might need to go somewhere and drink. Somewhere there’s people.” 

	“Outlaw Ridge has people.”

	“Not the kind I’m looking for.” 

	“They’re all the same.” That was his brother’s philosophy of life in a nutshell. Everyone was the same, and they all sucked. Except maybe Boomer. And now it seemed the jury was out on that, too.

	“Probably,” Boomer said. “But some of the people out in the real world have boobs and pussies, so there’s that.” 

	“There’s a few people here with boobs and pussies.” 

	“They only share their woman parts with their mates, so what good does that do me?” 

	“You looking for a rabbit of your very own?”

	“Shut up.” His brother was talking about Madison Fontaine, who’d come to Outlaw Ridge a couple of months ago. Sure, Boomer thought she was pretty, and would have been okay with there being something between them. Nothing serious, because he wasn’t the mating kind, but maybe some good times. 

	Only, for some unknown reason she’d fallen for Sanchez—primo tracker and asshole. If it wasn’t so funny watching Sanchez the perpetually surly woman-hater going all googly-eyed over a bunny shifter, it would have been really annoying. 

	Maybe it still was. 

	“She’s not my type,” he said automatically. “I like them tough.” 

	His eyes returned to the corkboard, to the white tiger. Sometimes you were a hero, and you still didn’t get the girl. Hell, you never even found out if saving her made a damn bit of difference. 

	His brother, who knew him so well he could fucking read his mind, said, “Sometimes it’s better not knowing.” 

	“Maybe it is.” But apparently he still wanted to know. Or else, why would he still be dreaming about her?

	Boomer said, “So, you want to go down to the road house tonight? Hunt for townie chicks?”

	His brother shook his head. “Not tonight. When I finish here, I’m going running.” 

	He meant his wolf needed out, needed to roam the forest and hunt and probably kill shit.

	“Want some company?”

	Bro shook his head again. “Not tonight.” 

	“You are pissed.” 

	“Just leave it.” 

	His brother got that look—the one that meant his head was going to a place even Boomer wasn’t allowed to follow. He was getting it more often lately, and he was having more and more days when his wolf was too wild for him to go on duty—or do anything human. 

	Turning back to the workbench, Boomer went on sharpening his tools while his brother cleaned weapons. Bro finished first, and left without saying another word.

	When Boomer turned around, he saw his own weapons lying on the table with his brother’s, cleaned and oiled. 

	So Bro wasn’t really pissed at him. But Boomer still had a hollow in the pit of his stomach. His brother was going farther and farther away from him, and he didn’t know how to stop it.

	He’d been there Boomer’s whole life, looking out for him. What the hell would he do if he lost his brother for good?

	The corkboard full of photos suddenly seemed to be mocking him. All those people—and yet, he couldn’t figure out how to save the ones who mattered the most. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 3

	 

	 

	Karisma, white tiger shifter, stood in the center of the fight ring, the referee holding her hand up in triumph. 

	The announcer’s voice thundered from the microphone. “The winnah and undefeated cham-peen, Karisma the Siberian Tiger Queen!”

	The crowd, a raucous group of bloodthirsty backwoods Adirondack bubbas, roared and whistled in drunken appreciation—or in drunken outrage, if they’d been rooting for her now-unconscious opponent.

	She stared them down. No smiling and waving for her—she didn’t fucking care if they loved her or hated her. She didn’t even care if she won.

	Okay, yeah, she cared about that a little. Who didn’t like winning? But mostly what she felt was relief. 

	She didn’t fight because she liked it; she didn’t even fight for the money. She needed these fights. Without them—without the adrenalin, the aggression, the blood and the pain—her tiger would burst through the tiny bit of control Karisma had over her. 

	And then there they’d be, in the fucking Adirondack wilderness, romping in the snow and killing deer for dinner, for however long her tiger decided it would be fun. Maybe forever.

	That thought sent a chill through her whole body. Been there, done that—trapped in her tiger. Never wanted to do it again. 

	And that meant getting rid of the last of the magic that was poisoning her system, keeping her animal crazy. It meant getting back what had been taken from her all those years ago. 

	So she was in a race against time—following a chain of clues like a treasure hunt, all the way back to the person she hated most in the world, to get her revenge. To make everything right. Shoring up her control with fights and black-market potions—whatever it took. 

	And the next link in that chain was somewhere in this godsforsaken wilderness of central New York state. She just had to find a way to get to him. 

	Karisma left the fight ring, climbing through the ropes and leaping lightly from the platform to the ground. Walking past the line of bouncers who kept the crowd away from the fighters, she touched her forehead where the blood was still sticky from one of the hits she’d taken. That would close up soon—nothing like shifter healing to give you an advantage in a fight.

	She just had to get out of here before it became noticeable, how quick she was healing.

	Backstage in the ‘ready’ room, she ignored the naked guys in the open showers, sluicing the blood and sweat off themselves before heading out. She headed straight for her locker, at the end of the row, battered and with half the paint worn off. Everything about this place was low-rent. 

	She liked it that way. Low-rent, illegal, under the radar. Just like her. 

	Karisma rubbed off most of the blood and sweat with a towel from her locker, and then put her clothes on over her skin-tight fight spandex. She’d shower at home. 

	Reaching into her duffel bag, she felt for the tiny potion vial in the inner pocket, closing her hand around it, the touch of the metal making her feel safe. Did she need it? Her tiger seemed sated—maybe she could save it. She was running low, and she wasn’t sure when she could get more. 

	Behind her she caught the scent of Tucker, the club owner, and swung around. 

	He held out a wad of cash. “That was great stuff tonight, babe,” he said.

	She took the money and put it down her cleavage, inside her fight top. “Don’t call me babe.” 

	He ignored that. “I want you to stay on another two weeks.” 

	She hesitated. The money was good here, and the fights were easy. Nobody knew she was a shifter except the other shifters, and they weren’t telling. Shifters were a secret from humans, and as fighters, it gave them an advantage. She didn’t know if Tucker knew what they were, but he’d never said anything.

	It was a ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ kind of place.

	Two more weeks of fights could help her eke out her potions. On the other hand, it could also bring too much attention and distract her from her real mission.

	“I don’t know,” she said slowly.

	“Come on,” Tucker coaxed. “The word’s just starting to get out on you. You’re bringing in the crowds. What’ll it take? A percentage of the cover charge? I can do that. You’ll clean up. Look!”

	He pulled a slightly crumpled flyer out of his vest pocket. It had her picture right smack in the middle of it in living color. 

	And below the photo, it said:

	KARISMA, THE SIBERIAN TIGER QUEEN

	UNDEFEATED FIGHT CHAMPION

	WATCH HER DESTROY THE COMPETITION

	 

	LIMITED TIME

	DON’T MISS THIS AMAZING SPECTACLE!

	For fuck’s sake.

	“I’m gonna put these up in all the towns around here,” Tucker said. “Maybe even Lake Placid. And on the internet.”

	Oh, hell no. “I told you when I started, no internet publicity. And nothing in Lake Placid. Only local. You break your word, I’m out. As in, not even showing up tomorrow night.”

	She could not afford internet publicity. There were people after her, and it wasn’t like the world was full of women with tiger-striped hair. If she could have dyed it black, she would have, but it wouldn’t take dye. 

	Part of the fucking magic. 

	Tucker’s face fell. “If you say so, babe. But you’re losing out on a lot of money.”

	She didn’t trust him. “I’m serious, Tucker. That shit ends up on the internet, no more fights for the Tiger Queen. Except one, which is gonna be with you. And we all know who the undefeated champion is.” 

	Tucker went a little pale. “Geez, babe, you don’t have to get like that.” He put the flyer away. “But think about the next couple weeks, okay? We’re gonna rake it in.” 

	Mercenary little weasel. “Fine, I’ll think about it.”

	She grabbed her jacket, slung her bag over her shoulder, shoved her feet into her rubber clogs and banged the locker door shut. Tucker waddled back into his office, and Karisma went out the back door to her car.

	The night was frosty and clear, stars blazing down out of a velvety black sky. Deep inside her, her tiger pricked up her ears. She loved the cold, and especially she loved the snow. She wanted to roll around in it under the stars.

	Not now, Karisma told her. She loved the snow too, but she couldn’t let her tiger out. Too much of a risk. This constant struggle for control was not how it was supposed to be, with shifters. 

	As she did every night, she cursed Maximilian Stone, the sorcerer who’d done this to her. 

	The one who was someday going to pay for the lives he’d destroyed.

	But first she needed the next link in the chain, who had a certain item that would help lead her to Maximilian. 

	A mysterious man known only as Thanatos. 

	 

	Inside the club, Tucker was at his desk, his chubby fingers flying over the keys of his laptop.

	He pulled up the PDF of the flyer, found the internet sites he was looking for, and hit ‘upload.’

	Karisma was going to be pissed at him, but this was business. And when she saw how much money came rolling in, she’d get over it.

	Money always talked. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 4

	 

	 

	By ten o’clock the night of the mission, Boomer had eaten the few snacks in their fridge that weren’t moldy, and discovered he and Bro were out of beer.

	So he headed down to the new recreation center, created out of an old ruin of a barn and dreamed up by Breanna, along with Michelangela Connors, Gunn’s mate, as a place for the pack to hang out and hopefully bond and shit. 

	The jury was still out on how well that was going to work. 

	Boomer kind of missed the old barn. He’d once used it as target practice for a medieval catapult he’d built up at the testing field, shooting a half-frozen pig meant for a pig roast instead of the traditional giant boulder. The pig had gone right through the roof—bullseye.

	They’d eaten it afterwards. Good times.

	He pushed open the door to the rec center and stood just inside, looking around to see who was here and if there were any brawls brewing he wanted to steer clear of. Or join.

	The place was so brand-new he could still smell the fresh wood, underneath the scents of wolf and alcohol and snacks from the kitchen menu. 

	There was a bar all along one end, plus a sports watching area with comfy couches and a wall full of screens, pool and air hockey tables, and an entire wall lined with axe-throwing targets, with guys throwing pretty much anything with a blade or a point at them. The two haylofts had been renovated too—one was a lounge area, and the other was a game room with poker tables.

	It was crowded, since it was Friday night, but nothing especially interesting was happening, so he began making his way across to the bar. A three-foot-high metal waiter mounted on a Roomba rolled by, carrying a tray of beers and heading for a table by the wall. Boomer reached out to swipe one of the beers, and it swiveled the tray out of reach. As it rolled away, its tinny voice intoned, “Don’t be an asshole. Get your own fucking drink.”

	Which made Boomer laugh. It felt good to laugh, even if it was only for a second.

	On the way to the bar, he passed the Shrine of Stabby the Knife-Wielding Roomba, who had been inspired by a story one of the guys had read on the internet. When the rec center first opened, Breanna thought Roombas would be a good idea, to save on having to do so much cleaning.

	She had not counted on the extent of the assholery of the guys in the pack, or the fact that her mate, Switch, could not keep from tinkering with anything electronic.

	Stabby was the first Roomba, and one of the guys had decided it would be fun to duct-tape knives to it, so it was like a random ninja rolling around the floor. And of course nobody took the knives off, because it was so fucking funny watching people having to jump out of the way, or else getting their ankles stabbed if they were too drunk to pay attention. 

	Pretty soon Stabby had an Outlaw Ridge combat patch, a little speaker that played the Star Wars theme every time he stabbed somebody, and a scorecard on the wall.

	It was all fun and games until Mickey from the motor pool got his new custom cowboy boots all cut up by the ninja knives. In a fit of rage, he’d emptied his sidearm into Stabby, killing him instantly. 

	Stabby’s remains were now enshrined on a pedestal. Candles burned. Flowers periodically appeared, and gifts—homemade cards, religious statues from Jesus to Buddha, spent ammo shells, and ‘Never forget’ signs. 

	Then Switch had gotten creative with the new Roombas, and started making them into waiters. And, apparently, making them judgmental. A few of those had bullet holes in them too. One of them was now dressed like a pirate and had an eye patch.

	By a miracle, Boomer found an empty seat at the bar and ordered a beer. While he waited, he fingered the dog tags around his neck. They weren’t standard-issue; he and his brother had had them specially made. They worked as both homing beacons and communication devices, activated by tiny, almost invisible buttons along the edge. They were strung on industrial-strength elastic so they could wear them whether they were human or wolf. 

	His brother had gone off without his tonight. He did that sometimes, when he needed alone time. He’d been through a lot of shit and it made his wolf wild. As for Bro himself, it made him hold everything in like his skin was a dam, keeping all the rage controlled and only letting it out a little at a time, where it would do the most good. 

	His wolf was the raging river and the safety valve all at the same time. 

	Boomer didn’t usually worry about him, even when he went off without his tags. But today he did. The two of them had always been close—they could feel when the other one was in trouble. Boomer’s brother wasn’t in trouble, exactly, but something was off. And it was giving Boomer an antsy feeling in his stomach. 

	Not even nachos or the amusement of watching one of Switch’s waiter Roombas whaling on one of Mickey’s buddies for stealing a beer made it go away. 

	 

	The feeling didn’t ease up till almost midnight—a shifting of tension that told Boomer his Bro was home safe, and coming this way. Boomer called for two fresh beers.

	His bro came in ten minutes later, impassive as always. A pathway subtly cleared for him as he walked across the room—also typical. He didn’t seem to notice, but Boomer knew he liked it that way. Never getting too close to anyone, because there wasn’t anyone he could trust.

	He joined Boomer at the bar, giving him a gentle nudge with his shoulder, like an ‘everything’s all right.’ Boomer felt the pieces of himself rearrange into a familiar pattern. All was okay in his world, at least for now.

	He shoved the second beer toward his brother, and was rewarded with a faint hint of a smile. Boomer said, “I was about to send the Sanchez brothers out after you.” They were the Ridge’s top trackers. 

	The smile grew a quarter of an inch. “Only one of us would have come back. And they wouldn’t be named Sanchez.”

	So it had been a bad night. Boomer nudged his brother back. “You still gonna be my wingman tomorrow? Saturday night in Rockhaven. Woo-hah. How can you resist?”

	Rockhaven was the tiny town at the foot of the Ridge. It had two bars. One in a family restaurant, and one road house. That was it.

	“About that…” His brother got a miniscule frown between his eyebrows. 

	Shit. No wingman. “Fine, I’ll go by myself.”

	Bro pulled his phone out of the back pocket of his jeans. “When I got back to the cabin, there was a ping on the computer. From the web crawler.”

	“Which one?” The two of them ran a few web crawlers—programs that searched the internet for word of various people they either wanted to kill, or wanted to avoid. 

	“This one.” He tapped the phone screen and held it in front of Boomer.

	Boomer stopped with his beer halfway to his mouth. It was a picture of a woman, her hair pure white with black tiger stripes. Blue eyes blazed at him through the screen, right into his soul. Just like the white tiger on his cork board.

	Boomer slowly put down his beer and took the phone, staring at the picture. “Zoom out and scroll down,” his brother said. 

	The full picture was a flyer advertising a local unsanctioned pro-am fight venue, one that skated the line of legality and only escaped being shut down because it was a ‘private membership club.’ Which meant you paid five extra bucks on your cover charge the first time you went, in exchange for a bullshit membership card—and therefore the club wasn’t bound by the rules of a public venue.

	Boomer had heard about it, but he’d never been. If he wanted to watch people brawl and bet on the outcome, he could stay home, because that was a typical afternoon at the Ridge.

	He scrolled down to the caption under the picture. It read:

	 

	KARISMA, THE SIBERIAN TIGER QUEEN

	UNDEFEATED FIGHT CHAMPION

	WATCH HER DESTROY THE COMPETITION

	 

	LIMITED TIME

	DON’T MISS THIS AMAZING SPECTACLE!

	 

	A shadow fell over his phone, and Cisco Sanchez shoved in behind him, trying to get the bartender’s attention. His brother Matéo was right behind him. Of course. Those two got separation anxiety if they got more than five feet away from each other. At least, they never seemed to go anywhere by themselves. Except maybe to the crapper, but he wouldn’t even bet on that. 

	Cisco’s glance fell on the phone in Boomer’s hand.

	“Damn. They got a new fighter at The Wild Side? She’s hot.”

	“You’ve been to this place?” Boomer asked. 

	“A few times. Not when she was fighting, though. She’s new.” He looked admiringly at the photo. “I’d naked wrestle with her anytime. She’s the kind of woman who could just hold you down and suck your dick dry.”

	“Fuck, Cisco,” Boomer said, rubbing his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Did you have to? Now I can’t unsee that in my mind, and it’s fucking disturbing. I’m gonna have to get one of those psychic white wolves to erase my brain.” But he was still staring at the picture. 

	She was wearing some kind of tank top that left her muscled shoulders bare, and a sparkly jewel was stuck to her skin in the hollow between her collarbones. She had a half-smile on her face that said she would fuck with you if she got the chance, just for fun. And that she was afraid of nothing. 

	Boomer felt like his insides were frozen. It couldn’t be her. The odds against it were astronomical.

	But those eyes…

	Boomer’s brother leaned casually on the bar and said to Cisco, “Any shifters in these fights?” Because he knew where Boomer’s mind had gone. In his world, there was only one Siberian tiger. 

	Cisco shrugged. “Some. Not openly, though. A quarter of them, maybe? The house cleans up on the ignorant humans in the crowd betting against skinny little shifters in the fights and losing.” He cocked his head at Boomer and the flyer in his hand. “You think she’s a real tiger? I’d for sure naked wrestle her then.”

	“Jeez, Cisco, stop.” But Boomer wasn’t really paying attention. Something was fizzing up inside him—excitement, anticipation, something else he couldn’t even name. “I’m going to go check it out. Tomorrow night.” He turned to his brother. “You in?”

	But it was Cisco who answered, despite the fact he hadn’t been invited. “Hell, yeah. Me and Matéo got nothing to do tomorrow night.”

	The Sanchez brothers had been forced to learn to entertain themselves after their cousin got mated with Madison the bunny shifter and stopped telling them what to do all the time. They kind of sucked at it. 

	Boomer was still looking at his brother. “I’m in,” he said with a sigh. “Superior balls, great responsibility.” Cisco looked confused. Boomer slapped his brother on the back.

	“We’re just going to see a fight,” he said. “What could possibly go wrong?”

	His brother snorted. “You’ve said that before.”

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 5

	 

	 

	The next night, Boomer let his brother drive on the way over to the fight club. Bro liked to be in control, and Boomer’s head was too crazy for him to pay attention on the dark country roads around the Ridge. 

	Cisco and Matéo drove separately, going ahead so he and Bro could follow, even though they knew his brother would lose them deliberately. Which he had. 

	Boomer barely noticed. He was stuck in the past—reliving it in a way he hadn’t in years, except sometimes at night in those damn dreams. 

	He swiped his thumb over his phone for the thousandth time, waking up the screen and staring at the woman’s face. You don’t even know if this is the same person, he reminded himself. Hell, you don’t even know if she’s really a tiger. 

	His brother thought this was all going to end in a hot mess, one way or another. But then, the Bro thought that about life in general, so there you go. Although he’d been right, the night they met the tiger. 

	Boomer was sitting next to his brother in the hot dusty carnival tent, his wolf overwhelmed with the smells of sawdust and animals, popcorn and human sweat. Watching the white tiger perform.

	There were other animals in the shabby traveling show, and the magician’s assistant in this act had glossy red hair, big boobs and hardly any clothes. Any other time, she would have grabbed all Boomer’s attention—after all, he was a sixteen-year-old guy.

	But it was the white tiger who’d brought him back here, three nights in a row. Sleek muscles under a fake jeweled harness, leashed ferocity, and those haunting blue eyes. 

	He was convinced she was a shifter, like him. How else could she perform such complicated tricks, count things, understand everything the magician said? 

	How else could she have eyes filled with the same anger and loneliness he felt inside?

	Last night he’d hung around after the show, hiding in the shadows by the animal tent long after the carnival closed, watching. Convinced he’d see her walk out of there, human, and head to one of the trailers where the performers stayed. 

	But she didn’t. 

	Maybe she couldn’t, he’d thought. Maybe they were stopping her somehow. He’d heard there were things you could do to a shifter, to make it so they couldn’t Change.

	He’d imagined himself setting her free. Her hero. A fucking fairy-tale prince, rescuing her from the evil sorcerer holding her captive.

	Yeah, right. 

	But today, even while he was making fun of himself for his stupid fantasies, even while he was spending the last of his money on certain black-market specialty explosives, he couldn’t shake the thought. He’d even talked his older brother into bringing him back to the show and paying his way in. His brother’s date—an annoying bitch named Ginger—was not happy about it.

	The magic act ended and the animals left the tent, while the clowns came in. Under cover of the raucous music, Boomer muttered to his brother that he had to pee, slipped out of the bleachers and went outside. The animal tent was right behind the show tent, attached by a canvas tunnel. There was an opening where the tunnel met the animal tent, with a carnival hand standing there to keep people out. 

	He was smoking. Stupid idiot, Boomer thought. It was a windy night, and he knew from the glimpses he’d gotten that the floor of the tent and tunnel were covered in straw and sawdust. If this yahoo dropped his smoldering butt on the ground, he could set the whole damn carnival on fire. 

	The fire danger was why Boomer had scrapped all his ideas about fancy exploding diversions, and gone with the simplest plan. He walked casually around behind the tent and ducked into the shadows, the carnival hand paying no attention to him. Pulling out his hunting knife, Boomer made a long vertical slit in the tent canvas and stepped inside.

	Even back here, his sensitive wolf nose picked up the smell of smoke. That guy was going to end up with lung cancer, which he totally deserved. 

	Boomer walked slowly between the two rows of cages lining the tent. The animal performers were at the back, nearest where he’d come in. Bear, lion, panther, leopard. They all still had their jeweled collars on. And they all looked at him with the cold intelligence of shifters, rising to their feet and pressing up to the bars of their cages as he went by.

	He should talk to them, ask them if they were really shifters, but they scared him. He didn’t know hardly any shifters except his brother, and some of these had eyes full of crazy.

	Halfway down the tent, he came to the white tiger’s cage. Beyond that was kind of a staging area, covered in straw, where they lined up the animals before they went through the tunnel inro the ring. 

	The tiger also rose to her feet and came to the front of the cage. 

	Up close, she was huge—bigger than his wolf—and lethal-looking. But there was still that something in her eyes, that made him unable to look away. 

	“Are you a shifter?” he asked her softly. “Can you Change?”

	He heard a rustling behind him, the other animals moving restlessly in their cages, but none of them Changed or spoke.

	He felt like an idiot, but he said, “My name is Boomer. I’m a shifter too. A wolf. Nod if you can understand me.” 

	Her gaze moved to the front of the tent, where the carnival hand had been standing outside. The smell of smoke was stronger now, but Boomer couldn’t see him. 

	The tiger stared at Boomer again—and slowly dipped her head.

	Holy fucking hell. “Can you Change?” he asked again. She shook her head slowly, once each way.

	“Do you want to leave here?”

	Her eyes widened and she dipped her head in another nod. He heard huffing and soft snarls from the other animals behind him. Shit. They all wanted to leave—of course they did. But he didn’t know if he should free them. They looked like they’d kill the next person they saw.

	“I’ll get you out,” he said to the tiger, slinging his backpack off his shoulder and unzipping it. “Back up. Away from the door.”

	She narrowed her eyes, considering, and then backed up across the cage. 

	Boomer packed plastic explosives into the cage lock, stuck in a detonator, lit it, and moved away. “Stay there,” he told her. 

	There was a small explosion—hardly even worth the name, but it still made noise that the tent hand might hear. The lock popped, and the door opened an inch.

	“Come on,” he said, looking uneasily at the front of the tent. He couldn’t smell the tent hand anymore—just the smoke, even stronger than it was before. “There’s a slit in the back of the tent. We’ll go out that way.” 

	She pushed the cage door open and jumped down from the platform, her muscles flowing like water. She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 

	She took a step toward the back of the tent, then looked at the other collared animals. They were flinging themselves against the bars, building themselves into a silent frenzy. She looked back at him.

	Shit. He’d never thought there’d be others. But he had enough explosives…

	“Fuck,” he muttered, then said to her, “I’ll try.”

	He went across to the lion’s cage and started packing the stuff into the lock. “Back off,” he said, as the lion crowded the front of the cage. “Do you want an explosion up your nose?”

	A gust of wind made the tent shudder. Smoke billowed inside. Behind it he saw a flicker of flame. 

	Shit. The straw was on fire. 

	Boomer hesitated, then ran for the front of the tent. Another gust of wind blew in, and flames licked up the side of the canvas. Tufts of burning straw floated into the tent and drifted to the floor, starting a dozen tiny fires in the dry floor covering.

	He couldn’t put it out. It was already too big, too scattered. 

	He ran back to the lion’s cage, stomping every bit of fire in his path, and blew the lock. 

	The lion burst out, almost knocking him down, and raced toward the slit in the back of the tent. Boomer moved on to the leopard’s cage, his hands starting to shake. The fire was gaining on him fast.

	The tent filled with smoke, flames roaring up the canvas and snaking across the floor. He could hear screams outside now, people yelling, but no one was going to be able to save this place. Not before the animals died.

	The flames were catching up to him, the heat making the skin on his face feel tight. The smoke grew thicker, and he coughed, his eyes watering. 

	The leopard was free, and then the bear. And last, there was the panther.

	It wanted to kill him; he could see it in its eyes. It wanted to kill everybody. But he couldn’t leave it here to die. Nobody deserved that. 

	His head was spinning now, and it was hard to breathe in all the smoke. He blew the lock on the panther’s door. The animal burst out in a rush; the cage door slammed back and hit Boomer in the side of the head, spinning him and dropping him to his knees. Everything whirled dizzily around him. He couldn’t see, didn’t know which way to go.

	The panther must have ripped through the slit in the tent, because a blast of air rushed up the aisle between the cages. It hit the fire, and flames surged through the tent. 

	The heat was unbearable; the thick smoke stung his eyes and filled them with tears. Stay low, he told himself. Smoke rises. Dizzy with smoke and heat, he crawled in the direction the panther had gone. 

	Have to keep going, he thought. Have to. But somehow he was facedown on the floor, the sawdust gritty under his cheek. 

	A shadow passed over him, and he looked up, blinking, into the tiger’s face. She opened her mouth, her enormous, deadly fangs glistening. He couldn’t fight—he couldn’t breathe. Boomer just closed his eyes, feeling her hot breath on his face, and waited for the bite and the pain.

	Instead, he felt a jerk and a tug at his backpack, and then he was sliding over the rough sawdust, straw scraping his face as the tiger dragged him to safety. 

	 

	“We’re here.”

	Boomer looked up with a start, realizing they’d arrived at the fight club. It was a shabby barnlike building with neon lights in the grimy windows, and a straggle of sagging Christmas lights across the front. 

	The large parking lot was three-quarters full, scattered groups of people making their way into the building. His brother had parked without him even noticing, and now he looked at Boomer, his eyes slightly narrowed in an expression no one but Boomer would know was concern. His brother said, “Don’t get your hopes up.”

	“I’m not.” They both knew he was lying.

	“Even if it’s her, what do you think is going to happen?”

	“I don’t know. I just—” He shook his head. He had no fucking idea. “But what if it is her, and I didn’t come? I’d always wonder.”

	His brother gazed at him for another moment, and gave a brief nod. “Okay. But if Cisco asks her to suck his dick dry and she fucking kills him, I’m making you carry his body out.” 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 6

	 

	 

	It was Saturday night, and Karisma was in the ready area at the back of the fight club, doing stretches and warmup drills she didn’t need. At least it kept the other fighters from bothering her. 

	She didn’t have a coach or a manager to give her pep talks or keep people away from her. She didn’t even have her own corner man to give her water and patch her up in the middle of a fight. One of the guys who worked in the club had been helping her out. Jake.

	He was an all-right guy—a sometimes fighter himself. Not handsy, and he didn’t come on to her hard enough to be annoying. 

	She’d been thinking about asking him if he was interested in working for her—muscle and local intelligence. She’d been coming up empty on Thanatos’ location, and she needed somebody who knew the area, with local contacts who might know about a reclusive billionaire living in the middle of nowhere. 

	Airplane landing strips, helicopters flying overhead, food deliveries, maintenance on an estate—no matter how reclusive someone wanted to be, there were always connections to the local community, if you knew where to look for them. 

	Maybe she’d talk to Jake about it after the fight. 

	Finishing her warmup, she went to the curtain that divided the ready area from the main club floor, and peeked out. The place was packed.

	She hoped uneasily that Tucker had kept his word to her—and kept those damn flyers off the internet. 

	“You keep doing that,” Jake said. “Looking for your boyfriend?”

	As if. She was looking for Maximilian’s men. She knew she was probably paranoid—but paranoid was how you stayed alive and out of cages. 

	She said to Jake, “More like my next victim.” Tucker had been bugging her to do a challenge fight—to let him pick some guy out of the audience to challenge her, after her regular fights. 

	The crowd loved that shit. 

	Jake laughed. “Come on over, Tiger Queen, and I’ll tape your hands.” The club fights were pretty much ‘no rules.’ Any style of fighting, so you got everything from kickboxing to MMA to bare-knuckle brawling, and the occasional wack job who just flung himself on you, kicking and scratching and howling. 

	No gloves, no helmets—just mouth guards, tape on your hands, and a slap on the back for good luck. Good thing she didn’t need luck.

	She was about to turn away from the opening when her gaze fell on a group of men entering the club. One of them looked so familiar…

	Then he turned so she could see his whole face, and her heart stopped. 

	In one second, her mind traveled back ten years, to a cage and a carnival tent and a teenage boy, looking at her through the bars. Packing the lock with explosives. Setting her free.

	Boomer. But it couldn’t be. That had been two thousand miles away from here, in another lifetime. There was no way he could possibly show up, out of the blue, in this tiny fight venue in the middle of the Adirondacks. 

	It was crazy. But she was sure it was him. 

	Ten years had made a difference. He was taller, rougher, more muscled, his hard, wary expression saying he wasn’t somebody to mess with. But he had the same hair, brown with golden glints, long and shaggy and shoved back any which way. Same eyes, light brown and assessing. 

	She wondered if he was the same on the inside. Reckless, brave, with the kind of soft heart that made him want to rescue a caged shifter. 

	She’d been thinking about hiring local help. And it looked like Fate had sent her the one person who’d ever done right by her, asking nothing in return. Who’d risked himself for her. 

	She wondered if he would still be willing to risk everything for her. She wondered what he’d acquired in his life that he might not be willing to lose. 

	Maybe she should see what he was made of.

	She walked over to Jake. “Get Tucker over here,” she said. 

	“What for? Don’t tell me you’re not fighting tonight.” He stopped moving, a strand of tape in his hands.

	“Of course I’m fighting. But I need to talk to him.” She gave him her best tiger grin. “I’ve decided I want to do that challenge fight after all.” 

	 

	Boomer hated the fight club the minute he walked inside. It was hot, dim, and claustrophobic: too many sweaty bodies jostling for position, too much stink of testosterone, spilled alcohol, and hidden rage.

	He and his wolf were already buzzing with adrenalin, and all that just made it worse.

	Everything in the club was low-rent—a basic boxing ring on a raised platform in the middle of the room, hard wooden bleachers around it. Not enough seating and no regard for fire regs, so more people were crowded in anywhere there was standing room. 

	There was a chalkboard on the wall, listing tonight’s fights, and a bulletin board next to it with headshots of the star attractions.

	Underneath that was the oddsmaker, updating the betting odds on the chalkboard while the bookies went through the crowd taking bets and calling them in through their headsets. 

	Karisma the Siberian Tiger Queen stared at him from the bulletin board—the same picture as on the flyer, her grin challenging him. According to the schedule, she was fifth on the program—and sixth, and seventh. Three fights in a row. 

	He kept telling himself she couldn’t be the tiger from the carnival, all those years ago. He was crazy to think he’d ever find her. But this woman had to be some kind of shifter. No human could take three fights a night and be undefeated—especially the guys she looked to be fighting. 

	And her gaze gave him the same shivery feeling he’d gotten all those years ago when he first saw the tiger in the carnival tent. 

	Luckily, this place had an unlicensed bar. He was gonna need it. 

	Boomer stayed behind Cisco as they headed over to get drinks, letting the big guy shove his way through the crowd like a moose breaking a trail in the snow. Some dude took offense at one point and tried to punch him, but Cisco just absently caught the punch in his enormous hand and twisted, leaving the dude sinking to the floor with a messed-up wrist as they moved on.

	It was like Boomer had his own private bodyguard, only he didn’t have to pay him. Bonus. 

	Not that Boomer couldn’t handle himself in a fight, if he had to. Brawls just didn’t usually give him the same kind of happy they gave the Sanchez brothers, and he was already edgy. The last thing he needed was to lose it and go wolf.

	His own brother had disappeared almost as soon as they got inside. The bro couldn’t ever settle down in an unfamiliar place until he knew where all the exits were. 

	At the bar, they got a few sixpacks so they wouldn’t have to keep going back and forth, and then they headed for some recently emptied seats near the front of the bleachers. They were joined by the bro, who’d finished his circuit of paranoia.

	They got to the seats at the same time as a bunch of human guys, but Cisco loomed over them and growled while Boomer’s brother put on his ‘I’m a psycho and I’ll cut you’ face, so they ended up with the seats, no contest. 

	Boomer didn’t pay much attention to the first few fights. Cisco and Matéo cheered and placed bets and laughed when they got spattered with the occasional blood spray. Boomer’s brother drank beer and shook his head whenever one of the fighters did something stupid. 

	Boomer drank beer and waited. 

	Finally it was time for the Siberian Tiger Queen. The place got almost quiet as they announced her, and then she walked out to a huge cheer, mixed in with some boos and hisses. 

	Boomer forgot his beer, forgot to close his mouth, forgot everything. She was amazing in the photo; in real life she was unbelievable. 

	She was tall and lean, dressed in nothing but black spandex shorts and a tank top with a snarling white tiger face on the chest, and that jewel right between her collarbones. She was sleek and strong, with muscle rippling in her arms, grab-my-head-with-your-thighs-yes-I’ll-beg legs, an absolutely stellar butt, and… 

	“Close your mouth,” his brother murmured.

	“No point,” Matéo said. “It’s just going to drop open and start drooling again.” 

	Boomer didn’t fucking care. He barely heard them. 

	Because she was a tiger. A real one. 

	She’d turned, and one side of her head was partly shaved. The skin there was black and white striped, blending right into the stripes in her hair—and he’d bet a month’s salary it wasn’t tattooed.

	Little-known factoid: tigers had striped skin as well as striped hair. Thank you, eighth-grade science. 

	Her first opponent was Hulk-huge with crazy eyes, confident and graceful and surprisingly light on his feet. 

	Didn’t help him. They only went four rounds, and she had him pinned and tapping out. The next one was a boxer and a martial artist, and had her on the ropes a couple of times. Didn’t matter.

	She was lithe and fast and scary strong, and the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Getting punched in the face only made her laugh, and the blood made her laugh more. 

	She took the second one down in two rounds. 

	Cisco kept trying to bet on her, and Matéo kept stopping him because the odds were so bad he’d end up losing money. And the asshole kept talking about naked wrestling her, which made Boomer want to punch him. If the Siberian Tiger Queen was going to naked wrestle an Outlaw Ridge wolf and suck him dry, it sure as fuck wasn’t going to be Cisco. 

	The Tiger Queen’s third opponent was called the fucking Macho Man, and obviously couldn’t wait to put this uppity woman in her place. She broke his arm. Her apology was clearly insincere. 

	After her third fight, there was a short break. Karisma retired to her corner, where some dude wiped her down with a towel and gave her a water bottle. Every time he ran the towel over her skin, Boomer wanted to punch him too. 

	She suddenly seemed to feel him watching her, because she turned slowly and looked right at him. He felt like the air was sizzling between them, like things buried deep inside him were waking up and coming to life. 

	The announcer stepped up with the mic and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a very special treat for you tonight. The Siberian Tiger Queen has agreed to a challenge fight. Do we have a volunteer from the audience?” 

	Guys started falling over themselves trying to get in the ring with her. The bouncers held them back, waiting for the announcer to pick someone. Matéo nudged Cisco, but he shook his head. “How can I ask her out if I beat her up?”

	Boomer’s brother said, “More important, how can you ask her out if she beats you up?” But his eyes were on Boomer, because he knew what was going to happen next. 

	Boomer put down his beer, and looked up at the Tiger Queen. Karisma. Met her eyes. 

	He stood up and called out over the noise of the crowd, “I’ll do it. I challenge you.”

	That crazy, challenging smile came over her face. She reached over and took the announcer’s microphone. “I choose him.”

	And she pointed straight at Boomer. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 7

	 

	 

	The room went silent, and then there was a roar—cheers and catcalls and a bunch of people telling each other how he was going to get beat to the ground in less than five minutes.

	He didn’t fucking care. It wasn’t about that, and he didn’t have the kind of ego that would be crushed by losing to a woman. He just knew he had to get close to the Tiger Queen. Had to catch her scent, had to know if it was her. After all these years. 

	“And then what?” his brother murmured, reading his mind again. 

	And then… who the fuck knew what. 

	Boomer put down his beer and began handing off his phone, wallet, dog tags and concealed weapons to his brother. 

	Cisco was pouting over not getting picked. “You’re gonna get your ass kicked,” he told Boomer. 

	Boomer didn’t need his shit. To piss Cisco off even more, he said, “She’ll still be on top of me, so it’s a win-win.” 

	Matéo said, “When I want to get laid, I just buy the girl a few drinks and maybe a plate of nachos. Or potato skins, if she’s the classy type.” 

	Boomer didn’t even try to delve into the Matéo logic of why potato skins were classier than nachos. He also didn’t bother to explain that he wasn’t doing this to get laid.

	Probably. 

	He shouldered his way through the crowd of disappointed challengers. Karisma watched him the whole way, her eyes boring into him. 

	At the edge of the ring one of the club’s corner men took his shirt, his boots and his socks, and patted him down for more weapons in case he had the poor sportsmanship to knife his opponent if he started to lose.

	Boomer’s skin prickled while the corner man taped up his knuckles and handed him a mouth guard. He could barely stand still; his wolf was quivering inside him. She’s there, she’s there, she’s right there.

	Stop that, he told himself. It’s not her.

	He climbed into his corner, barely hearing the announcer introducing them, making up some lame-ass fighter name for him. 

	All he could see was her; all he could feel was his awareness of her body. Every move she made, the way the blood pulsed in her veins, right under the surface. 

	Whoever she was, whether she was the one or not—he somehow felt like he knew her. Like she was a childhood friend; a missing twin.

	The referee called them to the center. They bumped fists. The ref moved out of the way. 

	Karisma gave him that wicked smile, and said, “Let’s see what you’ve got, Colorado Kid.”

	Boomer froze. She recognized him.

	It was her. 

	The knowledge stunned him just long enough for her to land a punch to his face that laid him out on the floor. The crowd laughed and catcalled, but the sound seemed so distant it hardly registered. 

	Colorado Kid. He’d grown up in Colorado, in a little town on the edge of the Rockies. That was where he’d released the captive shifters into the wild, the night of the carnival fire. 

	He could count the people who knew he came from Colorado on one hand, and still have enough fingers left to smoke a cigarette.

	Karisma leaped over him, ready to land on him with a knockout blow, but he wasn’t having that. He grabbed her by the shoulders and heaved her backwards over his head, helping her along with a shove from both feet. 

	She flew across the ring and bounced off the ropes, flipping to her feet just as he finished the backward roll and sprang upright.

	He was on her before she could regroup, grappling skin to skin. Her rich, hot scent brought back the past—the smoke, the heat, the feel of the sawdust under his hands and face as she dragged him out of the fire.

	He murmured in her ear, “What the hell are you doing in my neighborhood, Kittycat?”

	“I’ve got business in the area.” She tried to flip him to the mat, but he wasn’t falling for her tricks twice. 

	“Not going that well so far, is it?” he said, grinning.

	“Other business. This is just a hobby.” She dropped to the floor, slithering out of his grasp, and almost got him in the balls. 

	He turned away just in time to block the blow. “Bad kitty,” he said. “That’s against the rules.” 

	She laughed. “You thought there were rules? That’s cute.”

	They got in close, feinting and trying shots, feeling each other out. He wasn’t really serious about fighting her; he didn’t care if he won or lost. 

	But she was serious. She was even faster in person, and wicked strong. Boomer was used to fighting other wolves, trained soldiers, but she could put any of them on the mat. 

	Even so, he was holding his own. After he got her on the ropes and landed a series of jabs, she panted, “Nice moves, Kid. You looking for work?”

	That was completely unexpected. What the hell was she up to? 

	He blocked an uppercut. “What kind?”

	She took a minute to answer, on account of almost dislocating his fucking jaw with a follow-up jab. 

	“Local info,” she said, when he recovered. “And maybe muscle. Assuming you have any muscles?”

	Smartass. There was only one appropriate response to that. Boomer took her down to the mat, kneeling behind her with his right arm across her windpipe, cutting off her air, his left arm twisting hers up behind her back. 

	“Any more questions?” he murmured.

	Her answer defied physics. She ducked down and flipped him over her head. She had to have torn her damn rotator cuff in the process, but she just rolled her shoulder and grinned back at him, circling.

	“We’ll talk after,” she said. “Loser buys drinks.”

	The crowd was screaming now; they wanted blood. Karisma gave him that challenging grin once more, wild and reckless, and all Boomer’s wild recklessness rose up to meet it. 

	“Fine by me,” he said. “Let’s give them a show.”

	And the fight was on. First martial arts: kicks and blocks, punches and throws, evenly matched, both working to outmaneuver the other. He felt a smile creeping onto his face. She was damn good.

	Better than him, probably. But not today.

	He was in the zone, feeling her energy, anticipating her moves like there was some kind of electrical current between them. It was hot and sexy and something more, like dancing with the perfect partner. 

	Boomer had never put a lot of effort into winning fights—not unless the other person was really trying to kill him. He was the weapons and explosives guy. He didn’t get up close and personal. 

	But now he suddenly felt like getting serious. He didn’t care if he beat her, but he did want her respect. 

	Karisma clearly felt the change, and something lit up between them. He didn’t even know how long the fight went on; he was barely conscious of the crowd screaming, the announcer’s voice blaring, the betting boards changing as the odds went back and forth.

	It was all about her. Blood and heat and instinct, sweat and torn muscles, and this crazy dance they were doing. He got her against the ropes, her fists pounding into his ribs. He crowded her, close, close, body to body.

	The timer buzzed, and the fight was over. 

	The crowd was on their feet, screaming. Boomer and Karisma leaned against the ropes, panting. They clasped their hands and raised them over their heads, together.

	He grinned at her, muscles burning, bruises aching, sweat pouring down his face. He’d never felt better in his life. 

	Impulsively, Karisma reached up and kissed him.

	Heat exploded through Boomer’s body, electricity fizzing in his veins. Hot wild sweetness filled him, and he felt the vibration of a low growl in Karisma’s chest. His wolf answered with a growl of his own.

	Then the door of the club was kicked open, and armed men burst inside. 

	“FBI! Nobody move!”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 8

	 

	 

	Of course everybody moved. The place erupted in chaos as they all ran for the exits. Boomer heard glass smashing as somebody said the hell with it and went through the window.

	No way he and Karisma would get out the front door. And the Feds would have people at the back exit, too. But dollars to fucking donuts there was an exit behind the bar. There always was.

	“Come on,” he said to Karisma, grabbing her arm and pulling the ropes apart to climb out of the ring. The announcer and the corner men were long gone.

	Karisma wouldn’t come. She pulled off to his right, toward the back where the fighters dressed. 

	And she was still growling. A low, serious tiger growl. Her eyes began to glow, and her muscles were rippling and bunching, like she was about to Change.

	Shit. Somebody please tell him she wasn’t one of those shifters who panic Changed. Because someone turning into an out-of-control white tiger in a crowd that was mostly non-shifters—with cops watching—was a cluster fuck six different ways.

	Boomer dragged her through the ropes and shoved his way through the crowd towards the bar. She fought him—tiger claws out—making gouges in his arm. She was losing it; he had to get her out of here now. 

	It never occurred to him to leave her.

	Boomer’s brother appeared out of the crowd. He took one look at Karisma and said, “Fuck.”

	Together, they pulled her the rest of the way across the room. His brother vaulted over the bar, bottles of beer flying in all directions, and Boomer slung Karisma across the scarred wooden top into his grasp before rolling over it himself. There was a narrow doorway behind them, into a short hallway leading to a side exit. Boomer’s brother handed Karisma off to him and drew his gun—they were both ‘don’t leave home without it’ kind of guys. Bro went into the hallway first. 

	“Clear.” 

	Boomer dragged Karisma down the hall to the exit, her writhing in his arms the whole time. Damn, she was strong. The only reason he’d been able to hold on to her so far was because she seemed to be stuck partway through her Change, rippling back and forth between tiger and human. If she Changed all the way to tiger, all bets were off. 

	When they got outside, he realized why the Feds weren’t covering this door—they hadn’t seen it. It was flush with the outside of the building, blending into the wall with no handle on the outside, and half-concealed behind the dumpster. 

	From the front and back of the building came shouts and gunshots, and the sounds of vehicles starting up and squealing out of the parking lot. Boomer wasn’t personally worried about being caught and questioned by the FBI—Thanatos had enough clout to shut that down if necessary.

	But Karisma had no protection, and if they caught her, especially like this… she’d end up in a government lab. Best case.

	But she seemed to have lost all reason. She burst out of Boomer’s grasp, taking another couple chunks out of him. Her eyes were blazing with that feral light, and fur rippled up her arms.

	“She’s gonna bolt,” he said to his brother. “Or worse.” Worse being Changing in front of the humans and possibly attacking them. 

	“Then go now,” his brother said, tossing Boomer his dog tags back. He took it for granted that Boomer would go with Karisma. Because what choice did he have? 

	Boomer pulled the dog tags over his head, activating the tracking app in case he had to stay wolf and couldn’t talk. 

	He was about to Change when a man in SWAT gear charged around the side of the building, sliding to a stop the second he saw Karisma. “Stop right there,” he said, pointing his weapon at them. Into his radio, he said, “I’ve got her.” He gestured to Boomer’s brother, who was pointing his gun at the guy’s head. “You. Drop your weapon.” 

	“Or you could drop yours.”

	“I’m FBI. Drop it now.” 

	Bro gave him the stony glare. “I’d like to see some ID.” 

	“You trying to get arrested?” the guy snarled. 

	“Won’t get arrested if I shoot you and leave.”

	The guy’s eyes flicked to Boomer—who’d taken his own gun from where it had been stashed at the back of his brother’s waistband and was aiming it at him—and then back to his brother. The one person he wasn’t watching was the growling woman. 

	Tactical error. 

	Karisma bunched her legs and leaped at the FBI guy, going tiger mid-leap. The agent’s gun went off with a thunk a second before she cannoned into him. Boomer saw her jerk and his heart leaped into his throat, but then he realized it wasn’t a bullet. Some kind of dart. 

	She took the agent to the ground and bitch-slapped him with her island-sized paw, whipping his head to the side. He went still. 

	Then she turned and faced Boomer, tail lashing, looking straight into his eyes. She was so damn beautiful, tiger and woman. She took a step toward him…

	They heard someone call from the other side of the building, “She must have gone out the side.” 

	Karisma turned her head in the direction of the voice, snarled, and bounded away into the woods. 

	“Fuck,” Boomer muttered, handing the gun back to his brother and undoing his jeans. He couldn’t let her go off alone. She’d been hit by that dart, and if it was a tranquilizer, she’d be vulnerable. 

	The FBI could not be allowed to get their hands on a shifter. Especially one who couldn’t hold back her animal. 

	Boomer turned to his brother. “Can you get to the truck and get out of here? Meet us on the road somewhere?”

	“Do tigers shit in the jungle?” 

	Shaking his head, Boomer Changed and followed the tiger.

	 

	Boomer’s brother ducked behind the dumpster just before backup arrived for the unconscious agent. They checked his vitals, and then one of their radios crackled to life.

	“Sitrep?” the person at the other end demanded.

	Boomer’s brother’s ears pricked up, and a chill of shock went through him. He could swear he knew that voice…

	The lead agent replied, “We missed her. She’s gone, and the tracks are muddled. Abrams is down, but it looks like he’ll be okay. When he wakes up.” 

	“Dammit,” the voice said. “All units, we need to find her vehicle and her belongings.”

	“Should we begin a search in the woods?”

	“Negative,” the leader said. “Too much ground to cover. We need to find out where she lives. She’ll go back there to retrieve the items. We have to get there first.” 

	Boomer’s brother took a slow breath, not wanting to make a sound. He did know that voice. And it was not someone he wanted on his brother’s trail. 

	The agents picked up Abrams and dragged him back toward the front of the building. As soon as they were gone, Boomer’s brother slipped around through the edge of the woods along the parking lot, back to his truck.

	Cisco and Matéo were waiting for him. 

	“Where’s Boomer?”

	“And the tiger?”

	“She was the target,” he told them. “And she panic Changed. Boomer’s gone after her—I need to stand by to rendezvous with them.” 

	“Fuck,” Matéo said. “Need us to track her?”

	Boomer’s brother shook his head. “Hopefully not. We need eyes and ears here. You guys mind getting rounded up with the stragglers, and herded inside for questioning?”

	“Oh, sure,” Cisco said. “I love spending my Saturday nights being questioned by federal agents.”

	“I’ll buy you a beer, crybaby. Got your comms earbuds?”

	“What do you take us for? Amateurs?”

	“You really want me to answer that?”

	Cisco gave him the finger, and then he and Matéo wandered back across the parking lot to get caught.

	Boomer’s brother got in his truck, gunned the motor, and left by the back entrance.

	Nobody followed.

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 9

	 

	 

	Boomer raced off through the woods after Karisma, the snow cold under his paws. His wolf felt a desperate urgency to find her, to make sure she was safe. All those years, hunting for her, and when he finally found her, it turned out she was still in danger, still struggling for control of her animal.

	Still running from people who wanted to cage her.

	He had to find her. As a tiger she’d be fast—faster than him top speed—but she couldn’t run full-out for long. Tigers were all about short bursts of speed with those spectacular leaps at the end of it. They were built to hunt alone, ambushing antlery things that ran away real fast. 

	Wolves were long-range pack hunters. He could go for miles at this easy lope—hell, he could go all night. Eventually, she’d have to rest, and he’d catch up with her. He just had to rely on her scent trail, which—

	Which had just disappeared, along with her tracks in the snow.

	Boom. Gone. 

	Boomer stopped dead, sniffing the air. No smell of tiger, or human. Not even the scent of blood from her wound. He tilted his muzzle upward, checking the trees overhead. 

	But she wasn’t in the trees, and there was absolute fuck-all to tell him where she’d gone. It was like she’d disappeared into thin air. That wasn’t entirely impossible—he’d seen dragons do it—but it wasn’t likely, either. 

	He felt the same frustration and emptiness he’d felt all those years ago, when she’d disappeared into the Colorado wilderness without a trace.

	He was damned if it was going to happen again. He and Karisma had a connection. They’d saved each other’s lives, that night at the carnival. They’d fought each other tonight, locked in that near-perfect battle, sensing each other’s moves. They’d shed each other’s blood. 

	They’d kissed. 

	Every one of those things created a bond, and wolves were all about bonds. Standing stock-still, Boomer reached deep inside, to the part of his wolf that was bonded to his pack, to his brother, and could always find them if he needed to. And then deeper still, to the part of himself that had been connected to Karisma since the minute he first saw her. 

	He reached out, and out, looking for that tenuous something that wasn’t quite a sound, and wasn’t quite a smell. Just… her.

	There. She’d veered off to the southeast, and she’d stopped moving. Now if he could just get to her before she disappeared again.

	He found her crouched in a shallow dip in the ground a mile or so away, where the forest thinned out and the land began to rise up the side of the mountain. He almost ran straight into her before he realized she was there.

	He skidded to a stop, her scent hitting him like a slap on the muzzle now that he could see her. Hot and wild and intoxicating, with a hint of blood from the dart wound, which she was worrying with her teeth, trying to dislodge the dart from the skin of her foreleg. 

	Her head went up in shock at his sudden appearance and she stepped back, growling. Her eyes glowed an odd greenish-blue, almost like a dragon’s eyes, and she swayed on her feet as if she were drunk. 

	So it had probably been some kind of tranquilizer dart, but she hadn’t gotten the full dose. Just enough to confuse her and piss her off. Except… there was a flicker of magic around the wound. Dark red from the dart, and blue-green around it like two spells were fighting each other. 

	Magic? What was the fucking FBI doing with magic darts? 

	Karisma sniffed the air and growled louder, crouching like she was about to spring. 

	Fuck. She didn’t know who he was—friend, enemy, or your ordinary garden-variety wolf looking for wounded prey. 

	His wolf, threatened, wanted to growl back, but Boomer refused to let him. That was only going to make things worse. He needed to talk to her, but facing an angry, drunk, frightened tiger barefoot in the snow—with his special bits dangling out there where anyone could bite them off—seemed like a bad plan. 

	She made the decision for him. One second she was growling, and the next she was lunging at him, hitting him hard enough to knock him on his furry ass, all the breath whooshing out of him. 

	He fought back the urge to fight and forced himself to go limp, splayed out in the snow with his paws in the air, trying to vibe her through their connection. Don’t bite, don’t bite, don’t bite. 

	Miraculously, she didn’t. Just stood with one paw on his already aching chest, snuffling at him, still growling.

	Ah, hell. He couldn’t fight her—not like this. There was only one thing he could think of to do—another reckless, possibly stupid thing in his long history of reckless stupid things. But once again, why should today be different from every other day? 

	He Changed back. To human. Butt naked in the snow, with a pissed-off tiger on top of him. Worst. Decision. Ever.

	Karisma’s eyes went wide with shock. 

	“Hey,” he said faintly. “It’s me. Boomer. Good kitty. No bite?”

	She didn’t. Slowly, she sniffed the side of his face, her whiskers tickling his chin. He guessed that was a good sign?

	“Remember me?” he said. “The guy from the carnival, the night of the fire. I probably don’t look the same—I’m even hotter now. But I let you out of the cage. I saved your life.” He swallowed hard, remembering the flames coming at him. “And you saved mine.”

	She stared at him, unblinking. Boomer held his breath. Then… she licked him. Her tongue was like slobbery sandpaper, but it was better than the teeth. 

	“Thanks,” he wheezed. “Can you let me up?” He pushed on her giant paw, which was even now probably crushing his sternum to powder. 

	Reluctantly, she backed off. 

	Boomer sat up. His butt crack filled with snow and he swore he heard his balls squeal in protest. He rose to a crouch.

	This was not how he’d imagined this night going. 

	“Okay,” he said in his most soothing voice. “That’s better. Now, what’ve you got here, in your leg? I bet it hurts.” This was crazy. He had no idea how much she could understand in the state she was in. 

	Slowly, he reached out to the dart wound. The magic tingled on his skin, but it didn’t seem to affect him. Holding her injured leg with the other hand, he carefully dislodged the dart. The tip was barbed, and coated with something that smelled toxic. It still shimmered with magic.

	Boomer wanted to take it with him and have it analyzed, but as a wolf he’d have no way to carry it except in his mouth, which was not happening. He shoved it under a rock, burying it in the dirt. 

	Karisma licked the wound, which immediately made her go woozy again.

	“Stop doing that!” Boomer said. “It’s poison.”

	She looked at him uncomprehendingly, but she stopped licking it, so good. 

	Now, to get her somewhere safe—before she passed out and he had to drag four hundred pounds of tiger back to civilization. 

	Boomer flicked a tiny hidden button on the edge of one of his dog tags, to open a voice channel. “Yo, Life Alert. I’ve fallen and I can’t get up.”

	“That wasn’t funny the first twenty times you said it.” His brother’s voice came back, so low it would take shifter hearing to pick it up. “I’ve disengaged from hostiles and left the club. Where are you?”

	So he’d gotten away from the FBI agents. And they weren’t following Boomer and Karisma, or he’d have said. 

	One good thing in this shit show of an evening. 

	The tiger had pricked up her ears at the sound of the new voice, and gave another growl. She walked a few steps to the east, still unsteady, and looked back at him. 

	“No,” he said to her. “That way.” He pointed south, toward where his brother would be with their ride. 

	Karisma took another step, looked back at him, and growled. 

	“Stand by,” he said to his brother. He walked up to Karisma and said, “Look, I don’t speak tiger, so I don’t know what you want. I’m not following you to who the fuck knows where. You want my help—and believe me, you need it—you come with me. I’ve got us a ride.” 

	She hesitated, staring at him.

	He sighed. He didn’t know what she’d been through, but it looked like most of it had sucked. And yet she was still standing. And judging by the take-no-prisoners joy she’d taken in their fight, her spirit hadn’t been broken. 

	He looked into her eyes and saw himself—fucked up by his past, but still out here. Still giving the world the finger. “Look, I know it’s been a long time,” he said. “I’m not a kid anymore. But I’ll still help you if I can.” He walked up and put his hand on her furry cheek. “Trust me.” 

	After a long moment, she shoved her head up against his hip.

	“Watch the dangly bits,” he told her, rubbing the top of her head. “No biting.” To his brother he said, “Coming south from this location. No sign of pursuit. Ultimate destination unknown. Tiger is furry, stubborn, and drunk from getting halfway tranked.” 

	There was a short pause broken only by whispered expletives, and then Boomer’s brother said, “You’re two miles from a road. Due south. Meet you there—follow my signal.”

	The other dog tag began emitting a soft, high-pitched beep—one that was inaudible to humans. Wolves could pick it up just fine, though. And tigers too, apparently, by the way Karisma’s ears were twitching. 

	“I’m going wolf,” he told her. “Brace yourself for my epic animal hotness.” He heard his brother snort. He added to Karisma, “Follow the bouncing butthole.” And he Changed.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 10

	 

	 

	She didn’t stay behind him; he’d never really thought she would. He had the feeling that she was even less of a follower than he was, if that were possible. They trotted shoulder to shoulder, although she still staggered a little every now and then.

	He hoped she was going to make it without passing out. 

	Boomer’s brother, being the silent, sociopathic type, didn’t talk anymore except to check in when he’d reached the rendezvous point and parked his truck.

	Luckily, Karisma was still on her feet when they got there. Bro was leaning against the side of the truck, an automatic weapon held loosely in his arms.

	Not necessarily expecting trouble, but not ruling it out. 

	Karisma stopped about twenty feet from the truck, staying just inside the trees. Boomer didn’t know whether it was because she didn’t trust his brother, or him, or if it was just her natural hesitance to break cover. Her black and white hide blended perfectly with the snowy ground and bare black branches of the winter forest. Out in the middle of the road, not so much. 

	Boomer stayed next to her while he Changed, feeling the snow biting into his bare feet. “Hey, Bro,” he said quietly. 

	“Hey,” said his brother. “Any trouble?”

	“Nope. You?”

	“Not so far. I’d prefer not hanging around here any longer than necessary, though.”

	“Tell that to the tiger. She wants me to go somewhere with her pretty bad, but she won’t say where.”

	“Is that why she’s staying tiger? So she doesn’t have to answer any questions?”

	Boomer hadn’t considered that, not being as suspicious as his brother. “I don’t think so.” He walked over to the truck, explaining about the dart and the dueling magic. Karisma stayed where she was.

	“Magic?” his brother said. “Fuck. That’s all we need.”

	“Well, life doesn’t always turn out the way we hope. Do you have fucking boots? My feet are freezing. Also my dick is a shriveled nub, and my balls are trying to crawl up my ass just for the warmth.”

	“Boots, clothes for you and for her, vests, and extra weapons.”

	“Best. Brother. Ever.”

	“No question there.” His brother crawled into the back of the pickup, which had a raised hard top over the bed, making a large covered cargo area. He opened the electronic lock on the toolbox behind the cab with his fingerprint and started pulling stuff out, tossing it across the bed towards Boomer. 

	Boomer grabbed a pair of boxer briefs and some fatigue pants first thing. “Mr. Used-to-be-Happy thanks you.” He put on the rest of the clothes and the boots, then looked over at Karisma still standing at the edge of the woods, swaying slightly. She was also starting to give off little frustrated growls.

	Like fireworks about to explode. 

	“I think she really can’t Change,” he said to his brother. “Because from the look on her face, if she could be yelling at me, she would.” 

	“Yeah well, we can’t take her where she wants to go unless we know where the fuck that is. And I’m not crazy about the idea of driving around with a tiger in my cargo bed. Any brilliant ideas?”

	None. Boomer walked over and crouched down in front of the tiger, so they were face to face. Her eyes were unfocused now, and she was still growling.

	Something was really wrong with her—besides the tranquilizer. He could feel it. And just like before, he felt the desperate need to help her. 

	Slowly, he reached out and put his hands on either side of her furry face.

	“I hope you know what you’re doing,” his brother murmured.

	He absolutely did not. But he’d always been a guy who followed his instincts—okay, crazy impulses—and he figured now wasn’t the time to stop.

	“Hey,” he said to the tiger. “Focus. This is what we’re gonna do. You’re going to Change back to human, and tell me where you need to go, and I’m going to get you there. Okay?”

	He reached out to her with his mind, the way he’d done when he’d followed her—the way he did with his brother when his wolf went all wonky.

	He felt his bond with her click in, faster this time. We’re pack, he told her tiger. I know you’re all about that epic loner shit, but that’s not how it works with us. We work together. Protect each other. Help each other. Get used to it.

	Slowly, the growls faded. Her gaze grew questioning, uncertain. Almost… longing.

	Then she shook all over, her fur shimmered, and suddenly she was human, crouched in front of him, her face between his hands. 

	For one moment she stared into his eyes—into his soul. She whispered, “How the hell did you do that?”

	And then she pulled her head away and vomited on the snowy ground.

	 

	Karisma had to admit that once in a while—maybe a lot—she’d fantasized about running into Boomer again. Like maybe when she was at some fancy James Bond type party, dressed to the nines and looking hot as fuck—assuming that she ever went to places like that. 

	She had definitely not imagined being naked in the snow, puking her guts out. But this was her life.

	She felt his hands at her neck, holding back her hair. “You’re fine,” her murmured. “Everything’s fine.”

	Liar. Everything was fucked all to hell. But his hands felt good—warm and comforting. He raised his head and looked over at his brother. “For fuck’s sake. Where’s the other clothes?” 

	The brother jumped out of the back of the truck and walked over, his arms full. Boomer said to her, “Here, can you stand up?” 

	Karisma waited a minute to see if she was going to barf again. It didn’t seem like it, so she climbed unsteadily to her feet, and then immediately wished she was sitting down.

	Boomer took an army-green shirt from the top of the pile his brother held, and helped her slip her arms into it, even buttoning it for her. The rough fabric rubbed against the angry wound on her arm, where the dart had gone in. Karisma shivered. Everything still looked blurry around the edges. What the hell had they put on that thing?

	She put the pants on, annoyed that she had to lean heavily on Boomer for that too. She shook his hands off and walked over to the truck, where a pair of boots and socks sat side by side on the tailgate. With difficulty, she hiked herself up there to put them on. She hated feeling so helpless.

	Hated. It.

	“I can pay you,” she said, her voice coming out a croak.

	“For what?” Boomer asked. 

	“For helping me.” That made her feel better. Payment was quid pro quo. It meant she was still in charge.

	Boomer’s brother snorted.

	Karisma went on, “I need to get back to my cabin, and my car is at the fight club.” She looked from one of them to the other. “I need to get back there now. Like I said, I can pay you.” 

	She finished tying her boots and jumped off the tailgate. Mistake. Vertigo swirled over her, and she almost fell.

	Boomer caught her. “Don’t be stupid,” he said, but his voice was surprisingly gentle. “Just tell us what’s going on.” He touched her arm lightly, over the wound. “I saw the magic.” His touch seemed to soothe the pain, just a little.

	Somehow, she found herself spilling everything. Mostly everything. “Short version—that sorcerer that held me captive in Colorado, back when me met? Poured too much magic in me for too long, and it fucked me up. There’s a potion that keeps me level. I should have taken it after the fight, but it’s stuck at the fight club with the rest of my stuff. I have one more dose in the cabin.”

	Boomer frowned. “What happens if you don’t get it?”

	“Tiger,” she said wearily. “For weeks, maybe. And I can’t let that happen. I’m this close to—” She broke off as another wave of dizziness rolled over her. 

	“It’s too complicated to explain.” She turned to Boomer. “Are you going to help me or not? Because if I fucking have to go tiger and again and run, I’ll do it and take my chances. Every minute I stand here makes it more likely those guys will get there first.”

	Boomer asked, “What does the FBI even want with you?”

	“They’re not FBI,” said Karisma and Boomer’s brother at the same time. They looked at each other, startled, and then they both added, “Not all of them, anyway.” Still in chorus.

	Karisma tensed. “How do you know that?” she demanded.

	Boomer’s brother fixed his eyes on her, his gaze flat. “Recognized the commander’s voice on the radio. I used to know him. Back when I was in Special Forces.” 

	Boomer said, “Those guys are Special Forces? Fuck.”

	“Doubtful,” his brother said. “He went rogue. Didn’t expect to see him again, honestly.”

	“Why not?” 

	“Because I slit his throat and left him for dead.”

	Whoa. Everyone went silent. 

	“Okay then,” Boomer said finally. “So where is this cabin?”

	“I’ll give you the coordinates. But we have to hurry. Besides the potion, there’s some stuff there that those guys can not get their hands on. Magic stuff.”

	Fuck. More magic. Boomer bit his lip, then looked at his brother. “You don’t have to get involved,” he said. “I can take her in the truck.”

	His brother was silent for a long moment. Finally, he gave a little resigned sigh. “Superior balls, great responsibility.”

	Karisma had no idea what that meant, but Boomer grinned and slapped him on the back. “That’s the spirit. And if we do get ambushed again, maybe you’ll get the chance to kill that commander guy for good. That should make you feel better.”

	His brother just gave a tiny headshake, and turned to Karisma. “You’re riding in the back. I’m not having you go tiger in my cab.”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 11

	 

	 

	As Boomer helped Karisma into the back of the truck, Bro added, “And you’re riding back there with her.”

	He was planning on doing that anyway, but still. “So I’m there when she goes tiger? Thanks a lot.”

	“Yeah. With any luck, she’ll claw you to death and I won’t have to deal with either of your bullshit.” Bro stalked off toward the cab of the truck.

	Boomer climbed into the cargo area after Karisma. She whispered, “He’s grumpy.” 

	“All the time,” Boomer said. Like this was his fault? How the hell was he supposed to know they were going to get attacked by fake Feds and get stuck with a tiger shifter who couldn’t figure out which shape she was supposed to be? 

	He slammed the tailgate and the back window shut with possibly more force than necessary, and then moved up to the back wall of the cargo area, joining Karisma where she was leaning against the tool locker. 

	Bro opened the pass-through window between the cab and the cargo area. “Where the fuck is this cabin?”

	Karisma gave him the location and he programmed it into the GPS. As they started off, Boomer felt Karisma’s tension ratcheting up. “How likely are they to beat us there?” he asked.

	She shook her head, biting her lip. Fur sprouted around her eyes, and receded. Shit. She was barely holding it together. 

	“Anything from Cisco?” he called to his brother.

	“Making contact now.”

	Cisco’s voice came through the speaker. “Where are you?”

	“On the way to the tiger’s cabin for a retrieval,” Bro said. “She thinks the agents may be heading out there, and I concur—I heard the commander give the order to find it. We’re hoping they haven’t determined the location?”

	“Not yet,” Cisco said. “But you better double-time it. They found her stuff here at the club, and they’re backtracing her phone’s GPS now.”

	“Dammit,” Karisma muttered. 

	“Acknowledged,” Bro said. “Keep us posted?”

	“Sure,” Matéo said. “We’re having the fucking time of our lives, cooped up with the drunk humans and trigger-happy FBI agents. You owe us an entire case of beer.” 

	“I’m writing that down,” Bro said. Boomer could almost hear Cisco giving him the finger. 

	The truck surged as Bro put the hammer down. Karisma started to look a little green. Fuck. What was he supposed to do for her now?

	Boomer twisted around, lifted the lid on the tool locker and came up with a flask of whiskey. Score. It might not cure her nausea, but it would help his. He opened it and took a pull.

	She reached over and grabbed it. “Hey!” Boomer said.

	“I know you were planning on sharing.” She took a gulp.

	Bro said, “Anybody throws up in the back of my truck, you’re licking it up.” 

	“Fuck you,” Karisma muttered, but she gave the flask back. 

	Boomer took another swig, then capped it and put it down. He was overwhelmed with the feeling that he was supposed to be doing something for her, but damned if he knew what. Of all the things he was good at, taking care of people was at the bottom of the list. 

	Karisma was clenching her teeth and holding her stomach. He could feel tremors going through her as she tried to hold back the Change. Or the vomit. Or both.

	He grabbed her hand, putting pressure on a point in the muscle between her thumb and forefinger.

	“What the hell are you doing?” She jerked her hand back. “This isn’t prom night.”

	Boomer rolled his eyes. The last time he’d tried to hold hands with a girl in the back of a truck was… Well. Prom night. 

	“Science,” he said. “It’s an acupressure point that helps calm the nervous system and control nausea. So shut up and let it work, okay?” He took her hand again. 

	He felt her start to relax, and then the hand Changed into a paw the size of a fucking cereal bowl. “Whoa,” Boomer said, looking down at the two-inch claws.

	Karisma smirked. “I’m not like other girls, Prom King.”

	He slowly moved his hand and found the new pressure point on the paw. “It works on shifter cats, too.” He’d learned it from one, as a matter of fact. 

	She snorted, but she didn’t try to claw him to death—and she stopped looking like she was about to throw up. So, yay science.

	He was just congratulating himself for doing something right when Cisco came in again on the mobile comms. 

	“Unfriendlies leaving here, headed your way. Two closed vehicles, approximately a dozen armed men.” 

	“Acknowledged.” 

	“You need us to come? We’re in the truck.”

	Boomer’s brother looked in the rearview and raised his eyebrows at Boomer in a question. 

	“Better not,” Boomer said. “We’re hoping to avoid contact.”

	Cisco said, “We’ll stand by in case you fuck that up.” 

	“You’re all heart.”

	Boomer’s brother tossed Boomer’s phone back to him, and he entered the direct route from the fight club to Karisma’s cabin into the GPS. Bro had taken a detour to pick them up, and they were having to double back. 

	“How long before they get there?” his brother said. 

	“Twelve, maybe fifteen minutes?” 

	It wasn’t much time. 

	 

	Bro floored the truck. Karisma, fighting back nausea, got up on her knees in front of the pass-through window, so she could look out through the windshield. “Watch for the turnoff, it’s hard to see.” The road was heavily forested on either side, and dark as the inside of a cave.

	They almost missed it. Karisma yelled out and Boomer’s brother yanked the wheel at the last minute, sliding into the turn and flinging them to the side of the truck bed. The lane was rutted dirt, and they bounced up and down like jackhammers. 

	Karisma picked herself up and went back to the window. “Cabin’s coming up now. Around the next bend.”

	He hit the brakes, did a quick K-turn, and backed off the side of the tree-lined road into the underbrush. 

	“What the hell are you doing?” Karisma snapped.

	“Road ends at the cabin. You want to get stuck in there when they block this lane behind us? Because I don’t.” 

	Boomer had already shouldered her aside, grabbing stuff out of the storage locker. By the time Karisma had followed him out of the back of the truck, the brothers had already thrown a camo blanket over the truck and were pulling the underbrush back in place behind it.

	It wouldn’t have fooled anyone in daylight, but in the pitch dark it probably would.

	“Come on.” Boomer, shrugging on a combat vest, grabbed her arm and hustled her over the uneven ground. She wanted to shake him off, but suddenly the couple of hundred yards to the cabin seemed like a mile. His brother came up on her other side, and between them they practically carried her around the bend and into the weedy clearing where her rented cabin stood. 

	No one was there—the only sound was their heavy breathing as they hurried onto the front porch. Karisma slammed her hand in a certain place on the doorjamb. Light briefly outlined the door, as her magical lock disengaged. 

	Boomer shoved the door open, and they went inside. 

	Karisma flicked on the lights. She still felt weak and wobbly, and cramps traveled almost continuously over her body as she fought back the Change. Just a little longer, she told her tiger. Stay inside. Please.

	She’d already prepared in case she decided to leave here after tonight’s fights, so her duffel was packed, just a few things still lying next to it on the dresser top, next to the mini Christmas tree she’d decorated. It seemed that would be the only thing left to show she was here.

	Boomer ran over and started shoveling the last few things into her bag, while Karisma headed to the refrigerator, where her last potion vial was hidden in an old ketchup bottle. 

	“Where are those magic items?” Boomer’s brother demanded. 

	“Next to the couch.” 

	The only thing next to the couch was a bright pink toybox a couple of feet square, covered with illustrations of Barbie, her dream home, her dream car, and her dream vacation.

	Boomer’s brother stared. “You keep dangerous magical items in a fucking Barbie toy chest?”

	“Would you look for them there?” She grabbed the ketchup bottle, opened it and dumped the vial of potion into her hand.

	Bro started muttering again. “Don’t touch the lock,” she added, just as he went to open it. Magic sizzled around his hand and stung him, and he jerked it back. 

	“Fuck.”

	“I tried to warn you.” 

	The radio on his chest crackled to life with Cisco’s voice. “Um, guys? How you doing in there? Sure you don’t need us? Or maybe air support?”

	Karisma’s hand stopped in the middle of uncorking the vial. Automatic weapons. Communications with backup personnel. Spare fatigues, and camo blankets big enough to hide a truck. Advanced tactics. And… “Air support? Who are you guys?”

	“No time now,” Boomer said. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

	His brother opened the front door. They could hear the roar of engines, and see faint flashes of headlights between the trees. 

	“How the hell are we going to get to the truck?” Karisma demanded. “They’re practically on top of us.” Suddenly, hiding the truck all the way out there in the woods didn’t seem like such a smart idea.

	“Don’t worry,” Boomer said. “I have a plan B. Anything you’re ever going to want again, grab it now.”

	“Why?”

	“Because there’s not going to be anything left of this place.”

	She watched in astonishment as Boomer started pulling pre-shaped C-4 packs out of his vest pockets. He tossed two packs to his brother, one after the other, and then the detonators. “Top corners of the room,” he said. “Upward blast.”

	“You’re going to blow it up?” No way.

	Boomer stuck the two C-4 packs he’d kept for himself into the opposite two corners. Shit. He was really going to do it. She was starting to love this guy. 

	“There goes my security deposit.” Karisma took the cork out of the potion and raised it to her lips. Just as she took the first swallow, Boomer’s brother said, “Incoming!” 

	There was a revving of engines and a screaming of tires, and then a volley of gunfire shattered the front two windows of the cabin. Karisma ducked out of the way. Still woozy, she lost her balance and hit the floor, dropping the half-full potion bottle. It rolled away, losing its cork and spilling the glowing greenish-black liquid over the floor.

	Boomer’s brother returned fire from the porch, and then dove through the front door and slammed it shut, wedging a straight chair under the knob. “So… we’re exiting through the storm cellar?” he called. 

	Boomer rolled his eyes. “Duh. I saw the outside doors in the foundation when we came past.”

	Her respect for them both went up another notch. Most people would have missed that. “Trapdoor under the rug,” she said.

	Boomer threw the rug back. His brother fired a volley of shots out the window and said, “I should have known this was going to end in one of your death-defying explody plans. Wasn’t one enough for the weekend?”

	“You can never defy death too many times,” Boomer said, grabbing up the potion bottle off the floor and shoving it in his vest pocket. “And explosions are fun.” 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 12

	 

	 

	Boomer said, “Karisma, trapdoor. Bro, magic Barbie box.” As Karisma opened her mouth to protest, he said, “You can’t carry it in the shape you’re in. I got the rest of your stuff.”

	He set one more tiny charge on the kerosene heater. Those things were already bombs waiting to go off—he’d never have one in his house. “Now,” he said. 

	He picked up Karisma’s duffel. Bro fired one more volley, then grabbed the magic toybox. They converged on the center of the room, where Karisma had already opened the trapdoor, exposing a dusty wooden staircase. Boomer shoved Karisma down first, then his bro with the fucking box. 

	He heard the order from outside: “Team! Ready to breach!”

	Time to go.

	Boomer slithered down the stairway into the basement, pulling the trapdoor shut behind him, and dove for the wall near the storm cellar exit. His bro and Karisma were almost there already. Boomer slammed into them, knocking them to the dirt floor, and hit the detonator switches one after the other.

	Above them, the cabin exploded. 

	Lying there in the dirt, the earth shaking around them and dust raining down, he could see it in his mind. First the roof blowing off, and then the pretty, pretty fireball from the kerosene stove, lighting up the falling debris.

	From underneath him, Karisma said, “I thought you were going to wait until we got out. Did you just seriously collapse my fucking cabin on top of us?” He felt her claws digging through his shirt.

	“Watch the claws, Kitty,” he said. “And don’t worry, the floor will hold. Well, probably.”

	“Probably?” That was more of a screech.

	“I didn’t have time to do the math on all the forces and counterforces, because, you know, strike team about to kill us dead? So, keep your kitty toe beans crossed.” 

	His brother muttered, “I hate it when my life depends on math you didn’t do.” 

	Karisma asked, “Annnd, what about when the fire burns through the floor?”

	“We’ll be gone by then,” Boomer’s brother said, crawling over and cracking open one of the slanted metal doors to the outside. 

	Karisma said to Boomer, “You are one crazy motherfucker. Next time, I’m in charge.” 

	 

	Apparently, the plan was for them to exit the cellar doors while the strike team was picking themselves up off the ground and tending their wounded. 

	Although, Karisma had to admit it was a good call. Nobody noticed them. 

	The three of them sneaked across the clearing to the woods, staying low, and then made their way through the edge of the trees towards the dirt lane and the hidden truck. 

	Karisma’s heart was in her throat, expecting any time to hear a shout or a gunshot, but the strike team was still in chaos. 

	She didn’t need as much help on the way back—between the part of the potion she’d managed to take and the sheer exhilarating terror of being almost blown up, she was able to walk on her own. 

	Boomer’s brother pulled the camouflage blanket from the truck and Karisma crawled inside. He slid her Barbie box in after her, along with the wadded-up blanket. “Where’s Boomer?” she asked, realizing he’d disappeared. 

	“Discouraging pursuit.” 

	Karisma found out what that meant when the enemy troop transport vehicle blocking the lane between them and the clearing exploded into a fireball. Boomer’s brother started up the truck and crashed out of the forest, with the tailgate still down. Seconds later, Boomer ran up behind the truck, dove into the bed while it was moving, and landed up beside her.

	He scrambled around to his hands and knees and closed up the back of the truck. His brother punched the accelerator and took off.

	“I hope there weren’t any people in that truck you blew up,” Karisma said.

	“I don’t think so,” Boomer said. “Although, to be honest, I didn’t look very hard. They were trying to kill us.”

	“Mostly you,” she said. “They want me alive.”

	“Yeah,” his brother said, through the window. “That was a lot of firepower coming for one little tiger.” 

	“I’m a formidable enemy.” Despite the fact that she was white as a sheet and shaking. 

	Boomer grinned, and slung his arm around her shoulders. “We all are.”

	She could feel the exhilarated adrenalin buzzing through him. A man who thrived on danger. And explosions, apparently.

	Boomer’s brother was on the comms to their friends. “Made it out,” he said. “So far, no pursuit.”

	“Sending meetup coordinates,” Cisco said. “In case you’re not as good as you think you are.”

	“Fuck off,” Boomer’s brother said. But that seemed to be rhetorical, because he added, “See you there. And keep this all on the downlow, would you?” 

	“Sure,” Cisco said. “Make that two cases of beer.” 

	“Whatever.” 

	 

	After they’d driven several miles with no sign of pursuit, Karisma focused on the next question. Which was, “Where exactly are you taking me? And do I get a vote?”

	Although, she didn’t even know what she would vote for. Her base had been destroyed, and she still needed to figure out a way to find Thanatos. 

	Boomer echoed her thoughts. “Do you have a safe place to go?”

	“You just blew it up.” 

	“Yeah. That was cool.” Easy for him to say. Although it had been kind of cool. He added, “Then I guess we’re taking you home with us.”

	Home? To where? She was getting the feeling they were some kind of rogue militia. People like that usually were hostile to outsiders.

	Boomer’s brother gave a tiny, disgusted shake of his head. “This is a bad, bad idea,” he muttered.

	Boomer said, “Do you have a better one?”

	“Drop her off at the side of the road and say goodbye?”

	Boomer sighed. “You know we can’t do that.”

	“Excuse me?” Karisma said. “I’m sitting right here. Don’t I get a say?”

	“You’re still not in charge,” Boomer’s brother said.

	A lot they knew. She was always in charge of her own life. Only… she was starting to feel sick again. Cramps rippled across her back, and she felt fur sprout and recede. 

	Maybe a militia encampment wouldn’t be a bad place to regroup. They might have the local intel she needed. At least she had all her stuff, and her cash.

	“I can pay you,” she said. “For hiding me for a day or two.” 

	“Don’t start that again,” Boomer said. 

	His brother just muttered “For fuck’s sake,” and shut the window between them. 

	 

	It seemed to take forever to get wherever they were going. The potion had helped her, at first—or maybe it was just the adrenalin spike of almost getting killed.

	They’d checked the potion bottle Boomer had saved, but there were only a few more drops in there. And that was the last of it. No more fights; no more potion. If her tiger won their battle for control, she might have to end up depending on Boomer to pull her out of it again. 

	And she couldn’t afford to depend on anyone. Especially not for something that important.

	But soon she stopped worrying about that, because the cramps and muscle spasms were getting worse, and it took all her focus to hold the tiger back. 

	Not now, Karisma told her, again and again. She wasn’t sure what would happen if she came out in this tiny enclosed space. What if she panicked, and really did claw Boomer to death?

	She still couldn’t believe it was him, sitting here right next to her. The soft-hearted kid who’d set her free from the sorcerer’s cage all those years ago had turned into this tough, hard, wild-ass lunatic.

	Who was obviously some kind of trained soldier, him and his brother both. She was still betting on some kind of militia group. They had that look. 

	Another muscle spasm rippled over her, followed by a wave of nausea. She gagged. 

	Her hands Changed to paws.

	Boomer picked up the one nearest him and activated the pressure point again. The nausea receded, but her hands stayed paws.

	That didn’t seem to bother him. His fingers moved over her pads, bit by bit, massaging gently, and then moved on to spread her tiger toes and massage between them. 

	The knots in Karisma’s stomach eased, and she felt herself relaxing. His touch felt so good, and that terrified her. 

	For a second, she almost wished the brother was the one who had set her free, all those years ago. Who was sitting here beside her. 

	Because she understood who he was. A soldier and a formidable enemy, who wasn’t swayed by his emotions. If he had any.

	Boomer was something else. Confusing. Sexy. Tough, a fighter, but she could sense that he was also wild, impulsive, unpredictable. And he still had that soft heart.

	She wanted—needed—to keep the upper hand, and she wasn’t sure anymore that she could have done that with either of them. 

	But Boomer had her all churned up inside, not knowing who she was or what she wanted, destroying her hard-won control. He’d called her out of her tiger when she didn’t want to come. Who knew what else he could make her do?

	And that was what scared her so much. Ever since she’d escaped from the carnival, she’d sworn no one would ever, ever have power over her again. Whatever else happened in her life, she’d held on to that.

	And now, in a bizarre twist of Fate, Boomer was back—the only other person who’d been there when this whole thing started. Just when she was about to get the last item she needed to take her revenge on Maximilian and undo what he’d done to her. 

	But she wasn’t a victim of Fate. She was in charge of her own life, and she was taking the power back. Boomer could help her, or he could get out of her way. But no one was going to stop her. Not when she was this close.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 13

	 

	 

	By the time they got back to Outlaw Ridge, Karisma was asleep with her head on Boomer’s shoulder. Her paws had turned back into hands, but now and then her muscles still rippled with almost-changes, and she was making constant little growly noises.

	And Boomer was still holding her hand. He couldn’t seem to let go. 

	All the while, his mind was telling him how massively fucked up this situation was. He was bringing an unauthorized shifter onto a mostly-secret base without asking anyone. One who not only couldn’t control herself, but was under the influence of some kind of magic. 

	But he just kept coming to the same conclusion, which was: what the hell else was he supposed to do? This was the only safe place for her. He couldn’t abandon her again.

	They were pulling up to the gate at Outlaw Ridge, and one of the night guards came out to talk to them. Their truck was first, with Cisco and Matéo behind them, looking like just a normal return from a night out at the fights. Boomer made sure Karisma couldn’t be seen from outside the truck.

	“Hey,” said the guard. “What happened to Boomer? Didn’t leave him behind, did you?”

	“He’s in the back,” Bro said. “Drunk.” 

	Even through the closed pass-through window, Boomer could hear the guard sniffing. “Sheeyit, man. Did he get in a fight with a wildcat or three? You need one of those little pine trees you can hang from your mirror, to get the smell out.” 

	“Fuck off,” Bro said, which was his usual response to shit like that, and would arouse no suspicion. 

	They drove through the gate, across the valley, and up the hill to their cabin. Being on the edge of the testing field, it couldn’t be seen from the rest of the compound.

	Which was a damn good thing, because as soon as the truck stopped, Karisma awoke with a start, her eyes feral green.

	She growled. 

	Oh, fuck. 

	Boomer’s brother came around and opened the back. “Everybody still alive?”

	“So far,” Boomer said. “But you might want to get out of the way, because—”

	Too late. Karisma scrambled to her hands and knees and exploded out of the truck like she’d been shot from a cannon, knocking Bro to the ground. She landed in a patch of dirty snow and turned full tiger, her claws scrabbling as she turned around. 

	She crouched, snarling. Boomer scrambled out of the truck, trying to get between her and his brother.

	“Shit,” his brother muttered. “We can’t keep her here. We have to take her down to the holding cell.”

	He could not be serious. “Are you high?” Boomer said, rounding on him. “Don’t you remember how we first found her? There is no way I’m putting her back in a cage. Ever.”

	“Look at her!” Bro threw his hand out and gestured, and Karisma snarled again. She apparently didn’t like sudden movements. “She’s going rogue. Even if she won’t hurt you—and there’s no guarantee of that—she’ll hurt someone else. Gunn will lock her up—assuming no one shoots her before that happens.” 

	Boomer ran his hands through his hair in frustration. “I know that,” he said. “Don’t you think I know that? But I can’t lock her up again. I have to at least try to get through to her.”

	“And what if you can’t save her? This isn’t your fantasy, Bro. It’s never going to be.” Brutally honest as usual. And it hurt, as usual. “Didn’t you learn anything when she almost got you killed the first time?”

	“Apparently not.”

	His brother gave a huff of laughter, but there was no real amusement in it. He put his hand on Boomer’s shoulder in a rare gesture of affection. “I know how you want this to turn out. I know that inside you,” he tapped Boomer’s heart, “you’re a sentimental bastard. I was always glad one of us could be.”

	He shook his head. “But reality is what it is. You can’t rewrite the past. And no matter how many people you have on that cork board, you can’t save everyone.” 

	“I know.” But he didn’t believe it. His brother did. That was the difference between them. “But I have to try.”

	His brother nodded, resigned. “You know I’ll back your play. But I still think this is going to turn into a shit storm.”

	“Doesn’t it always?”

	Bro looked over at Karisma, who was still growling. “I think I’m freaking her out, and I need a run in the worst way.” He touched his dog tags. “Call me if you need me.” 

	“I will.” He clapped his brother on the shoulder. “And thanks. For everything.”

	His brother gave him a nod, and then walked off into the dark. 

	 

	Boomer couldn’t get Karisma to turn human, but he managed to coax her tigery ass into the cabin, where she huddled in the corner near the fireplace. 

	He stood in front of her, hands on his hips. Now what the fuck did he do? He was the most irresponsible member of the Outlaw Ridge pack. Crazy. Impulsive. A danger to himself and others. Everybody said so.

	And yet here he was. The two things he was worst at in the world—taking responsibility and taking care of other people—and he was trying to do both.

	“You officially picked the worst person in the world to latch onto,” he told her. “You know that, right?”

	She looked up at him with a sad kitty face, and made a little mrrow sound. Just looking at her, all dirty and pathetic, made him feel squeezed inside his chest. 

	Okay, well, he’d start by trying to get her cleaned up. How hard could that be? Any idiot zookeeper could wash a tiger, right?

	He knew she wouldn’t fit in the bathtub, so he grabbed a large galvanized metal tub from the workroom and used a hose attachment to fill it with warm water and dish soap from the kitchen sink. Then he grabbed a mess of rags and old towels and hauled the now-full tub nearer to the tiger.

	This was idiotic. But still, here he fucking was. 

	The tiger sniffed at the bubbles, then looked at him dubiously. 

	“Don’t give me that look,” Boomer said. “I looked up Siberian tigers on the internet, back when I was a kid and had time on my hands. You all like water. You’re weird that way.”

	As if in agreement, she dipped one paw in the tub. She blinked at him, then put it all the way in. Then she stood there, one paw in and one paw out, looking at him like, “What now?”

	“Yeah. Here.” 

	He took off his shirt so it wouldn’t get soaked, dragged over the cracked vinyl ottoman, and then sat down and started wiping down her leg with a rag. After he got the worst of the dirt off, he spread a towel on the floor so she could take her paw out of the tub and put it down without making a puddle. 

	She’d stopped shivering and growling. So that was a plus. 

	“Other paw,” he said, gesturing. She let him wash that one too. He was careful when he came to the dart wound, dabbing it gently. She flinched a little. It hadn’t healed over yet the way it should, and the skin around it was still puffy, with tiny flickers of magic that he tried not to touch. 

	The room seemed weirdly silent, so he started talking, which was what he did when things got too quiet. Or when he was uncomfortable. Or anytime, really. People were always telling him to shut up. “You really need an entire bath,” he told her. “In a bigger bathroom than mine. I hear Sanchez and Madison are getting one of those huge orgy showers in their new cabin. Too bad it’s not built yet. It might fit a tiger. And it would piss Sanchez off so bad to find a tiger in his sex shower.” 

	He rinsed the second paw and put it down. “Or, there’s always the motor pool car wash.”

	Karisma growled softly. “Jeez,” he said. Did she actually understand that? “Just kidding.” 

	He grabbed a new rag and started on her head and neck, which were also caked in mud. “You have pretty eyes,” he murmured. “You know, that night at the carnival, when you pulled me out of the fire? That’s what I remember. The heat and not being able to breathe, and all that smoke and people screaming. And in the middle of it all, your eyes. Like these incredible jewels. Everything else is hazy, but your eyes were so clear. I never forgot them.”

	He finished washing her ears and started rubbing them with one of the towels. Her eyes squinched shut, and she made a deep growly sound. He stopped. Was she getting pissed off?

	Then he realized. She was purring. 

	The sound somehow made that squeezed place in the middle of his chest go all warm and sunny, and a smile tugged at his mouth. 

	He started rubbing down her neck. “I looked for you, you know. After the fire, my brother and I, we went out into the mountains every day. Did you know you turned into a legend? The Ghost Tiger of the Rockies.”

	Her ears twitched. Was she understanding him? Maybe if he said the right thing, hit the right memory, she’d come back.

	“We never found you, though,” he said. “Well, you know that. But I kept looking, even after we moved away. On the internet. My brother said I’d never find you. And what if I did? You probably wouldn’t even talk to me. Or you’d beat the crap out of me.”

	He stopped, considering. “Well, you did beat the crap out of me—a little—and now you’re not talking, so I guess he was right. Which sucks—I hate having to tell him he was right. He’s one of those people who doesn’t say I told you so, but he just gives you that little headshake, you know? It means the same, and it’s even more annoying.”

	He began washing down her chest, noticing that jewel she wore between her collarbones was still there, buried in her fur. She was leaning into him now, still purring, and he was feeling all full of himself because for once he’d done good with this taking care of people shit. 

	And then her skin shimmered and rippled, and she Changed all at once, her bones crackling and re-forming in the blink of an eye, leaving her crouched on the wet towels. 

	With her boob in his hand. 

	Well. This was awkward.

	He stared at the boob, transfixed. He knew he was supposed to put it down, but she was still purring, and it was really pretty. Soft and warm, with a puckered pink nipple that would fit right in his mouth.

	Her skin felt even warmer than her fur, and so fucking soft. Heat flashed through him and seemed to crackle between them, like a flashover explosion. 

	The purring stopped. He dragged his gaze away from her boob to her eyes. They were locked on him, wide and blue like a mountain lake. 

	She looked down at his hand on her boob.

	“Okay,” he said. “I’m just going to put this down now.” He didn’t put it down. She didn’t pull away. But she suddenly started shivering worse than before, her whole body shaking like she had a fever.

	“Oh, shit.” Boomer stretched over and grabbed his shirt from where he’d tossed it over the coffee table and wrapped it around her, slipping her arms in the sleeves and rubbing her upper arms to warm her.

	When that didn’t help, he pulled her to her feet and wrapped his arms around her, holding her against him and rubbing her back. Gradually, the shakes subsided to tiny tremors.

	She rested her head on his shoulder, and Boomer felt an ache in his heart. He felt fiercely protective and helpless at the same time. 

	He said, “I should get you into bed. Warm you up.”

	She nodded against his chest. “Will you come with me?”

	He felt his body go still. “Is that a good idea?” It was all he wanted to do—he didn’t want to let go of her—but he also didn’t want this complicated situation to get even more complicated. 

	She raised her face to his. “I want you to. I feel better when you’re touching me. And so does my tiger.” She bit her lip and then said softly, “I don’t have anything else.”

	Those words stabbed at his heart. He’d seen, all night, how much she needed to be in charge. How it scared her to need help, because she’d always been alone. And when you were alone, trying to survive, weakness was death. 

	“Sure,” he said, tightening his arms around her. “I got you.” 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 14

	 

	 

	Boomer took Karisma into the bedroom, arm still around her shoulders, her arm around his waist. She fit against him perfectly, her lean curves molding to him like she belonged there.

	He pulled back the covers of his bed and she climbed inside. He said apologetically, “Um. I haven’t washed the sheets in a while.”

	She inhaled deeply, and smiled. “I know. The bed smells like you. I like it.” 

	She was shivering again, though, so he climbed into bed and pulled the covers up, snuggling her into his arms. “Promise me you won’t go tiger and break the bed.” 

	“It should probably hold.” 

	But there were no promises about not Changing. She was still on the edge.

	He said, “It’s usually not his easy to get girls to invite me into bed.”

	She pressed herself up against him. “Why? You’re hot.” 

	Even though he told people that all the time, because of being a smartass, hearing her say it in that matter-of-fact way was different. Different as in, he liked it a lot and thus didn’t have any clue how to respond.

	“Of course I am,” he said. “But I’m also crazy and annoying. Ask anybody.” 

	“Me too,” she said. “I thought that was a good thing.” 

	A kindred spirit. It made him like her even more. 

	But her teeth were starting to chatter, so he pulled her close and rubbed her back gently. He wasn’t really good at gentleness or comforting people. He’d never had the chance, and no one had ever done it for him. Maybe his mom, but he couldn’t really remember her. He’d been too little when she died. 

	And this was nothing like that, anyway. 

	Her arms were around him, hands on his bare chest, and her touch sent little sparks of energy all over his skin, like a sparkler going off. Warmth spread through him, starting from his chest and reaching all the way out to his fingers and toes.

	He stroked her hair, running his fingers through it and cupping the back of her neck. Her tiger had liked that, when he stroked her head. Maybe she did too. Without thinking, he dropped a light kiss on her forehead.

	She started to shake. 

	Whoa. Okay. Boomer put his hand under her chin, tilting her head up. “Hey. Hey, look at me.” He waited for her eyes to focus. “Stay with me. I got you.” The lost look in her eyes pulled something out of him, just like he’d pulled her tiger out of her. Only this was a need—not just to protect her, but to shore her up while she felt weak, to remind her how strong she was and hold her until she remembered.

	“You’re fine,” he whispered, kissing her forehead. “You’re okay. Just ride it out.”

	She raised her face, and their lips met. 

	It was even more powerful than it was the first time, at the fight club. Heat and lightning and something more. 

	It was a wild, dangerous feeling, like the moment before he touched the detonator on a chain of explosives, knowing it could turn into something powerful and beautiful—or blow everything all to hell. 

	Including himself.

	For himself, he was willing to take the risk. But not for her. She was counting on him to have her back.

	Barely taking his lips from hers, he said, “We shouldn’t do this. Not now.”

	“Now is when I need you,” she whispered. “Please, Boomer. I need you to help me get through this.”

	And unsaid between them were the words she’d said in the living room. I have nothing else.

	He knew what it was like to have nothing between you and the dark but a wild explosion, so hot and bright and overwhelming that nothing could stand against it. 

	He bent his head and kissed her again. 

	This time, though, it wasn’t hot and wild and crazy. It was like sliding into a pool of warm honey. Everything slowed down, and the edges got blurry, and there was no time and nothing outside themselves. 

	Their kisses smoothed out into a simmering heat, long and lingering. He soothed her by running his hands over her skin again and again, slow and easy, the way he would pet her animal. 

	The way his wolf had always wanted to be petted, in that secret place inside he never talked about. 

	He kissed her until the shaking died down, until it started to be about the desire and the wanting instead of fending off the dark. 

	They explored each other, kisses and touches, clothes sliding away like magic. Boomer loved sex—he’d had plenty of it in his life—and he’d always liked it hot and fun and a little bit crazy. He’d never known it could be warm and… he didn’t know the words to describe it, just that he’d never felt like any other woman had really seen him, all the parts of him, had wanted to know what made him smile and what made him squirm and what made him pant for more. 

	Her hands on his ass, her kisses on the side of his neck, his gasp and her smile when she found a love bite on that one spot would shoot all the way to his groin and make his dick stand up hard. 

	Her stroking his erection, feeling how he liked her to touch him, then slowing down so he was practically begging her for more, and she just smiled that wicked smile and kissed him again, stroking his thighs, running her hands up the muscles of his back, finding that place at the end of his spine that made him moan when she slid her fingers over it. 

	And maybe he’d never really seen anyone but her, never looked to see what they wanted or needed. He just knew how he loved learning about the way she stretched like a cat when he ran his hand down her belly, that kissing the inside of her thigh made her start to purr.

	He got to kiss her breasts, suck on her nipples like he’d wanted to in the living room, trace her hipbones and stroke her inner thighs, just barely not touching her core because the wanting made her writhe against him and make tiny little cat sounds. 

	He learned that he didn’t even care when her hands turned to paws—he just kissed her paw pads and let her wrap her arms around him, the tiny pricks of her claws reminding him of her strength, her ferocity, her wildness. 

	He loved bringing her to a fever pitch of wanting, until she forgot the darkness coming for her, until she couldn’t think of anything but his hands and his lips and the way his tongue felt on her clit, until she was clinging to him and shaking in a different way, coming with his mouth on her. 

	And he saw more than that. Not just her body, but what she kept inside, out of sight. Longing and loneliness, an empty hollow place that matched the one in him. 

	Those places they kept covered with obnoxious humor and badass. 

	The parts they would never let anyone see. 

	He suddenly saw that she was at the end of her strength. She was wild and badass and had been strong forever, all the time, and now, right now she just couldn’t. 

	When she started to shake with the bad stuff again, he put his hands around her face and made her look at him. “Look at me. Just me. This is all you see. My eyes. My face.” 

	She growled—and his wolf rose up and growled back. Not in anger, but in recognition. 

	They’d never been any more than half-human, either of them. Never understood how to be human in a human world.

	He’d had the Ridge, and his brother. What had she had?

	He was filled with a desperate need to touch that untouchable part of her, to slide underneath her fear and mistrust to a place he could sense that no one had ever been to. 

	To show her he could go there and not destroy her. 

	Slowly, he slid his cock into her, until he was sheathed all the way inside her, balls deep, his breath coming hard because he could barely hold back.

	Karisma moaned, wrapping her legs around him like she wanted him even deeper, and he pulled almost all the way out and thrust in again, hearing himself make that sound that was half-growl, half moan because nothing—nothing had ever come close to feeling like this. 

	He drove into her again and again, holding back just a little so he could find a rhythm that would make this last forever, hitting her clit just right until she dug her claws into him again and moved against him, taking him even deeper, her purr turning to a growl to match his. 

	He felt the explosion building in him, the light and the heat and the need. They clung to each other, moving hard and fast now, taking and giving and touching every part of each other.

	He felt her getting to the edge, felt them both getting to the edge, and then they were there, that beautiful moment where everything went up in flames, where you felt the angel of death rush over you and pass you by, and you were amazingly, gloriously alive. 

	They clung together, riding the shock waves, until the debris of who they used to be came floating down around them. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 15

	 

	 

	In the middle of the night, Boomer surfaced out of sleep. Something wasn’t right. There was a buzzing in his ear, like a giant mosquito, and his bedroom smelled hot and feline. And Bro hadn’t come back. He was still out there—so far away Boomer could barely feel him. 

	That knowledge woke him all the way up like a tiny knife to the stomach, bringing him to a sitting position—and he realized what the buzzing sound was. He was in bed with a full-on, seven-foot Siberian tiger—and she was purring in her sleep.

	Boomer sat there for a minute, running his hands through his hair. He’d just had a mind-blowing sexual experience, here in this bed with a woman he’d fantasized about for years. 

	And now she was a tiger. On top of that, he didn’t know how she was going to feel about him—and what just happened between them—when she was human again.

	Now he had two crazy half-wild animals on his hands—her and his bro. And he felt responsible for them both, which was a thing he really didn’t need to deal with in the middle of the night. 

	But here he was. 

	He got up and padded naked out of the cabin, out to the front porch. The night was frosty-cold, but the air was fresh and clean, and his latest problems weren’t right fucking in front of him. 

	He Changed, tilted his head back and gave a long wolf howl, letting it spread out into the wilderness and up to the stars. 

	Then he waited. He didn’t think Bro was close enough to hear or answer, but if he was, Boomer wanted him to know he hadn’t forgotten him. That they were still looking out for each other. 

	The night was still and silent. In the distance, he heard a couple of howls from other members of the pack, just friendly acknowledgements. They knew he wasn’t talking to them. 

	Nothing from Bro. 

	Boomer Changed back, activated his dog tags, and said, “Hey, buddy. Just checking in. You okay?”

	Nothing. 

	He bit his lips. Something was wrong. Not danger, not an injury. Nothing like that. Something inside Bro’s head. He was spiraling down, and sometimes when wolves spiraled into the dark place, they went wolf and didn’t come back. 

	Deep down, he’d always lived in fear that would happen to Bro one day. 

	Please the gods, not today. Because he couldn’t go out looking right now, even if he had to. 

	He had Karisma to worry about, and no idea what to do with her. Although, having sex with her had probably been the total wrong move, for at least six different reasons. 

	Not the least of which, it made him feel things he didn’t know how to handle.

	There was still no sound from his brother—not from the dog tags, and not from a howl on the wind.

	He’s fine, Boomer told himself uneasily. He does this all the time. He said into the dog tags, “Call me if you need me.” 

	Still nothing. He sighed, rubbed his hands through his hair, and went back inside. Karisma was still asleep, taking up three-quarters of the bed. 

	She’d stopped purring and was on her back, still half-under the covers, front paws curled in the air. Her head was back, exposing the soft fur covering her throat, the jewel glimmering in its depths. Somehow, even though she was a tiger, she looked innocent and trusting, almost like a kid.

	He gave a little huff of laughter and sat down next to her. He wondered how old she’d been when the sorcerer took her, if she’d ever had a real childhood with real Barbies, not just the Barbie toybox with its valuable and probably lethal contents that was still in Bro’s truck. A problem for tomorrow. Today, really, since it was like four a.m.

	And he was tired. “What the hell am I going to do with you?” he murmured, absently rubbing the fur under Karisma’s chin. “You’re going to blow up my whole life, you know that?”

	But that idea didn’t bother him as much as he would have thought. 

	He sighed, turned wolf, and curled up next to Karisma. The tiger turned over on her side and wrapped her front paws around Boomer’s wolf, gathering him up against her chest. The rumbling purr started up again. 

	Great, Boomer thought. I’m the little spoon in a tiger silverware drawer. But the purr was soothing, and a feeling of peace stole over him. He fell asleep again, a faint smile on his face. 

	 

	Karisma’s tiger woke up at dawn. The man-wolf was asleep next to her in man form, lying on his stomach, his limbs all tangled with her legs.

	She liked that. She liked the way he felt, the way he smelled. The way he’d washed her last night, his hands gentle and his voice telling her about things in the past, things she barely remembered in her mind, but felt in her bones because they were part of her.

	How he’d saved them. How she’d always known he would come back. Her human hadn’t believed her, had blocked her mind from thinking about him too much.

	But he was back, and now everything would be all right. 

	Except she had to pee, and she didn’t like to pee where she slept.

	She rolled over and sneaked out of bed, very quiet like she was hunting. She walked through the house, sniffing absently at the furniture. It smelled like wolves—good like Boomer’s wolf, but also like the other wolf-man, who wanted to put her in a cage. 

	He wasn’t here now though. Maybe he’d gone away forever. That would be good. 

	The doors to the outside had push-down handles that were easy to work with her paws. Outside the air was crisp and fresh, and it was snowing lightly. There was an inch of fresh powder on the ground.

	She found a nice shrub and peed on it, covering the urine-drenched snow by scooping other snow over it. 

	Then she leaped away and rolled over and over in the snow, rubbing it into her fur and sending clouds of powder into the air. Karisma loved snow.

	It was just beginning to be light out, and there was no one around. She couldn’t see any more cabins from where she stood, but she could smell them. 

	Woodsmoke, and food smells. More wolves. She wanted to go see.

	Following the tracks they’d made last night in the truck, she took the road down the mountainside. In just a few minutes the woods opened up into a valley like a shallow bowl, with lots of buildings. 

	There were a few people, and a few wolves, but they didn’t notice her, with her black and white stripes blending perfectly with the bare snowy branches of the forest, and the jewel in her chest that made her untrackable and unsmellable, when she wanted to be stealthy. 

	Suddenly, she caught another scent, coming from the edge of the forest to her right, a little ways around the edge of the valley. 

	Rabbit! Her stomach growled. She had not eaten for a very long time, and it was a big rabbit, playing in the snow near the foundation of one of the cabins.

	With all these wolves around. It was a very stupid rabbit, and it was just asking to be eaten. She needed to get to it before a wolf scented it and she had to fight for it.

	She crept around the edge of the valley, keeping low, just inside the tree line. The rabbit had its back to her, nosing around in the snow. It was big and fat and white, and would be so crunchy and delicious…

	Karisma crept closer, closer, belly to the ground. She wiggled her haunches, getting ready to pounce, and…

	The rabbit stiffened and whirled around. For one second they stared at each other, wide-eyed. And then, just as Karisma pounced, the rabbit let out a high-pitched scream and launched itself at her.

	They crashed in mid-air. The rabbit chomped down, biting Karisma on the nose.

	Ow! Ow! Startled, she twisted away, batting at it with her paw. The rabbit hurtled through the air and landed butt-first in a snowbank, still screaming like a rabid raccoon. 

	Karisma landed on all four feet, skidding to a stop three feet away from it, nose smarting. What. The. Actual. Hell. 

	Then suddenly doors were slamming, people were shouting, and in seconds she was surrounded by a crowd of angry wolves and humans. Many of the humans had guns, and they were all pointing at her. 

	Karisma froze. A huge, dark-haired, especially angry man wearing nothing but boxer shorts shoved himself between her and the bunny, pointing a huge pistol right between Karisma’s eyes. “Back off,” he snarled. 

	She could feel his wolf dominance, rolling out into the winter air. And she could feel the danger wafting off him. This wolf was a killer—and he was taking her rabbit.

	The rabbit hissed at her, darting between the man’s legs to snap at her, and then screamed at her again. 

	It was making Karisma’s ears hurt. She yowled to make it stop, and hissed back.

	The man with the gun said, “One more move, tiger, and you’re dead.” 

	 

	Boomer had been having an amazing dream, involving hot sex with a tiger in the middle of a fireworks show, combining two of his favorite things. 

	And then he heard the screams. They were coming from down the hill, in the main compound, but he still knew who it was.

	Madison Fontaine. Friend and rabbit shifter. Something was threatening Madison.

	Boomer jumped out of bed and scrambled into his underwear. He was halfway out the bedroom door when he realized the bed was empty.

	No tiger. Fuck. She wasn’t in the house—he’d smell her. There were more rabbit screams, and then he realized.

	No one at Outlaw Ridge would threaten Madison. Everyone knew her, and her rabbit form. Everyone but Karisma.

	Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

	Not even stopping to put on his pants, Boomer grabbed his piece and raced out of the cabin, down the road to the compound. 

	The second he cleared the woods, he saw the crowd outside Madison and Sanchez’s cabin. More people were coming up all the time, to see what the fuck was going on. Boomer had to shoulder his way through the crowd, which he did ruthlessly.

	At the center was Karisma crouched in pre-attack mode, growling, her tail lashing.

	Sanchez was standing, legs apart, a big-ass revolver pointed right between her eyes. Madison, still a rabbit, was standing between his legs, alternately hissing and screaming at her.

	Cisco and Matéo were on either side of Sanchez, trying to explain to him that the tiger was a shifter. Sanchez didn’t appear to be hearing them. His trigger finger was twitching. 

	“Hey! Sanchez!” Boomer yelled. Sanchez ignored him too. Half of Madison’s other friends had gone wolf and were growling at Karisma.

	Boomer aimed his gun into the air and fired a shot. “Everybody stand the fuck down!”

	Without taking his eyes off Karisma, Sanchez said, “That thing tried to kill Madison.” 

	“She didn’t mean it.” 

	“You don’t know that. And I sure as fuck don’t.” 

	“Karisma,” Boomer said. “Don’t hurt the rabbit. She’s a shifter. And a friend. Not to mention, half the pack will tear you to shreds even before Sanchez can shoot you.”

	“Don’t bet on that,” Sanchez said. “It’ll be after.”

	“It’s not going to happen at all,” Boomer said. 

	Madison had stopped screaming and was now just hissing. Karisma, looking curious and slightly confused, picked up her paw and tentatively reached it out towards the rabbit. 

	Sanchez growled, “I’m warning you.” 

	“Cut it out, K,” Boomer said. “He’ll really do it.”

	Karisma pulled her paw back and started licking it, pretending like she was never going to touch Madison, and what were they all upset about. 

	Cats. 

	Boomer went over to her and laid his hand on her head. Karisma stood up, yawned, and rubbed her head against his thigh. Great. Just great.

	Sanchez lowered his weapon slightly. He was still radiating pissed-off alpha vibes. It was giving Boomer a headache. 

	“You brought a damn tiger home to fuck?” Sanchez exploded. “Why the hell would you do that? Why is she out alone? Didn’t you fucking warn her about Madison before you let her run? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

	He turned on Cisco and Matéo. “Did you two know about this? Does Gunn know about this?”

	Gunn pushed his way through the crowd. “No, I didn’t.” He faced down Boomer. “And I would also like to know why you brought an unauthorized shifter onto this base and let her run wild. Would you care to explain?”

	No. No, he really wouldn’t. 

	And then it got worse. A low, gravelly voice spoke from the edge of the crowd. “I would also like an explanation.” 

	Boomer turned around. The crowd parted like the Red Sea before Moses. 

	Standing facing him was a man—or something—in a hooded brown robe, like a medieval monk. The hood was so deep and dark you couldn’t even see his face—just a glint of eyes now and then. At his shoulder stood a thin, hollow-cheeked man with a shock of bleach blond hair. Azúcar, also known as Sugar. Thanatos’ chief lieutenant.

	And the person in the robe was Thanatos himself. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 16

	 

	 

	Boomer was so, so fucked. They both were. 

	Thanatos never came out of the Big House. People came to him. The fact that he’d come out for Karisma made Boomer’s stomach go cold. 

	“Thanatos,” he said. “My man. What are you doing out? The sun’s coming up. Don’t you burst into flames or some shit?”

	From somewhere off to his left, he heard his friend Dealer murmur, “He’s a troll, not a vampire. He turns to stone.”

	Thanatos slowly turned the hood in that direction. “Silence.” 

	The tone of his voice made everyfuckingbody shut up. People at the edges of the crowd started melting away. 

	Thanatos turned back to Boomer. “You have brought a rogue tiger into my territory. One who reeks of magic.” 

	Thank you, Captain Obvious. “Was there a question in there?” 

	Thanatos’ voice got even more ominous. “Yes. Why?”

	But Boomer didn’t get a chance to answer. The minute he’d said Thanatos’ name, Karisma started growling. And now she sprang through the air, snarling and heading straight for Boomer’s boss.

	Sanchez raised his gun. Boomer threw himself at Sanchez, smacking into him just in time to throw his aim off. 

	Sanchez snarled and went wolf. 

	Thanatos raised his hand. Translucent red light shot out of it and the tiger froze in mid-air, legs all splayed out, mouth open like Han Solo being encased in carbonite. 

	She panicked, her eyes going wild, strangled sounds coming from her throat. 

	Everyone else froze too, except for Boomer. His wolf was screaming, Protect! Protect!

	Boomer turned and aimed his gun at Thanatos. “Put her down,” he said. “Now.”

	Sugar cocked his gun and aimed it at him. Sanchez snarled at Boomer and bunched himself to attack. 

	Gunn’s voice boomed through the tension. “Enough.” His alpha mojo rolled out over all the wolves who hadn’t managed to sneak away—and the rabbit—practically flattening them. He was pissed. 

	Everybody froze again. 

	Gunn turned to Thanatos, his voice clipped. “I think we better take this discussion up to the Big House.”

	The hood gazed at him and then said, “Indeed.” He turned to Sugar. “Make arrangements to cage the tiger.” 

	What? “Hell, no,” Boomer said, not putting down his gun. “Nobody’s caging anybody.” Karisma was already freaking out. If she was caged again, she’d lose it for good. He could feel the traumatized terror in her at being forcibly restrained. 

	Gunn heaved a sigh. He said to Boomer, “Can you control her?”

	Of course he couldn’t fucking control her. He was pretty sure nobody was ever going to control the Tiger Queen. 

	“Sure,” he said.

	Trying to look confident, he walked up to where she was hanging in the air. Which was fucking spooky.

	“Hey,” he said to her. “K. It’s cool. We’re just going to talk. Nobody’s going to hurt you, I swear. Nobody. And nobody’s caging you up, either.” He glared at Thanatos and said, “Please remember I have enough explosives up the mountain to turn your mansion into a smoking crater.”

	He reached through the magic red light—which somehow only seemed to affect Karisma—and put his hand on the tiger’s neck. Even her fur was stiff with the spell. He said to her, “It’s probably better if you turn human, though. Then you can tell him what a dick he is. I’ll help you.”

	Thanatos must have done something, because Karisma floated to the ground, still frozen. Boomer kept his hand on her, trying to call her out of her tiger like he’d done the night before. “Come on. You can do it. Just come back out.”

	The tiger shimmered and became Karisma again—naked, disheveled, and royally pissed off.

	Thanatos dissolved the spell, and she almost fell to her knees. Boomer caught her.

	She jerked away and turned on him. “I’m going to fucking kill you,” she said through her teeth. She turned on Thanatos. “And then I’m going to kill you.”

	Great. Just fucking awesome. 

	Boomer stepped away and ran his hand through his hair. “Can I at least have some coffee before we all fight to the death?” He looked at Gunn. “And could somebody get us some pants?”

	 

	Pants arrived, along with shirts and boots. 

	Coffee did not. 

	They started up the hill in the snow: Thanatos in the lead, gliding like he didn’t have any fucking feet. He also left no trail in the snow, like Karisma in the woods last night. He glanced down at the ground. She was leaving tracks now. Maybe it was a magic tiger thing. 

	Gunn followed behind Thanatos, with Sugar. Not talking. 

	Boomer and Karisma came next, about ten feet behind. A couple of the guys who usually took guard shifts up at the Big House brought up the rear, weapons out like he and Karisma were prisoners or some shit. Boomer glared at them until they dropped back about ten feet, leaving him and Karisma in their own space.

	As soon as they did, Karisma came right up close to Boomer and hissed, “Why the hell didn’t you tell me you worked for Thanatos?”

	He was taken aback. “Why the hell would I think you’d care?” He frowned. “Wait a minute. How do you even know about Thanatos? Nobody knows about him. He’s more mysterious than Batman.”

	Karisma rolled her eyes. “He’s why I’m here.” She dropped her voice even lower. “Thanatos is the job I was telling you about.” 

	Boomer stopped dead in his tracks. “Hold up. What?” He raised his voice and held up his hands in the shape of a ‘T’. “Hey!” he yelled. “Time out.”

	Everyone stopped and looked at him. Sugar said, “Time out? This isn’t a football game.”

	Boomer said, “Fine then. I need to confer with my client. In private.”

	Gunn rolled his eyes. “This isn’t a courtroom, either. And you’re sure as hell not a lawyer.”

	“Just give me a minute, okay?”

	Everyone looked at Thanatos, who inclined his head in a yes. Boomer had no idea how he made a faceless hood look irritated and impatient while doing it, but he did. 

	Boomer pulled Karisma aside, even further from the others.

	“What are you talking about?” he demanded. “What is this job?”

	She said, “Your boss Thanatos is a sorcerer. Isn’t he?”

	He was? “Honestly, no one knows what he is,” Boomer admitted. “Dealer says troll. My money’s on basilisk. Or maybe mutant dragon.”

	“Boomer.” Fur rippled along Karisma’s face. She was getting upset.

	“Okay, he might be a sorcerer. He obviously has powers. But he’s all right, in his own weird way. He’s saved all of our lives—everyone in this pack. He brought us here and gave us decent work to do.”

	“As what? A black ops team?”

	Well, yeah. “We help people, Kari. Retrieve kidnap victims. Take down bad guys.”

	“And who tells you they’re bad guys? Him? You just kill whoever he says?”

	Boomer shook his head. “Trust me. They’re as bad as they come. The things I’ve seen…” 

	Like a psycho who wanted to blow up two little kids just because their parents reminded him of people he hated.

	Karisma was watching his face. “You really think he’s not a bad guy.” 

	Boomer sighed. “We’re none of us really what you’d call good guys. But we do what we can to make the world less heinous. And Big T pays for it all.” He reached out, cupping his hand around her neck, and she didn’t shake him off. He asked, “What do you want from Thanatos?”

	She bit her lip, and then said, “He has a piece of an ancient artifact that I’ve been searching for. When I get it, I can go after that asshole Maximilian and reverse what he did to me.”

	Whoa. That was big. But going up against Thanatos… “So, you were going to try to… what. Buy this thing from Thanatos?”

	She shrugged. “Beg, borrow, buy, steal. Probably steal.” She looked in his eyes. “I need that artifact, Boomer. I’ve spent years tracking it down. It’s my only hope.” 

	Things suddenly started to make sense to him. “That’s what those fake FBI guys are after, isn’t it. The other pieces of it?”

	She flicked her gaze to Thanatos. “No one can be allowed to get their hands on that,” she said. 

	Which meant she wasn’t planning on telling Thanatos about the Barbie box. Which put Boomer between a rock and a hard place. Awesome. 

	Sugar called out, “Wrap it up, Boomer. Some of us have better things to do than stand here in the snow all morning.”

	“Fuck off, Sugar. I’m the one with no coffee.” Boomer turned to Karisma. “He’s right though. We can’t stand here forever.” He held out his hand. “You coming?”

	“Do I have a choice?”

	“No,” came Thanatos’ voice from within the hood. “You do not.” 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 17

	 

	 

	Karisma discovered that the Big House was in fact a mansion—a beautiful stone and timber structure that looked like it had been built by giants, with polished tree-trunk columns along the front and wide steps up to a covered porch. 

	They all trooped inside, across a huge vaulted foyer and up a curving staircase with an intricate carved wooden banister. They walked in silence, Boomer still holding her hand, up two flights and through a long gallery lined with books, artwork, and even a few suits of armor standing guard.

	“Did he kill the knights who used to own those?” Karisma whispered. 

	“Probably,” Boomer murmured back. “I’m just telling myself they were evil knights, and they deserved it.”

	She could tell he wasn’t as confident as he’d pretended. Thanatos wasn’t like any of the other sorcerers she’d gone up against. He was something else—some kind of shifter, maybe? He had an odd smell—or, to be more precise, a lack of smell.

	All she could scent from him was earth and stone. Maybe he really was a troll.

	But if he hid even his face from the wolves who worked for him, what else was he hiding?

	And how was she going to persuade this mysterious, terrifying creature to give her what she needed? She had the sinking feeling that Thanatos was used to being the one making demands, and that he always got what he wanted.

	She could feel her tiger wanting to come out again. They hadn’t had their potion, and there had been too much adrenalin and chaos and upset. Stay inside, Karisma told her desperately. We have to talk, not attack. We have to convince him.

	But a cramp rippled across her stomach, and she felt fur growing and receding.

	Boomer squeezed her hand and smiled at her, but she couldn’t manage to smile back. 

	Finally they reached their destination—a huge study completely lined with books. On one side of the room were shelves of ancient-looking, leather-bound tomes and even some scrolls. The books became more modern-looking as you moved around the room, culminating in new-looking books with bright paper jackets. 

	A centuries-old timeline of literature. 

	Thanatos glided around behind a humongous antique carved desk, and sat in an equally humongous antique chair, as if taking his throne. The white-haired, hollow-cheeked man Boomer had called ‘Sugar’ went to stand just behind Thanatos’ right shoulder. 

	Two of the soldiers who had followed them took positions on either side of the door, weapons out but not aimed. The third left, and closed the door behind him. 

	Gunn propped his hips on the edge of a library table that sat against one wall. Karisma was glad he was there—a witness and an advocate, so Thanatos couldn’t make them just… disappear.

	Boomer, without being invited, pulled up a velvet-upholstered chair for Karisma. She sat on the edge of it, unable to settle.

	Boomer pulled up another chair next to her.

	No one spoke. 

	Karisma was just opening her mouth to say something—anything—when the door opened and a man walked in with a tray holding a silver coffee service. He put it down on the edge of the desk and left as silently as he’d come. 

	How fucking civilized—for a sorcerer who was probably also a monster. She wondered what he’d ordered to be put in the coffee. Tranquilizers? Truth serum?

	Boomer seemed to have no such worries. He was way too trusting sometimes. “Thank the gods,” he muttered. “Coffee.” He grabbed a cup and poured for himself, adding cream from the silver pitcher. Then he poured another cup for her and set it on the edge of the desk. 

	Karisma ignored it. Not only did she not trust Thanatos, she was too busy trying to keep her hands from becoming paws. 

	As Gunn poured himself some coffee and retreated back to his table, Thanatos began to speak.

	“Now. Boomer. You will tell me why you brought this woman to Outlaw Ridge, and why I was not informed of her purpose here.” There was a faint note of distaste in the word ‘woman.’ Nice. On top of everything else, he was a misogynist?

	Boomer stirred his coffee. “Well, we met last night at a fight club. I had a few beers, we fought, one thing led to another… I didn’t know we were supposed to clear our sexytimes with you. I hope you don’t want video.” 

	Thanatos’ voice grew tight. “I am already tired of your antics. I know she is a thief, known professionally as Karisma, who specifically targets sorcerers, and has never been caught. Until now. And I want to know what she wants in my territory.”

	Karisma had had enough of them talking about her like she wasn’t there. And she was too angry to play games. She stood up, unable to stay in her seat, clenching and unclenching her hands to keep them from Changing. 

	“You know what I want,” she said to Thanatos. “You have the sixth piece of the Orb of Thekate. And one way or another, I’m going to get it from you.” 

	The hood stared at her for a long moment. Karisma gritted her teeth against another stomach cramp, another ripple of fur. Stay inside, dammit!

	Then Thanatos said, “Really, Ms… Karisma.” He said her name like it tasted bad. “I have no intention of simply handing you another piece of such a powerful and dangerous artifact. Although with your reputation, I would have expected more finesse from you. At the very least, a compelling sob story, however false and contrived.” 

	Finesse? A compelling sob story? Like this was a fucking game, or a con? It was life and death. Hers.

	“You want a compelling story?” she said. “Fine. Here’s one. As a bonus, it’s even true.” 

	She took a deep breath so her voice wouldn’t shake. “I was kidnapped by a sorcerer when I was eight years old. He was a human, doing experiments on shifters to see if he could take our magic. He put a collar on me that forced me to stay in my tiger form, and kept me in a cage like an animal. He owned a ratty little traveling circus that he used for a cover as we moved around the country, looking for more shifters. He and his daughter made us perform in the circus, so no one would suspect what we really were. It amused him.”

	Next to her, she heard Boomer growl.

	“In between, he did other things to us. Spells that felt like they were ripping us apart inside. He had these crystal rods that he used to drag parts of our shifter magic out of us.” She shivered, trying to separate the facts from her feelings, so she could talk about it without reliving it. 

	“We could see the power streaming out of our bodies, taking with it parts of our humanity, moving into a glowing crystal ball. He used to cradle that ball in his hands, roll it over his skin, like he was absorbing parts of us.”

	She hated that crystal ball with every fiber of her being. Just the thought of it made her feel sick. Her feet turned to paws, ripping out of her borrowed boots. 

	She ignored the pain. It was nothing to what the sorcerer had forced on her.

	“There were seven of us. Two died in the first few years I was there. Gabi and Moluk, he called them. A lioness and a leopard. I never knew their real names.”

	But she held them in her heart—the part that burned for revenge.

	“Finally, when I was sixteen, there was a fire in the circus, in the tent where they kept our cages. Miraculously, there was a teenage boy there that night, someone who’d recognized us as shifters. He blew open the locks on our cages and set us free. He almost died in the fire.”

	Boomer raised his hand halfway. “That would be me. Getting in trouble as usual.” Karisma heard a tiny intake of breath from the direction of the hood. Boomer went on, “She came back and pulled me out of the flames, by the way. So we kind of owe each other.”

	“Indeed.” Thanatos leaned back and brought his hands together, making his forefingers into a little steeple. His skin had a rough gray cast to it. “Fascinating.”

	Another wave of rage passed through her. She couldn’t seem to get a hold on her emotions, to shove them away the way she usually did. They all started spilling out, as if they were being set free along with her tiger paws. 

	“I’m glad you’re fucking fascinated with my pain,” she said, gritting her teeth. “Want some more? We escaped into the mountains, but we couldn’t get rid of the collars Maximilian had enchanted to keep us in our animal forms. When we tried to get them off, the magical backlash almost killed us.” 

	She took a couple of deep breaths, trying to calm down, but her stomach was cramping even worse. “It did kill some of us. Two more of us died that way, and one went crazy and disappeared. Jordi and I waited, and waited, and finally the magic in the collars faded, and we could get rid of them.”

	She paused, looking away into the past. “All told, it took us a year to be able to turn human. We’d been in our animal forms so long, and it was like… like even though the collars were gone, the magic was still there, trying to keep us from Changing.” She bit her lip. “Jordi—Jordi had a harder time. And finally, he just gave up. Went back to his bear, and disappeared into the wilderness. And I was alone.”

	She made the mistake of looking at Boomer. The stricken look on his face pierced straight through her. “It wasn’t your fault,” she told him. But his face said he didn’t believe her. 

	She’d deliberately stayed away, afraid she would hurt him, afraid he’d put himself in danger trying to help her. One of the shifters who’d died had been killed not by trying to get his own collar off, but by trying to get one off one of their companions. She never wanted that to happen to Boomer. 

	When she finally was human again, she’d gone to his house, but he and his whole family were gone. She’d talked to a neighbor—pretended to be an old school friend who’d moved away and was back for a visit.

	Boomer’s father had died, the neighbor said. And the boys were gone; no one knew where they went. He was sorry. 

	But there were things he wasn’t telling her. She’d heard it in his voice, seen it on his face. So she’d gone to the library and used the public computer to look up news stories.

	Boomer’s father didn’t just die. He was shot, under what the police called ‘suspicious circumstances.’ 

	His oldest son was wanted for questioning. 

	And then the stories just stopped. As far as she knew the case was never solved. 

	But she knew then, deep in her heart, that she’d never see Boomer again. 

	She looked at Thanatos. “I tried to find Maximilian again, to get that crystal back, but he’d gone underground. And then I tried to learn how to undo what he did to us, to get the magic out so I could get my humanity back for good.”

	As if to accentuate her words, her tiger paws burst out of her hands. Sugar’s left eyebrow went up—his only reaction so far. 

	“That’s when I found out that those rods and that crystal were part of a bigger, more powerful artifact that had been broken up centuries ago, its pieces put into the care of seven different sorcerers. If I could get the other pieces, I could use them to find Maximilian wherever he is, and get that piece of myself that he took from me. And I did it. You have the last piece.”

	Karisma stepped forward, leaning her tiger paws on Thanatos’ desk, not caring that her claws gouged the antique wood. 

	She spoke right to the dark void of his hood. “I’ve taken down greater sorcerers than you. I’ve escaped from their cells. I’ve stolen their pieces of the Orb. I’ve taken away their most powerful tools. I can take yours. And I will.”

	“Enough!” Thanatos said, his voice grinding like a rockfall. “You have no idea of the damage you could do, dealing with magic you don’t understand.”

	He rose to his feet, and power radiated from him. The soldiers in the doorway tensed. “For over one hundred years, I have built magic into this land. I have supported the wolf pack that lives here. I’ve fought battles they know nothing of. I am not going to let you, or anyone, destroy that.”

	The darkness in his hood seemed to draw her in. It the depths of it, his eyes glowed like tiny flames.

	He went on, “If you go up against me, you will lose. Do you understand?”

	She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Her tiger ripped out of her, and she heard Boomer murmur, “There she goes. Now you’ve done it.” 

	

	Boomer went to grab Karisma, but Thanatos was faster. This time when he put his hand up, she slid into the corner, slamming against the bookshelves. A curtain of shimmering light appeared diagonally across the corner, trapping her inside.

	Boomer turned to Thanatos, growling. “Stop doing that! Trapping her only freaks her out more.”

	Thanatos said, “Would you prefer that I let the men shoot her?”

	Boomer realized that both guards had their guns trained on Karisma. His wolf snarled. 

	“Of course not. But you can’t keep her caged up—”

	“No, I can’t.”

	“—you heard what she just said. She was in a cage for years. She—” Then Thanatos’ words penetrated his brain. “What?”

	Thanatos turned his hood towards the corner. Karisma was pushing at the forcefield—and it was starting to bend.

	“Whoa,” he said. “Can she break out of there?”

	“Eventually. Between the magic still running in her veins, and that which she has acquired in her travels—especially the jewel at her throat—she is able to penetrate or evade many types of magics. It’s why she has been successful so far, in her ‘mission.’ But even if she had my piece of the Orb, she would fail against Maximilian. He is much more formidable than any that have come before.”

	“More formidable than you?” 

	Thanatos’ tone grew very dry. “No one is more formidable than I.”

	Boomer would have thought he was kidding, except Thanatos didn’t have a sense of humor. 

	Thanatos leaned back in his chair. “I have my own reasons for wanting to take down the sorcerer currently known as Maximilian. I knew the tiger was collecting the pieces of the Orb, and I knew she would eventually come for mine.” His hood gazed at Boomer. “What I did not realize was that one of my wolves already had a connection with her. That… complicates matters.”

	“You think?” Boomer said. “Because if you were planning on taking away her parts of the Orb and using them for yourself, you’re correct in believing I’m going to make that hella complicated for you. As in ‘no’.”

	Thanatos pressed his clasped hands tightly together. Shit. For him, that was being majorly emotional. This must be big.

	It was.

	“Much as it pains me to admit it, in order to take down Maximilian, I will need her help. I’m willing to make her a deal.”

	Karisma threw herself against the force field, snarling. It bent like a piece of plexiglass.

	“But first, we need to find a way to control that damn tiger.”

	Boomer sighed. “Good luck with that.”


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 18

	 

	 

	Karisma woke up mostly human, in a dungeon. She could smell it, feel the floor hard beneath her body. She had tiger paws instead of feet, furry arms, a tail, and what felt like the worst hangover of her life. 

	She also had her head in somebody’s lap. 

	Boomer. Who was balancing a plate full of sausage rolls on her shoulder. 

	“Hey!” he said. “You’re awake.” His voice was soft, but it reverberated in her head like a brass gong.

	“Shut up,” she whispered. “You’re talking too loud.” She winced. “So am I.” 

	He put the plate down. “Sorry,” he whispered. “Can you sit up? There’s water. And more coffee. And breakfast.” He paused. “You’re not going to barf, are you? Because you should do that in a bowl and not on me.”

	“No.” Maybe. Karisma allowed him to help her into a sitting position. She was pretty sure she was supposed to be killing someone right now, but she couldn’t remember why and her head hurt too bad.

	She could always do it later, if she had to. 

	Sitting up worked okay. They were sitting on the floor in a huge, dimly lit room made completely of stone, except for the ten-foot-tall carved wooden doors at one end. To their left was a raised dais with a long carved wooden table running across it, and one large, high-backed chair like a throne behind it. 

	Not a dungeon, exactly. But definitely a place no one would want to hang out. 

	“Where the hell are we?”

	“Drink this.” Boomer handed her an open water bottle. She started chugging. Damn, she was thirsty. As the water permeated her parched cells, her memory started to come back. 

	“He locked us up, didn’t he,” she said. “Thanatos.” She should have known he couldn’t be trusted. She did know. “It’s okay. We can get out.” 

	“Hey, relax,” Boomer said. “Nobody’s holding us prisoner. But Big T was getting peeved about you tearing up his study—his hood got all quivery and shit—so we finally decided it would be better if you and I waited somewhere else. I told him here would be good, because there’s nothing to destroy and it’s secure, but big enough that it wouldn’t feel like a cage.” 

	She turned and looked at him. He sounded cocky as always, but there was an undertone of real concern in his voice. And he’d been worried about her feeling caged. “Wow,” she said. “I thought… you know, Thanatos…” 

	She’d never thought he’d agree to help her. There must be a catch somewhere.

	Boomer said, “He had to tranquilize you—sorry—but I was with you the whole time. So was Gunn, until he went off to find Mikey and make some calls. For backup.”

	She narrowed her eyes, her hangover mind finally catching up. “What kind of calls? What kind of backup? And what is it we’re ‘waiting’ for?”

	He said the last thing she expected. “A dragon.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“Dragons have the most powerful magic in the known worlds. I figured, if they can’t fix you, no one can.” 

	Karisma stared at him. “You did not just say you called in dragons. Dragons are…” She shook her head. She knew they existed. She’d heard rumors, in her travels. But… “People don’t just… know… dragons.”

	“Mikey does,” he said. “Gunn’s mate.” He shoved his plate at her. “Here, have some sausage rolls. You’ll feel better.”

	A dragon. They really were rumored to have the most powerful magic in the known worlds. And also to be ruthless, reclusive, and unfriendly. “How?”

	“Related to them,” Boomer said, mouth full of sausage. He swallowed. “She has an uncle who mated into a dragon clan. These ones specialize in helping ex-captive shifters who’ve been fucked up by the people that took them. On account of, it happened to her uncle’s whole family. And some of the dragons, too, I think.” 

	He took her hand, lightly running his fingers down her arm. His touch gave her goose bumps. He gave her a crooked smile. “So I figured maybe they could help you. At least make you some more of that potion. I took the bottle, remember? Mikey went over to the cabin to get it. Maybe they can analyze it.” 

	Karisma was stunned. “You did all that for me?” While she’d been knocked out, Boomer and his alpha had been working behind the scenes, for her. 

	“Guilty. So will you let them try?”

	“Do I have another choice?” But even as she said it, a tiny seed of hope was flowering inside her. Maybe there was something the dragons could do. 

	Boomer said, “Well, I guess you could beat me up and escape. Go out into the world all alone. Leave me behind. Break my heart.” 

	“Yeah, right.” He was obviously kidding about that last part. But despite herself, her mind went back to last night, back to what they’d shared. Nothing else had ever made her feel like that. 

	He added, “Or, you could stay here, get de-tigered, and maybe—if you’re nice—get the chance of more sexytimes with the hottest wolf you ever met.” 

	“Really? Where’s he?”

	He grinned and pulled her tail. 

	She growled. “Do not do that if you want to live.” 

	“No promises. Have a sausage roll. Mikey will be here any time.” 

	 

	They’d finished off the sausage rolls and most of the coffee before the big doors at the far end of the room finally opened, and Mikey walked through. 

	She was nearly six feet tall with blond curly hair, dressed in army fatigues that in no way concealed her curves. She also looked like she could beat up an entire battalion of soldiers without breaking a sweat.

	Karisma liked her on sight. Not least because she had brought more bags of food—breakfast sandwiches, by the smell—and a carrier with more coffees. 

	“Hey,” she said cheerfully to Karisma, juggling things so she could hold out her hand for a handshake. One of the paper bags slid to the floor, spilling several packs of Twinkies onto the stone pavers. “I’m Michelangela Connors, but everybody calls me Mikey.” 

	She handed the coffee carrier to Boomer. “One of those is mine. And so is one of the sandwiches, so don’t make me kill you for it.”

	“As if,” Boomer said. “I can take you. Where’s DB?”

	“On his way.” 

	Almost before she finished saying the words, the air about ten feet away from them began to sparkle with magic. There was a ripping sound, and a long, bright green vertical slash appeared in the air. 

	Karisma, still sitting, backed up against the wall. “What the actual fuck is that?”

	Mikey grinned. “That’s DB.” 

	As Karisma watched, mouth open, the slash widened into a doorway, and a man stepped through. 

	Scratch that. Almost a man—a teenage boy, maybe seventeen or eighteen. He was startlingly good-looking, with wavy black hair down to his shoulders and eyes the same color as the magical doorway. He was dressed all in black—a t-shirt and jeans with a leather vest over them—and had a black leather backpack thrown carelessly over one shoulder. 

	“Hey, Mikey,” he said. “Boomer. And Tiger Girl.” He caught sight of the bag on the floor. “Twinkies! Sweet. Are those for me?”

	A gray leather glove floated out of the doorway behind him. Just one—but filled out like there was a hand inside it. The door closed and disappeared. The hand floated over to the Twinkies, picked up a pack and handed them to DB. “Thank you, Thing.” He ripped them open and stuffed half a Twinkie in his mouth. 

	A grin spread across Mikey’s face. “Is that Ziggy?” The glove did a little finger wave. 

	Mikey spread her arms out wide, like she was going to hug somebody. “Come over here, you!”

	The glove floated over. Mikey grabbed it and planted a big smacking kiss on the fingers. She let go and they high fived.

	Karisma whispered to Boomer, “What the hell is that?”

	“I have no fucking idea.” He raised his voice a bit. “Mikey? Someone invisible here?”

	“Oh. No. Well, yeah. This is Ziggy. He’s a zefir—a kind of air elemental. They attach themselves to particular dragon families—or people they like—as… helpers. He doesn’t have a body.”

	Like that wasn’t weird at all. 

	“But the glove is new,” Mikey said. “What’s up with that?”

	DB rolled his eyes. “Mikah’s kid has been obsessed with the Addams Family lately. Ziggy decided it would be cool to be Thing. But you can’t see his hand, so… glove.” 

	Mikey cracked up. “That’s awesome.”

	Karisma was studying the dragon, who’d dropped his pack on the floor and was chowing down on a second Twinkie. He definitely didn’t look old enough to be able to help her. He looked like he should still be in high school. But dragons lived for centuries, so… maybe he was older?

	“So, DB,” she said. “Um, you’re really like, a hundred and fifty with tons of magical training, right? You only look like a kid?”

	He grinned. “Nope, sorry. I’m a genius, though. The most powerful Draken sorcerer in a thousand years, worldwalker extraordinaire, blah blah blah, all adding up to I’m cool as fuck. Should we get started?”

	Great. Not just a teenager—a braggy, egotistical teenager.

	She whispered to Boomer, “You didn’t get me the cut-rate dragon, did you? Because he looks like he’s about twelve.”

	Michelangela laughed, almost spitting her coffee. DB frowned. A tiny bit of smoke trickled out of his nostrils. 

	Boomer said, “Nah. He’s an obnoxious little monster, but—like me in my chosen field—he really is as good as he thinks he is.” He winked at DB.

	She took a deep breath. “Okay.” 

	 

	Boomer breathed a sigh of relief when Karisma finally allowed DB to examine her. He just hoped the kid could do something.

	And that Thanatos wasn’t going to fuck things up for her. The old troll—or whatever he was—had his own reasons for doing everything he did. He was also ruthless and didn’t like women, and there was no guarantee he wouldn’t sacrifice Karisma if he thought he had to. 

	Boomer just had to figure out a way to make sure that didn’t happen. 

	But right now, he felt about as useful as a dud grenade. 

	DB was mostly up to speed on Karisma’s story. Boomer had made Sugar send him the security footage from Thanatos’ office, and filled him in on everything else he knew over the phone.

	Except about the Barbie box. He’d made Karisma a promise about that. 

	DB asked some questions, and did a magic scan where he held his hands over various areas of her body and made them glow. 

	Boomer could tell it was upsetting her, because different parts of her kept turning tiger and going back to human. Which was starting to freak him out.

	Shifters could get stuck between forms—or stuck in a permanent Change flux, like Karisma seemed to be. If it went on for too long, the stress on their body and psyche could kill them. 

	But he clenched his fists and let DB do his thing. If he and the Al-Maddeiri dragons couldn’t help her, no one could. And that was fucking not acceptable. 

	Then DB asked Mikey for the potion bottle, which she had in a Ziploc bag. DB took it absently, his eyes still on Karisma. 

	Boomer said, “I was thinking you could analyze the potion somehow, so you could make more? Don’t you have a lab back at Al-Maddeiri?”

	DB rolled his eyes. “Yeah. If only there were some way to do that.” He took the potion bottle out of the bag and sniffed it. Then he tasted a tiny bit, and finally waved his hand over the vial, making magical colors appear over it like miniature Northern Lights. 

	So he didn’t need a lab. Fine. Whatever.

	Finally DB nodded. “Like I thought, it’s a stabilizer. Mitigating the effects of magic in a creature’s system. Crude, but effective in its way.”

	“Can you make her more?” Boomer found himself holding his breath. 

	DB tucked the vial into a pocket in his backpack. “I could. I could make a better version, actually. But that’s not a long-term solution. The potion is meant to counteract transitory spells or other potions—magic that’s temporarily in a creature’s system.” He turned to Karisma. “You were exposed to yours for so long, the magic became more or less permanent. So the effect of the potion diminishes over time.” 

	Karisma shook her head. “I’ve been using it for years.”

	“Yeah,” DB said, looking pointedly at her tail. “How’s that working out for you lately?”

	She growled. “So you can’t help me?”

	“I didn’t say that. I absolutely have a way to help you.” DB made a face. “But you’re really, really not going to like it.” 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 19

	 

	 

	Boomer watched Karisma’s lips get tight. He could feel her disappointment like it was his own, feel her putting up walls against hope that she was going to get help from anyone except herself.

	He’d backed off to let DB examine her, but now he scooted back over next to her and put his hand on her leg. He said to DB, “So what can you do?”

	DB was sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of them, eating another Twinkie. “What I can do, is a spell that should clean the residual magic out of her system, and let her reestablish a normal balance with her tiger.”

	Boomer looked at Karisma. She looked at him. That sounded awesome, but…

	Karisma turned back to DB. “What’s the catch?”

	“Well, we’re talking about embedded systemic magic. It’s dangerous.”

	“How dangerous?” Boomer asked. “Like, life-threatening dangerous?”

	“Probably not?” DB didn’t sound nearly sure enough about that. “And it will affect her connection with her tiger for a while. No way of telling how long.”

	Karisma obviously didn’t like the sound of that. Losing contact with your animal was as bad as not being able to make it go away.

	DB went on, “Mainly, though, it’s debilitating. She probably won’t be able to get out of bed for a few days, and it will take a while to get her strength back.”

	“That’s not too bad,” Mikey said to Karisma. “You can stay here, at the Ridge. Kick back. Eat chocolate. Binge all the TV shows you’ve missed.”

	But Boomer was watching Karisma, and he knew what she was thinking. 

	Days in bed. More days helpless. Unable to defend herself, with those fake FBI agents still after her.

	Not knowing if there was anyone here she could really trust. 

	“I can’t do it,” she said. “I’d rather have the potion.” 

	Michelangela opened her mouth, but Boomer shook his head at her. “Can we have a minute?” 

	Mikey and DB exchanged glances, and then got up and walked to the other end of the room to give them some privacy.

	Boomer took Karisma’s hands. “Hey, Kittycat. I understand how you feel—”

	“No, you don’t.”

	He sighed. “Okay, maybe not. I know you have no reason to trust them. Or the rest of us, for that matter. But the Ridge is surrounded by magical wards, and the entire pack is tuned in to anything coming into our territory. It’s hard to find a safer place than this. Plus, Thanatos is fucking omniscient.”

	“Oh, that makes me feel better.”

	Damn. He sucked at this. “Look. Thanatos needs you, to bring down that sorcerer. And that’s what you want, right? You want your revenge. You want your life back. You want everything Maximilian took from you.” 

	“Damn right.” 

	“So if you let DB do the spell, then you’ll be stable enough to finish your mission. And I’ll make sure you get a fair deal from Thanatos. Nobody messes with the guy holding the explosives.” 

	That made her smile, a little. But she still shook her head. “You’ve always had your brother. If anything happened to you, he was there. I have no one.”

	That hurt—more even than he would’ve expected. “You have me,” he said quietly. “Look at me, Kittycat.” She looked up and met his eyes. “I, Boomer, swear to you that I will throw myself and every grenade I own at anything that threatens you while you’re here. And I’ll personally be at your side the entire time. Making you burned toast and disgusting overbrewed tea.”

	That got a slightly bigger smile, like he hoped it would. She hesitated.

	“Come on, you crazy reckless tiger. Take a chance. I know you want to.” 

	She looked into his eyes for a long moment, and then down at their clasped hands. The silence stretched out. 

	Finally she said, “Okay. I’ll do it.” 
 

	DB decided to do the spell right there in Thanatos’ throne room. First he put wards around the room, which were basically like a combination of a magical security system and a sci-fi force field. 

	After that, he conjured a full-length fur-lined cloak, whipped it off his shoulders and laid it on the floor. Then he pulled a handful of magical crystals out of his backpack, and he and Ziggy-Thing laid them in a pattern around the cloak. 

	Finally, he gestured to Karisma. “Lie down there, on the cloak.” He narrowed his eyes at Boomer and added, “You get inside the crystal circle too.”

	“What for?” Karisma asked. 

	He raised his eyebrows. “Because I’m the dragon sorcerer, and I said so.” 

	She turned to Mikey. “Is he always this bossy?”

	“When it comes to magic, yes. But he knows what he’s doing.”

	Karisma lay down, the tip of her tail twitching with annoyance. Boomer said, “Where do you want me?”

	“At her feet, for now.”

	Boomer sat down, took one of her tiger feet in his hands, and began massaging it. Karisma immediately felt herself relaxing. 

	She wasn’t sure how she felt about this effect Boomer seemed to have on her—it was so intense, so… intimate. All her survival instincts were screaming not to trust it.

	But the rest of her was glad he was there. 

	DB walked to the other end of the circle to stand by her head, with Thing hovering next to him holding an empty crystal jar about the size of a Coke can in mid-air. It was open, but the lid was attached to it with metal bars and hinges, like a canning jar. DB stretched his hands out over Karisma, and started chanting. 

	Karisma had no idea what he was saying; she wasn’t even sure what language it was. But she could feel the power in the words, power that thrummed in her bones and filled the air around her. It felt deep and mysterious and ancient, like the stones of the room and the earth beneath them were speaking. 

	Lights began swirling around her, and she felt her eyes drifting closed, but she could still see the colors as though they were swirling behind her eyelids.

	Then she felt a pulling, starting at the top of her head and moving slowly down her body. It tingled, and then burned, as if sparklers were moving through her veins.

	She tried to open her eyes, tried to move, but she was paralyzed. Panic filled her, and she could hardly breathe. 

	Then she heard Boomer’s voice, as if from a great distance. “It’s okay. You’re okay. It’s working. Just breathe.”

	Faintly, she felt his hands on her back paws, connecting her to him. She focused on her breath, and the panic receded a little. The pulling sensation continued to move down her body, and all the parts of her that it passed through turned human.

	The sensation moved past her hips, and she felt her tail recede. Then down her legs to her back paws, and they Changed back to human feet. 

	She felt light and clean, like she’d been scrubbed from the inside out.

	And then suddenly there was a painful burning sensation deep inside her, like a fishhook had pierced her belly button and was pulling at her, ripping her guts out. Karisma screamed, and her whole body seized.

	 

	Boomer watched as DB’s spell lit up Karisma’s body from within, her skin growing transparent, her muscles, bones and organs glowing bright white. But in and among them was a kind of red-brown sludgy glow, looking sick and evil.

	The magic. How had she carried all that evil magic for so long?

	DB spoke a word of command. Slowly, the sludge at the top of Karisma’s head rose up in a thread, weaving like a snake. DB made a pinching motion with his fingers, capturing it, and then brought the end of the thread to the opening of the bottle Ziggy was holding. With startling suddenness, it was sucked inside. 

	DB moved slowly down Karisma’s body, feeding the thread of sludge into the bottle. It seemed to fight him, and sweat broke out on his face, but he kept going. The mass of sludge began to fill the bottle, packing itself in. 

	Karisma started to panic, and Boomer calmed her down. 

	DB’s hand began to shake, but he kept up the steady motion, kept shoving the vile energy into the bottle, making sure not to let go of the thread.

	It seemed to take forever, but finally he was at her feet. Boomer moved aside so DB could follow the thread down, crouching, and Boomer realized he didn’t want to pull the end of it out and let it whip around free, maybe to latch onto someone else.

	The last of the thread was sucked into the bottle, and DB flipped the attached lid over the opening and anchored it down. 

	Boomer let out a sigh. 

	Too soon. 

	All of a sudden a spot deep within Karisma’s belly began to glow like fire. In its light, Boomer could barely see another thread attached to it, lighting up. This thread reached the wall and continued through, like it was connected to something far away. 

	Boomer started to say, “What the fuck is that?” but he only got a couple of words out before Karisma screamed. 

	Her eyes opened, unseeing, and she arched into a seizure and then fell back to the ground limp. Her breathing stopped. 

	DB dropped to his knees, calling out authoritative words in Draken. Green magic spread from his hands throughout Karisma’s body, surrounding the spot where the alien thread was attached. 

	He spoke again, but she didn’t move. Boomer grabbed her leg and shook it, feeling like his own heart had stopped. She couldn’t die. She couldn’t. He’d promised her.

	“Fuck.” DB took a deep breath, and then put his hands on Karisma’s chest. “Clear,” he said. When Boomer didn’t move, he snapped, “Let go of her. Now!”

	The command in his voice almost physically moved Boomer away. 

	DB took a deep breath, and a burst of electricity surrounded his hands. Karisma’s body jolted. 

	Nothing. 

	Boomer bit his lip hard, feeling the blood run down. 

	You can’t die, Kittycat. No way. Come back. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 20

	 

	 

	DB jolted Karisma again. After a long, agonizing moment, she took a breath. 

	Boomer sat back on his heels, sagging with relief. “That was too close,” he muttered.

	“It’s not over,” DB said. “Did you see that energy line? She’s not just collecting parts of the Orb. She’s connected to it. Where is it?”

	Dammit. “I promised her I wouldn’t tell.”

	“Tell me. Now.” DB loomed over him, lightning crackling around him. Suddenly he looked like a full-grown dragon—full of power and scary as fuck. 

	“My cabin. I can go get it—”

	“No time. Ziggy, bring my bag.”

	DB extended his arm straight out, head-height, and made a vertical slashing motion in the air. With that now-familiar ripping sound, a line appeared in the air, quickly expanding to make a door wide enough for several people. 

	He made a sweeping motion with his hands, circling above Karisma, and then slid his arms under the cloak and picked her up as if she weighed no more than a five-year-old. The entire circle of crystals came with her, floating in the air. 

	Carrying Karisma, DB stepped through the portal. Boomer and Mikey followed, with Ziggy and the backpack. There was a flash of a gray field of waving grass… and then they were stepping through another door into the middle of his living room. 

	And his brother was standing on the other side of the room, aiming his Sig Sauer 9mm at DB’s face.

	DB didn’t even stop. He just jerked his head at Bro on his way through to the bedroom. Bro stumbled back, the gun flying out of his hands.

	But he was back upright in an instant, growling. Boomer said, “It’s cool. Stand down.” 

	DB was already laying Karisma on Boomer’s bed, crystals settling around her.

	Bro walked up behind Boomer. “What the fuck is going on?”

	Boomer ran his hand over his face. “Short version? The dragon kid is fixing Karisma. The spell worked, and then it didn’t. And it has to do with that shit in her damned Barbie toybox.”

	Boomer’s brother shook his head. “Fucking magic. What can we do?”

	There it was. His bro’s wolf was still on edge, and he was against having Karisma here in the first place. But when Boomer needed him, he was there. 

	DB called over, “One of you can quit gossiping and get me whatever magic shit the tiger brought with her. The one who’s in love with her can come in here and hold her hand. This is still touch and go.”

	Boomer clapped his brother on the back and went in to drag a chair up next to the bed, muttering, “I’m not in love with her.” DB snorted. His brother went to Boomer’s closet and opened it. The toybox was now on the closet floor—Bro must have brought it inside while they were gone.

	“Have at it,” Bro said. “Better yet, take it the fuck out of here. But watch it when you try to open it. It stings.”

	DB smirked. “Maybe for you.” 

	He ran his hand over the box, about two inches out from the lock, and then snapped his fingers. The lock popped open.

	Bro raised his eyebrows. “Shit, kid. Ever consider embracing a life of crime?” 

	“What makes you think I haven’t?”

	Boomer took a moment to contemplate what a teenage kid with practically unlimited magic, the ability to walk through walls, and dragon invisibility powers could do if he really wanted to. Then he decided it was better not to think about it. 

	But he didn’t want to think about what could happen to Karisma, either. She was so strong, so tough, but she looked so vulnerable lying there. She was still barely breathing. 

	He took her hand, rubbing it between both of his. “Hold on,” he murmured. “You’re going to be okay.” 

	His wolf was freaking out with the need to protect her, and having nothing he could see to protect her against.

	And Boomer was freaking out over how much he and his wolf were both freaking out. When the hell had Karisma become so important to him? 

	He said to DB, “I thought you said that spell wasn’t life-threatening.”

	DB sat down on the floor in front of the toybox. “I said probably. And it would have been a lot less life-threatening if someone had fucking mentioned she was energetically connected to the damn Orb of Thekate. Because what the fuck is even up with that?”

	“You think I know? I’m not sure she even knew.” 

	DB started pulling out silk and velvet-wrapped objects and laying them aside, muttering to himself. Something about fucking humans and fucking amateurs, and magic items being next to each other that shouldn’t be within ten feet, and a lot more that sounded mostly like Draken swear words. 

	Beneath all that was a long, narrow wooden box, black with silver symbols painted on it. The air around it seemed to shimmer. 

	DB opened the box. Inside were shining crystal rods—nine of them, along with three crystal spheres. They were all glowing with a sparkling silver-black light. DB muttered a couple of words, and that spiderweb-thin thread appeared, leading from the box to Karisma.

	Even worse, another thread led from the box through the wall of the cabin, out to who knew where. 

	As Boomer watched, the thread tightened, pulling on that place in Karisma’s belly. A little ball of energy moved from her along the thread, through the lattice of crystals, and headed out toward the unknown person or thing at the other end.

	DB cursed. 

	He spoke in Draken, and green light moved across his fingers. It surrounded the box and coalesced at the place where the thread left for parts unknown. 

	“Call her back,” DB said to Boomer. “Hold her hands, touch her. Do whatever it was you did when you pulled her out of her tiger form last night. Now. We’re losing her.”

	Boomer held onto Karisma’s hands. They were cold, so cold. I am not losing you, he told her, inside his mind. And he reached out with his wolf, for the connection he knew was there.

	This time it almost staggered him with its intensity. Images flickered through his mind—the two of them in the snowy woods, in the back of the truck, here in this bed, together. 

	He focused on the images, trying to catch them, but it was as if they all slid out of reach, sucked away down that damn connection. He knew Maximilian was on the other end of it.

	He followed the memories back further into the past. The night after the carnival fire. He’d gone after Maximilian, threatened him with the Enforcers and the Shifter Council.

	And Maximilian had nearly caught Boomer in his magical web. If it hadn’t been for Bro, busting in with his gun, he’d have been gone. 

	But even then, he’d looked the bastard in the eyes and sworn to take him down one day. 

	And then he followed the memories further still, to the eyes of a tiger, staring at him out of the smoke of the carnival fire. Only this time she was on the ground, and he was standing over her, and with all his might he grabbed her collar and dragged her out of the tent, out to safety and freedom. Come with me, he was saying. You’re gonna make it. I’ll save you. 

	Don’t leave me. 

	The energy coming from Karisma through the pieces of the Orb suddenly stopped at the edge of their box, like a leak had been plugged. The thread leading into the distance thinned, as if someone was still pulling on it from the other end, and then it went slack.

	Karisma’s hands warmed, and she stirred. Her eyes fluttered open, and she whispered, barely a breath. “Boomer?”

	“That’s me.” He couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. 

	“Don’t leave me.” 

	“I’m right here.” 

	And she closed her eyes and dropped into sleep.

	He realized DB was standing over them. “Is she going to be okay?”

	“Yeah, for now.” He leaned against the dresser, pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes. “Shit. That was tiring.”

	“I thought you were the most powerful Draken sorcerer in a thousand years.”

	“Lucky for you. And her.”

	Boomer realized again how close they’d come to losing Karisma. “Thanks, man. For real.”

	DB gave a weary nod.

	Boomer asked, “What now? I mean, even I could see that was a temporary fix. Is it possible to break the bond between her and Maximilian?”

	“Without killing her? I think so, if I had them in the same room. Especially if I killed him, which I would enjoy, and would make last a long time.”

	“You and me both.” 

	DB said, “I’m thinking this is going to end up with Karisma taking the pieces of the Orb to Maximilian.”

	Boomer shrugged. “It’s what she wanted to do anyway. Only, Thanatos needs to give up his piece.”

	“I doubt that’s what he had in mind,” DB said. “I think he’s planning to go with her.”

	That made Boomer’s blood run cold. “And do what?” 

	“No doubt Thanatos wants to kill the bastard too.” 

	“Yeah, but will he care if Karisma gets caught in the crossfire?” 

	DB stared into his eyes. “That is a very good question.” 

	And one they had no answer to. 

	 

	After repacking the toybox with magical partitions—apparently to make sure the items in it wouldn’t blow up by mixing their magical energies—DB warded it into the bedroom closet. Boomer made him promise not to tell Thanatos it was there.

	“Dude’s no friend of mine,” DB said, shrugging. “I don’t trust him any more than you do.” 

	Great. 

	DB added, “I’ll stop by and check on Karisma, but she should be fine. Just weak. Like, you’ll probably need to hand-feed her weak. Call me if you need me.” He handed Boomer a golden sphere about the size of a tennis ball. He’d seen Mikey use them once or twice—they were like Draken videophones. “Just say, ‘Call the coolest dragon ever’ and it’ll reach me.”

	“You’re such a dick,” Boomer said, laughing. “But thanks.” He let himself get serious for a minute and said, “Thanks for everything.”

	DB nodded. “I know what it’s like, being held captive, having your power used for someone else’s gain. Nobody deserves that.” And he left.

	 


 

	 

	Chapter 21

	 

	 

	Karisma felt like she was floating just barely underwater, where she could see the sunlight but couldn’t quite come to the surface. Every now and then she felt Boomer’s arm around her, heard his voice, and then there would be cool water sliding down her throat, or soup, or something cold and sweet.

	And then she’d sink down, down, down…

	 

	It seemed forever until she made it all the way to the surface. She was awake, for real, lying in Boomer’s bed surrounded by covers that smelled like him, with the afternoon sun coming in the window. 

	Then she tried to sit up. It was a hard struggle, and once it was done she had to wait for a couple of minutes before her head cleared. 

	She really, really had to pee. She knew the bathroom wasn’t far—just out the door and around the corner. 

	But the space between her and the door looked like at least a mile.

	Karisma put her feet on the floor and tried standing up, holding on to the edge of the mattress. The room started to tilt and whirl, and her knees buckled. 

	A voice came from the doorway. “Fuck on a stick. What are you doing up?”

	Boomer’s arms came around her just as she was about to slide to the floor. “I’m fine,” she said. 

	“I’m not even going to dignify that ridiculousness with an answer. You’re going back to bed.”

	“I have to pee. Really bad. And I’m not wearing any underwear, so this is going to get ugly fast.”

	And humiliating. She was not peeing on the floor like a two-year old. 

	Boomer said, “Okay, I’ll take you.” 

	“Don’t even try to carry me like a little baby girl. I’ll rip your throat out.” She flicked her fingers, but there were no claws. Damn.

	“Yeah, right. Scary,” Boomer said. But he left his arm around her waist, supporting her so she could walk. Sort of. She felt like a half-melted Gumby, rubbery legs seeming to bend in all directions except the right one. 

	He let her take her time, despite the danger of her peeing on the floor. Finally they arrived at the bathroom.

	“You can leave now,” she told him. 

	“Uh huh.” He lifted the toilet cover and sat her down. 

	“I can’t pee with you standing over me. I’ll just have to sit here until my bladder bursts and I die.”

	Boomer rolled his eyes. “Fine. I’ll wait outside.” 

	He walked out of the bathroom and closed the door. With a relieved sigh, Karisma let go and peed. It felt like a gallon. How long had she been unconscious? It seemed like days.

	When it was over, she barely had the energy to use the toilet paper. Standing up seemed impossible. Maybe if she just waited a minute…

	She was wakened from a half-doze by Boomer calling, “Do you need me to wipe your butt?” 

	She managed a snarl. “Fuck off.” 

	The snarl gave her enough energy to stand up, holding onto the vanity. It was only two steps to the door. She could do it. 

	She couldn’t. She was already starting to slither downward when Boomer opened the door. Scooping her up in his arms, he carried her back into the bedroom like she weighed around two pounds.

	Well. This being carried maybe wasn’t as bad as she thought. Boomer smelled amazing, and she could bite that place on his neck he liked so much. 

	“Quit that,” Boomer muttered. “You’re giving me a boner.”

	“I like those.” 

	“You can barely stay awake.” Boomer deposited her on the bed, arranged her pillows, and tucked the covers around her. “You need to drink something,” he said, going over to a mini-fridge that had somehow manifested in a corner of the room since the last time she remembered being in here. 

	“I’ll just have to pee again.”

	“That’s how it works, babe. Here.”

	He handed her a bottle of cold water from the fridge. The minute the water touched the inside of her mouth, she realized how parched she was. She sucked down half of it before Boomer took it away. She growled. 

	“Now some of this.” It was a nasty protein shake, but she was so hungry she managed to get some of it down.

	“Okay, good,” he said, after he put it away. “We can watch some more Malory’s Peak.” He climbed into bed next to her, and picked up the TV remote off the nightstand. “It’s the new season.”’

	‘More’ Malory’s Peak? Had he been sitting here while she slept, streaming teen paranormal soaps? Maybe for days? The idea of him keeping watch over her made her feel surprisingly weepy. 

	She didn’t do weepy. “Have you been sneaking into my bed while I was unconscious? Perv.”

	He grinned. “It’s my bed, Tiger Queen. But when you can stay awake more than five minutes, I’ll let you pick the show. Be good now and rest.”

	She was going to put her claws out and cut him. She really was this time. But he was warm and solid, and the bed was comfy. Maybe she’d just shut her eyes for a bit…

	The last thing she remembered was Boomer’s arm sliding around her shoulders, snuggling her close to him.

	 

	When Karisma woke again, she felt better. Almost human. 

	It was evening—the sky nearly dark outside the window—and she had no idea how much time had gone by, except that she was starving. 

	And the room had been hung with colored Christmas lights. They twinkled all around the ceiling, intertwined with gold tinsel, which made them glow even brighter.

	On the nightstand beside her was a tiny potted evergreen with a star on top, and decorated with… she looked closer. Were those brass shell casings? Yes. Covered in glitter. 

	She suppressed a smile. It was so… Boomer. 

	She didn’t know to feel about Boomer. She hated being helpless, hated being in his power. But then, he’d fed her and watched over her and put up Christmas decorations for her. She reached out and touched one of the shell casings. When the hell had he had time to do that? 

	Disquiet filled her. How long had she been here? And where were her magic items?

	She started to get out of bed, but as soon as she did, something came at her out of the shadows. It glided towards her, about waist high, and she aimed a martial arts kick at it. 

	Or it would have been one, if she hadn’t been so weak she lost her balance and fell on the bed. The creature stopped, and spoke. “May I get Madame some water? Perhaps a nice protein shake?”

	It was a butler. A three-foot tall metal butler with a Roomba base and a rakish bow tie, and a cloth towel draped over a dowel in front of him. 

	Karisma stared. “Boomer!” she yelled.

	There was a thud of footsteps, and then Boomer slid into view in the doorway, his heavy socks skating across the wooden floor. “You rang?”

	His eyes fell on the butler. “Oh, cool! You met RoomBubba.”

	RoomBubba? Fuck. “Where’s the Barbie box?” she demanded. “Did Thanatos take it?”

	“Relax,” he said. “Dragon Boy put it in the closet and warded it.” He opened the door. The box was in there, surrounded by a faint magical glow. She breathed a sigh of relief. “I’d tell you Thanatos doesn’t even know about it, but he knows everything else that happens on the Ridge, so I wouldn’t swear to it.” 

	Karisma let out her breath. At least, when she was better, she could still complete her mission. Even if she had to steal Thanatos’ part of the Orb.

	“Don’t worry about that now,” Boomer said. “Just worry about getting well. Look, I’ll show you what RoomBubba can do.”

	“You were really desperate to stop waiting on me, weren’t you?”

	Boomer gave her an unreadable look. “Well, you kept threatening to kill me when I tried to feed you. And we don’t have a Ziggy to bring you stuff. Or a Thing. Which would be cool, by the way. So I got you RoomBubba. Watch.”

	He said, “RoomBubba. Get Karisma a sandwich. And a bottle of water.” 

	“I live to serve.” His little motor whirred and he swiveled around to face the fridge.

	Karisma leaned over and whispered to Boomer, “Does he know he’s not alive?”

	“Not sure,” Boomer murmured. 

	RoomBubba glided to the mini-fridge and opened it. Two gripper arms extended from somewhere on his body and grabbed a plastic-wrapped sandwich and a water bottle. He swiveled on his base and glided back to Karisma, holding them out to her. 

	She whispered, “How does he know it’s me?”

	“Visual sensors.”

	“Would Madame prefer I put the items on the bedside table?”

	RoomBubba and Boomer both looked at her, waiting for her to answer. “Um. Sure. Do that.”

	He turned, glided over, and set the stuff on the bedside table. Karisma felt herself starting to grin. 

	“This is so cool,” she said. “And it’s even got a towel rack.” She leaned over and pulled the dish towel off the dowel. Holy shit. 

	“Is that its dick?”

	It was. A metal dick, human-size large, sticking out from his painted-on pants. Balls and all. Karisma started to giggle. “That’s awesome. But, why?”

	“You’re asking me? I didn’t build it. I swiped it from some people. The dick retracts.”

	“Wait, what?”

	Boomer grabbed a remote off the bedside table and pressed a button. The balls lifted up and the dick retracted section by section, like a telescope, making a faint clanking sound. Karisma leaned on Boomer’s shoulder, laughing hysterically.

	Boomer pressed the button again, and the dick began expanding. “You can keep it retracted, but I personally think he’s more useful with a boner.”

	“Most guys are. Who did you steal it from?”

	“Cisco and Matéo Sanchez. And ‘steal’ is such a harsh word, don’t you think?”

	“Won’t they want it back?” 

	“Probably. You should be prepared to defend. RoomBubba, get Karisma a knife.” 

	“Very well,” Bubba intoned. “There are several choices. Hunting. Carving. Switchblade. Throwing.”

	Damn. This was her kind of place. “A throwing knife.”

	RoomBubba rolled over to a large armoire that had cabinets at the top, and drawers on the bottom. He opened a drawer, made a selection, and returned with a leather sheath holding not just one throwing knife, but three.

	She took the sheath, pulled a knife out, and hefted it. Perfectly balanced.

	“Excellent choice, RoomBubba.”

	“Thank you, Madame. Will there be anything else? Sexy underwear? Glitter vibrator?”

	Karisma slowly turned her head toward Boomer, giving him the slitty-eyed glare. 

	He widened his eyes, trying to look entirely innocent. “Cisco and Matéo must have programmed him to say that. So rude. Shame on you, RoomBubba.” 

	Karisma was not buying that for one second. “Uh huh. They’re guys. They have their own dicks. Since when do they need a glitter vibrator?”

	RoomBubba perked up and said, “Fetching glitter vibrator.”

	Boomer cracked up. 

	Bubba rolled over to the cabinet and opened one of the doors. On the bottom shelf was a rainbow forest of dildoes. Bubba selected one—pink with glitter—and returned, holding it out to Karisma. 

	She turned to Boomer. “Do I dare ask why you have a cabinet full of dildoes?”

	“Duh,” Boomer said. “To prank people with. They dance up and down. Some of them play music. I won them off Colt and Remy McCall, our construction managers, in a poker game. Their uncle sells them, so they get all the samples.” 

	“You guys play poker for sex toys?”

	“We were drunk.”

	“And what were you throwing into the kitty in this poker game?”

	Boomer looked at her, a grin spreading across his face. “Did you seriously just ask me what I put into the kitty?” He shook his head. “And you being the last kitty I put it in. How quickly you forget. I’m crushed.” He gave her a fake leer and reached towards his zipper. “Want to see it again?”

	She did want to see it again. She wanted to see it a lot, but she was still weak and she was afraid if they had sex again, she might get all emotional. The idea of being with Boomer felt different right now, when she was dependent on him, than it had before.

	But she just said, “Keep it in your pants, perv. If I want your dick I’ll ask for it.”

	“Fine. If that’s the way you feel, I’m taking my glitter dick back, too.”

	She snatched it out of RoomBubba’s mechanical hand. “Oh, no. RoomBubba gave it to me, and it’s mine.”

	“What?” he said, pretending to be dismayed. “You’re choosing the glitter dick over me? I’m shocked. Outraged. Now you’re going to have to beg to see this dick again.”

	“Hah,” she said, settling down on her pillows and picking up her sandwich. “You should be so lucky.” 

	Boomer just smiled, and then unexpectedly leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. 

	Maybe she was the one who was lucky. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 22

	 

	 

	Before the spell, DB had told Boomer that Karisma might not be able to get out of bed for a few days. 

	It had now been almost a fucking week, and she still was too tired to stay up for more than a few minutes. She was so tired she usually wasn’t even pissed off about it.

	Which was what worried Boomer the most. 

	He tried to keep both their minds off it, mostly by finding new and different things for her to watch on TV—before she fell asleep again.

	“What’s your favorite TV show?” he’d asked her the first day she could stay awake, sitting beside her in bed with a bowl of popcorn on their laps. 

	She shrugged. “I haven’t watched much lately. I didn’t have a TV.”

	“Well, we have to fix that. Even Bro’s caught up on Malory’s Peak and Wild Wolf Lake.” At least her sad lack of TV history gave Boomer more options for keeping her occupied while she recovered. “Oh my gods, so many things you’ve missed. And how do you watch sports if you don’t have a TV?” 

	Somebody please tell him she wasn’t a sports hater.

	“Duh,” she said. “I go to bars. Pick fights when my team loses.”

	Now that was an attitude he could get behind. He patted her leg through the covers. “That’s my wild tiger girl. What’s your favorite sport? And be careful how you answer, because I can always reprogram RoomBubba to take your glitter dildo away. Not that you ever use it.”

	She was still too tired even for an orgasm. That was just sad. 

	“Excuse me?” she said. “My glitter dildo is safe, because my answer is the one and only correct one. If you have the bad taste not to like the only real sport, RoomBubba and I are finding another hotel with more stars.”

	“Uh huh.” Boomer took a handful of popcorn. He’d done good this time—it was only a little burned. “You can’t walk more than twenty feet, and RoomBubba doesn’t even have feet. His little rollers would get stuck in the snow.” 

	She snorted, and he grinned at her. “Okay. Name the best sport ever, on three. One, two, three.” They both said simultaneously, “Hockey.”

	“Yes!” Boomer held up his hand, and they high-fived.

	“What’s your team?” he asked her. 

	“The Penguins. Sidney Crosby’s been my boyfriend for ages, only he doesn’t know it. Which is probably why he never calls.” She turned to Boomer. “And if you’re an Islanders fan, you can just get out of my bed right now.” 

	“Colorado Avalanche all the way, baby. Also, again, this is my bed, and Sidney Crosby is never setting a single buttcheek on my mattress. It’s me, the dildo or nothing. That’s descending order of size, by the way.”

	He saw the smile curve her face. “I’ll get back to you when I decide.” 

	So they watched hockey, and Vampire Diaries, and all of Boomer’s other favorite shows. They didn’t talk about the night he’d first brought her here, the sex and the feelings and everything. 

	Because that had just been her needing something to hold onto, right? And maybe she thought he was kinda hot, and maybe she’d want to do it again. 

	But now they had this new, intense, protective thing going on, and she needed him in a different way. He didn’t know if he wanted it to be just about that—about being something to hold on to.

	Maybe he wanted it to be about him. 

	 

	Karisma hated being so weak. Hated it with a tigery passion. Boomer did everything he could to make it easier for her, and she appreciated that. She did. She was continually astounded at all the ways he found to make her confinement a little bit less heinous.

	But she still hated it—hated the weakness, and the inactivity, and the helplessness. Sometimes in the middle of the night she’d wake up panting and sweating, dreaming her enemies were right outside the door and she couldn’t move, couldn’t get away.

	That she was taken and caged again.

	She’d lie there, her heart pounding, until Boomer shifted in his sleep and put his arm around her. Like he knew, even when he wasn’t awake, exactly what she needed.

	He made her feel safe, and also more scared, deep down inside. Because it was never safe to count on anyone being there forever. Never safe to put yourself in someone else’s hands.

	She knew that better than anybody. 

	 

	She knew for sure how pathetic she was when the very fact that she was strong enough to walk to the living room and sit on the couch instead of in bed was a cause for celebration. 

	Boomer insisted on preparing a feast, which didn’t go as badly as it might have, since it mostly involved reheating all the food his friends had brought by and stuffed into the refrigerator. 

	She’d resorted to watching cooking shows, in the hopes that she’d learn something and not have to eat Boomer’s cooking after the pity food ran out. Sometimes Boomer even watched them with her.

	Once she’d graduated to the couch, Boomer decided he should help her make friends, and announced that he’d invited some people over that evening.

	“You didn’t invite the rabbit, did you?” she said. “Because I think she’s still plotting my demise on account of me maybe possibly almost trying to eat her.” 

	“It will give you a chance make up with her,” Boomer said. “She’ll be okay. Madison’s good people. And anyway, Cisco and Matéo tried to eat her once, and she forgave them.” 

	“What about her mate? The guy with the gun? He doesn’t look like the forgiving type.” 

	“No, that’s true. But Sanchez hates pretty much all of us, so you’re not alone.”

	 

	Luckily, the first people to arrive at their tiny party were Breanna—the woman who’d made all the chocolate chip cookies and half the rest of the food in the fridge—and her mate Switch, who Boomer had told her was a helicopter pilot and electronics expert, and had helped him program RoomBubba.

	“Don’t say anything about Bubba during the party,” Boomer told Switch as he walked in. “Cisco and Matéo are going to be here, so I hid him in the bedroom closet.”

	On top of the Barbie box. Karisma hoped he didn’t absorb any excess magic.

	Breanna put down the cookies she was carrying and gave Boomer a big hug. He shrugged uncomfortably. “You keep doing that lately,” he grumbled to her, even though he looked pleased. “What do I need so many hugs for?”

	Breanna rolled her eyes. “Because someone you care about is hurt, dork. It’s called emotional support. And I brought more cookies. And other food.”

	“Now that’s what I call emotional support.”

	Karisma liked Breanna right away. She was gorgeous—like, supermodel gorgeous—but not all snotty and full of herself, like women who looked like that usually were. 

	She had a way of drawing people in, until most of the party was gathered around where Karisma sat on the couch, laughing and joking and telling her and Boomer the latest stories about the Roomba wars that had started in the recreation center.

	Boomer’s friend Dealer was just finishing a story about how some of the wolves had stolen another guy’s Roomba fighter, and he’d taken his remote all over the compound pushing the button and yelling for the Roomba to come out. 

	“The guys who took it spent a whole day smuggling it from one building to another right behind him, so he kept just missing it. It was fucking hilarious.” 

	Cisco and Matéo looked at each other, their brains obviously percolating with an idea. “We should do that,” Cisco said. “To find the bastard who stole RoomBubba. Only, we’d widen the remote signal so it covers the entire compound, and they couldn’t hide him from us.” 

	Karisma almost choked on her beer. 

	Matéo turned to Switch. “We could do that, right? We’ll buy you a bottle of whiskey if you’ll help. Because whoever took him needs to get his ass kicked.”

	Switch, after a quick glance at Boomer, launched into a long, rambling technical monologue about signal frequencies, until the brothers got bored and Boomer could lure them away for a game of knife darts. 

	All the guys joined that, so Karisma was left with just the girls, which made her nervous because she’d never spent much time with other women.

	And she had to apologize to Madison Fontaine, the bunny shifter. “I’m really sorry,” she said first thing, when they’d all rearranged themselves around the couch. “For what happened the other day? I don’t usually eat people. I mean, not before I’ve even met them. Or know their names. Well, that’s not true exactly,” she amended, thinking of a couple of guys she’d met in bars. “Sometimes I don’t know their names.” All the girls were staring at her. “When I eat them,” she finished lamely. “I mean, some guys aren’t really there for the conversation, you know?”

	Shit. She’d completely lost the thread of the apology.

	Madison was the first to break. She started giggling uncontrollably, and then the rest of the girls cracked up too.

	“Girl, I so hear you on that,” Mikey said. “Or I used to, before Gunn.”

	Madison said, “It’s okay. I understand. Boomer explained about your tiger.”

	That was pretty generous, coming from someone she’d almost killed. “I don’t think your mate understands. He keeps glaring at me.” 

	Sanchez was the only guy who wasn’t throwing knives. He was leaning against the wall in the corner, beer in hand, not taking his eyes off Madison. She turned and blew him a kiss, which made his face soften a fraction.

	“He’s just very protective,” she said. “Deep down he’s a sweetheart, though.”

	Right. 

	After that the mood lightened, though, and the girls ended up showing Karisma their tattoos. Mikey had done most of them—apparently she was multi-talented.

	Karisma liked Madison’s the best—an evil-looking cartoon bunny with the words, Liberated forever. Domesticated never. As she watched, the bunny’s face rose out of the tattoo in a snarl, eyes bugging out, and then returned back to two dimensions.

	Karisma jumped. “Okay, what the hell is in this beer? Because I just thought I saw the rabbit move.”

	The girls all started laughing. “It’s magic,” Madison said, putting her overshirt back on over her tank top. “Something Mikey didn’t tell me about when she did the tattoo.”

	“Guilty,” Mikey said, grinning.

	Madison said, “You should have seen Sanchez’s face the first time it did that to him. Freaked. Out.”

	Mikey said, “You have no idea how much I wish there’d been video.”

	“You can do magical tattoos?” Karisma said. “That is so cool.” And she found herself wishing she were part of this close-knit group, laughing at pranks and giving each other tattoos.

	But she wasn’t. Tigers walked alone. Suddenly a wave of fatigue washed over her. 

	Boomer noticed it immediately. He shooed all the people out, even Breanna when she wanted to help clean up. 

	“It’s fine. I’ll get Roomb—” he broke off, glancing at Cisco and Matéo. “We’ll take care of it. Yeah. Thanks. Bye.” 

	Karisma summoned up the energy to go to the door and say goodbye to them all, feeling a little blue. She’d never thought she’d missed much, not having girlfriends, but she liked the women in this pack. Especially Mikey, who managed to be girly and badass at the same time. 

	Except, they all had mates. She watched them walk away—Gunn and Mikey laughing about something and shoving each other around, Switch and Breanna making out under the shadow of the maple tree, and Sanchez with his arm around Madison, her tucked into his side, going up on tiptoe for a second to whisper something in his ear. 

	He smiled, for the first time all night.

	Boomer came up behind Karisma, sliding his arms around her like he did when she got weak and dizzy. Only this time he didn’t help her to a chair, just stood there holding her against his chest. 

	She said, “Sanchez really seems like he’s in love with the bunny.” 

	“I know. Nauseating, isn’t it?”

	She knew by now he always made fun when something was sweet and touching. She said, “I think it’s nice.” 

	He rested his chin on her shoulder. “Yeah?” he said. “Is that a thing you’d want? I thought tigers were loners. No mating for them.” 

	Karisma couldn’t resist messing with him. “Well, I wasn’t raised with tigers, but they’d have to fuck sometimes, wouldn’t they? Even if it’s in the dark really quick with their eyes shut. Otherwise…”

	They said it together. “Where would little baby tigers come from?”

	Boomer laughed, his breath tickling her ear and making her feel all shivery inside. “You know what I mean,” he said. “They don’t have true mates, like wolves and bears and stuff. Like those losers out there have.” 

	He sounded almost envious. Like it was a thing he wanted. 

	“Do all wolves have true mates?” It didn’t seem like that could be possible, every single wolf with a soulmate. Otherwise, all the guys here would have mates, and only three of them did. 

	“Nah,” Boomer said. “Lots of people don’t even want one. It’s pretty intense—or so I’m told.” 

	Karisma wanted to ask if he did want one. The words were on the tip of her tongue, right there in her head, but they wouldn’t come out. 

	And then the moment passed. “We better get you to bed,” he said. “Before the party adrenalin cuts off and you drop where you stand.” He turned her around and started walking towards the bedroom, keeping one arm around her waist. 

	“Do you mind if I go for a run?” he asked. “My wolf needs some fresh air.” Because they’d been talking about mates? Was he upset? She couldn’t tell. Boomer was a master at hiding his feelings. “Bro will be here.” He raised his voice slightly. “Right, Bro?”

	His brother answered from the door of the workroom. “Yeah.” 

	Karisma started, as she often did when he spoke—which wasn’t much. She hadn’t even noticed him standing there. He’d been here for the party, lurking in the corner, not really talking to anyone. He was always like that, just… there, on the edges of what was going on, face showing no emotion, like he was in his own little world that just barely touched this one at the edges. 

	He didn’t even have a bedroom—just slept on a mattress in the workroom floor, or on the porch in wolf form. 

	The nights that he came home at all. 

	Karisma was still pretty sure he didn’t like her—and he didn’t like Boomer liking her. But one thing she’d learned in her time here—he’d do anything for Boomer. And if Boomer wanted her protected, he’d protect her.

	“Thanks,” she said to him. And to Boomer she said, “I’ll be fine.” 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 23

	 

	 

	After the night of the party, Boomer started going wolf and running nearly every night. He hated leaving Karisma alone—even with Bro there—but the darkness kept rising up inside him, and he didn’t know what else to do. 

	Seeing all the other guys with their mates, there in his cabin where they’d never all been before, did something to him. It gave him a taste of what it would be like, if Karisma stayed, if they were together.

	Mates.

	The word kept echoing around, deep inside him, and his wolf wanted it. This was the thing he and his brother never talked about, that he’d never admitted to himself, the reason he’d kept looking for Karisma all those years. The reason why he sat by her side day after day and slept beside her night after night, even without having sex.

	Just so he could feel her heartbeat and know she was okay. 

	All those years ago, his wolf had chosen her. But she was a tiger, and tigers walked alone. That’s what she’d said. 

	She liked Boomer fine. Was grateful to him. Attracted to him, even. But she could never be bound to him with magic, heart and soul, like a wolf could. Like he was to her. 

	She’d already been imprisoned with a magical bond. Still was, in a way.

	Once they got her free, she’d never want that again. 

	And what did he have to offer her? A shabby cabin, and his fucking feelings? He’d made it through the last couple weeks, sure, but a lifetime of trying to hide his darkness so it wouldn’t poison the person he loved?

	He’d never pull that off. 

	It was worse now, somehow, like his demons fucking knew he had someone he cared about, and were getting ready to make sure he fucked it up.

	In desperation, he went back to blowing things up. He even bundled Karisma up and took her out to the testing range one day. He blew up a couple of junk cars they used for target practice, and even let Karisma play with the grenade launcher.

	She was still weak so the recoil knocked her on her ass, but she just laughed and wanted to do it again. So he stood behind her, arms around her to brace her, and let her shoot grenades to her heart’s content. 

	But there was still a heaviness in his heart that wouldn’t go away. As soon as she was better, she’d want to go after Maximilian. Get back whatever part of herself he’d taken, even though to him she was perfect. 

	And he’d help her, because he’d have her back, wherever she wanted to go and whatever she wanted to do.

	Even if it meant she was going to leave him. 

	 

	Karisma didn’t know what the hell to do about Boomer. 

	Everything had been fine at first—when she was helpless, when he was taking care of her, when he was entertaining her with mechanical butlers and teenage werewolf soap operas and making her burned food. 

	But the stronger she got, the more time he seemed to need away from her. 

	Or maybe this was the way he always was, his wolf on the edge, needing to roam the woods at night, to hunt and kill and let his wild nature have its way. 

	Maybe he was more like her than she realized. Or rather, more like she had been. Because she hadn’t been able to feel her tiger ever since DB did the spell.

	It will affect her connection with her tiger, he’d said. He hadn’t said it might make her animal go away for good. Please, please not that. 

	As hard as it had been, as much as they’d fought for control, without a tiger she wasn’t a shifter. She was half a person, without her strength and speed and animal instincts. 

	But maybe that’s what Boomer wanted? Someone weak. Someone ordinary. And now that she was getting better, he didn’t want her anymore.

	Except that didn’t make sense either, because even though he made sex jokes all the time, he hadn’t tried to actually have sex with her when she was dependent on him, either. 

	So maybe he didn’t want her at all. Maybe he’d only had sex with her that one time because she begged him to. Because he felt sorry for her. 

	Men were so confusing. And Boomer was the most confusing of all. 

	She went to the window and looked outside. Boomer was away being a wolf, and his brother was on the porch, also in wolf form, standing and looking out towards the woods.

	She knew he wanted to be out running, too. He and Boomer hadn’t been wolves together since she got here; one of them was always in the cabin with her. 

	Because Boomer had promised to protect her, had sworn to her that nothing would happen to her until she could take care of herself again. Even though he knew that no one on the Ridge would hurt her, that no enemies could get past its borders without being detected.

	She could sense his brother’s agitation from here. She’d begun to realize that there was something really wrong with him—something more than the fact that he didn’t approve of Boomer taking responsibility for her. 

	There was a darkness in him—bigger than the one in Boomer, the kind that ate you up from the inside out. She saw Boomer watching him sometimes, heard him out on the porch at night howling into the wilderness, waiting for his brother to answer.

	Felt the slight tension in him when his brother was out alone, a part of Boomer always listening for him. Felt Boomer’s tiny sigh of relief every time he came back. 

	Like maybe next time he wouldn’t. 

	She watched the wolf for a minute, watched him pace back and forth restlessly. Finally she went outside. 

	The wolf turned on her with a growl, so quickly she almost thought he was going to attack. His eyes shone gold under the dim porch light, and he was quivering slightly, like something was about to burst out of him.

	“You can go,” she said softly. “Boomer will be back soon, and I’ll be fine. There’s nothing here to hurt me.”

	He cocked his head, looking at her. “I know you promised,” she said. “And I know you keep your promises. But you and I and Boomer all know the Ridge is the safest place I could be. If you want, I’ll call Mikey to come up and stay with me. She’s protection enough for anyone.” 

	He looked out at the forest, then back at her, irresolute. “Go ahead,” she told him. “I’ll explain to Boomer.” 

	The wolf gave her one more long look, and then turned and bounded off into the darkness.

	 

	Karisma watched him go, and then went back into the house, listening to the silence. She really didn’t want to call Mikey; she didn’t want to call anybody. 

	She just wanted to be alone. To feel like an adult, an autonomous person in control of her own life.

	Not a pathetic invalid who had to have someone babysit her 24/7.

	She went into the bedroom first, opening the closet and pulling out the toybox. DB had set the magical wards so only four of them could get through—himself, Karisma, Boomer and his brother. 

	She glared at the box. Malibu Barbie looked back at her, smiling her too-perfect smile, standing next to her sparkly pink dream car. 

	A shiny lie that people told little girls, about how life was supposed to be.

	She’d learned it was a lie when she was eight.

	But then, the other women at the Ridge didn’t have shiny pretty Barbie lives either. And they were so happy that it really was a little nauseating, like Boomer said. And also nice. Like she’d told him. 

	She thought about opening up the box, looking at her pieces of the Orb. Yelling into them at Maximilian as if he could hear her, telling him that his ass was going down, and she was taking her life back. 

	But all of a sudden, she didn’t know if she wanted to. Because once she was free and complete and wholly herself, what then? What if getting her missing piece back didn’t fix her?

	What if she stayed broken, someone always alone, someone no one could love? Who didn’t know how to love anyone back?

	She shoved the box back into the closet without opening it, and got up. Patting RoomBubba on the head as she went back out of the bedroom, she wandered through the silent house. 

	At the back of the living room, the door to the workroom beckoned to her, dark and mysterious. She’d only been inside a couple of times—Boomer hadn’t been working much, and his brother mostly hung out in there cleaning guns and being antisocial.

	Suddenly she wanted to know what was in there, what it could tell her about who Boomer was.

	The room was mostly tidy—Boomer apparently wasn’t one of those people who worked well in a mess. The mattress where his brother sometimes slept was neatly made up, with folded clothes stacked on top of it. 

	She saw the Christmas lights on the back wall and turned them on. Their colorful glow was cheerful, and gave just enough light for her to see by. She began idly opening drawers and cabinets—nuts and bolts, rolls of wire, various casings and components.

	Flat shelves held drawings and blueprints, with rows of mathematical calculations, and there was a bookcase full of books on physics, electronics, construction and engineering. 

	She began to realize just what was involved in Boomer’s job—how much knowledge, intelligence and dedication it must take to do it well. 

	The explosives cabinet was clearly labeled, and she decided not to mess with that. 

	Instead, she opened one of the shallow cabinets above the workbench. On the inside of the wooden door was a corkboard with a spiral of pictures thumbtacked to it, several layers deep. 

	Karisma sucked in her breath. She suddenly realized that there were no photos anywhere else in the cabin—no mementos of people from the brothers’ past. 

	But here they were—dozens of them. Young, old—all races and ages. She flipped one over, and saw a name and a date. The others seemed to have them too.

	She swiveled some of them around on their tacks to get a look at the pictures beneath them, until she found the one in the center, underneath all the others. The first one.

	It was her. 

	The picture of her tiger from the carnival poster in Colorado, looking out defiantly at the camera.

	And then she knew. These were the people from Boomer’s missions—all the ones that he and his team had helped or rescued, over the years. The people he’d saved.

	And all the way at the bottom—the foundation—her.

	Was that what she was to him? Just one in a series of good deeds, something to make him feel better about himself?

	She was so deep in thought that she didn’t hear anyone coming until they were already in the doorway, gun aimed at her. 

	“What the hell are you doing in here?”

	Boomer.


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 24

	 

	 

	Boomer lowered his gun and said, “Geez, K. I come back from my run and the house is all quiet, Bro’s gone—I thought something happened to you.”

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” 

	He looked around, like his brother might be hiding in the corner. “Where is he? Don’t tell me he left you here alone. I’ll kill him.”

	“It’s not his fault,” she said. “I could tell his wolf wasn’t going to be able to hold it together much longer, so I told him to go ahead. I knew you’d be back soon, and I said I’d call Mikey to come sit with me.”

	“But you didn’t.”

	“I was going to.”

	“Liar.” 

	“Yeah.”

	That made him give a little huff of almost-amusement. Their eyes met across the room, and heat flashed between them. He must have really been worried, because he hadn’t even stopped to put pants on. 

	It was kind of hot, seeing him standing there naked with a gun.

	Boomer looked down at himself, put down the gun, grabbed a pair of pants off a shelf and put them on.

	Disappointment flashed through her. He obviously didn’t want her anymore; he was as much as telling her so.

	She said, “Is he okay? Your brother, I mean. I could feel…” She trailed off, not knowing exactly what she was trying to say. “There’s something wrong with him, isn’t there?”

	Boomer gave a huge sigh, his shoulders slumping. His usual cockiness drained out of him, and he looked tired and defeated.

	“No, he’s not okay. He’s—shit, I don’t know. Most of us on the Ridge are fucked up in one way or another. Things we’ve seen, things we’ve done, things other people made us do. Him more than most. When he’s human, he holds everything in, you know? Like, everything. And when he’s wolf…”

	“He lets it all out.”

	“Yeah. And every time he goes out—”

	“You’re afraid he’s not coming back.”

	Boomer ran his hands through his hair. “I just don’t know what to do for him anymore.” 

	She hated to see him hurting like this. She wanted to go over and put her arms around him, but she wasn’t sure if he wanted her to. “He knows you love him. That you’re always there for him. I don’t see how you can do more than that.”

	He shook his head. “Loving somebody doesn’t fix everything. Sometimes I think it doesn’t do anything at all, except tear you up inside.” 

	He looked past her, then seemed to register the open cabinet. His eyes flashed angry gold. “What the hell are you looking in there for? That’s private.” 

	He walked over next to her and reached to close it, but she put her hand on his arm. “Who are all these people?”

	“Nobody. They don’t matter.” His voice was rough. “Just mind your own business, okay?”

	She didn’t want to mind her own business. He was hurting—hurting so hard it was like she could feel it in her own heart. 

	“They’re people you’ve helped, aren’t they?” she said. “All the ones from your missions.” He gave a shrug. She added softly, “And me.” 

	“Yeah. The one I didn’t save.” He shut the door.

	She was stunned. Suddenly, she saw she’d been completely wrong about why her photo was at the bottom of it all. He felt like he’d failed her. Were all the others there because of her? Like he was trying to fix things, by saving other people? 

	“How could you think that?” she said. “You saved my life. You were the only person who ever did anything good for me.”

	“But you were still a tiger. And that fucker Maximilian still had a hold on you, even after I let you out. Did you know I went back? Me, a sixteen-year-old punk, thinking I could take on a sorcerer. I tried to kill him. Instead, he almost killed me.”

	“No,” Karisma whispered, shocked. “I didn’t know.”

	Boomer shut the cupboard, leaning against it. “He told me I hadn’t saved you, that you’d never get the collar off, that it would keep you a tiger, or you’d die. And then he laughed at me.” 

	He shook his head. “I lost my shit. Went wolf on him. Got him good in the face before he threw me across the tent into the central pole. Almost broke my spine—and then he tried to suck me into his fucking crystal. I was lucky to get away. All I did was maybe scar him up.”

	“You did that for me?”

	He shrugged. “I thought you were hot.” 

	He was so full of shit. Karisma gave a laugh that was almost a sob. “I didn’t know. My tiger stayed away from you because… because what else could I do? It’s not like you could take me home and keep me, like a stray cat.” 

	“I would have tried,” he told her. 

	“Yeah, I know you would have. And you would have tried to take the collar off, and it would have killed you. That’s how it was designed. One of the shifters who escaped with me died trying to get the collar off the panther.” 

	He raised his eyes to hers. “They did? Shit. I had no idea.”

	“How could you? But I couldn’t stand the idea of that happening to you, so I kept my tiger away. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I knew you were looking, but I didn’t dare come near. I’m sorry.” 

	She’d hurt him so much that he’d spent ten years trying to make it right. “You spent all this time looking for me. You never gave up.” 

	“Because I’m an idiot.” 

	“Because you care.” He didn’t answer her. “Because you’re a good person.” 

	“No, I’m not.” His tone was so definite. Like he was sure. 

	She opened the cabinet door again and pointed to the photos. Layers and layers of them. “These say different, my stubborn wolfy friend. These photos say you’re a hero. You do things for other people. I only do things for me.” 

	He shook his head. “You were just trying to survive.”

	He turned to the board then, running his fingers gently over the photos. “I tell people I’m a hero, when I’m talking bullshit. But I don’t feel like one. I feel like—like maybe I only do it for me, too. To block out the dark shit. Make me think I’m a better person than I really am.” 

	He wasn’t just talking about her, she realized. Standing this close, she could feel that dark place in him—that cold and lonely place where he kept the memories he never talked about. Whatever it was that made him feel less than.

	She wanted to ask him about it, for him to confide in her so maybe those memories wouldn’t feel so dark. But she didn’t know how to ask, and she didn’t think he knew how to tell her.

	Instead she said, “I did go back later, and look for you.” 

	He turned to face her. “You did? When?” 

	“After—after I got human again. I knew where your house was—I’d tracked you there one time, in the beginning. But it was a long time later, and… you were gone.” 

	Boomer’s face grew shuttered, all expression leaving it. “My dad died.”

	“I know. I went to see your neighbor. Mr. Jackson.”

	“Shit. That guy hated me. Said my explosives scared his dogs, and I was going to grow up to be a terrorist.” 

	She smiled. “I think he kind of liked you, actually, from the way he talked. He strongly implied your dad was a shit, though.”

	“My dad was a violent, abusive drunk.” 

	“Yeah. He didn’t exactly put it that way, but he didn’t seem sorry he was gone.”

	“Nobody was.” 

	“I looked up what happened. The library had all the old news stories, in their files.”

	“Those reporters didn’t know shit about what happened. They tried to blame my brother.”

	“But he didn’t do it?”

	“Of course he didn’t do it.” But the answer was too quick, like he was trying to convince himself more than her. And his brother was a killer. A soldier, and a sniper. Maybe he didn’t enjoy it, but he didn’t seem to feel bad about it, either.

	But then, maybe he did. Maybe that was the dark thing eating him up inside. 

	Boomer added, “And we don’t talk about my dad. Ever. So just drop it.” 

	His face was still shut down, showing nothing, but Karisma could feel that dark place in him growing, getting almost frantic, like a tentacled monster clawing at his insides.

	“Boomer—”

	“I said drop it!” His voice was a snarl. “And if you ever say anything to my brother…”

	Was that what was driving his brother so crazy? she wondered. Guilt over murdering their father? 

	But whatever it was, it was tearing Boomer apart.

	“I won’t.” She put her hand on his arm, felt it rigid with tension. “I just hate that it’s eating you up inside. I wish there was something I could do.”

	He always acted so happy-go-lucky, like nothing was serious to him, but inside, he took on everything. His brother. Her. All those people who needed saving. 

	He was growling now, his breath coming harder. “Shit,” he muttered. “I thought running would help. I thought…” 

	Karisma couldn’t stand it anymore. She put her arms around him, the skin of his bare chest warm under her hands. “Shh,” she said. “Shh. It’s okay.”

	Boomer’s arms closed around her, holding her close, rocking back and forth a little. “It is so fucking not okay.” 

	“It doesn’t matter. I’m still here. I’m not going anywhere.” 

	“Don’t,” he said. “Don’t let go. You’re the only thing holding me together.” And he kissed her.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 25

	 

	 

	Boomer walked forward until Karisma’s back hit the front of one of the long cabinets, shaking it to its foundation. 

	He hoped there were no unstable explosives inside, because if there were, they were both going up like Fourth of July fireworks.

	But what a way to go. 

	Her lips were hot under his, her breasts soft against him, her hands urgent. He plundered her mouth, sucking her lower lip, listening to her moan as she felt the tiniest scrape of his teeth.

	He captured her hands in one of his, pinning them against the cabinet as he moved his mouth across her cheek, down the column of her neck, biting the tendon all the way down, feeling the growl rise up in his chest.

	He wanted to devour her.

	He returned to her mouth, his free hand wrapping around her neck, digging his fingers into her hair.

	She tasted so good, like berries and passionfruit, more intoxicating than whiskey. 

	One night. They’d had one night before they had to do that damn spell, and it hadn’t been enough. It would never be enough—she was full of dark mysteries and wild heat and unpredictable passions.

	Explosive.

	He didn’t know how the hell he’d held himself back this long. Or why he’d thought she didn’t want him.

	She moved her head, kissing his throat, and then along the muscle between his neck and his shoulder where wolves bit to claim their mates. Did she know that? The feel of her lips there sent a shiver through him.

	He slid his hand up under her shirt, and she moved so he could cup her breast, tease her nipple, make her gasp with pleasure. 

	Her muscles rippled under his hands. Every movement ignited another spark in his body, stoked that ball of fire burning in his chest, a fire that hadn’t gone out since he’d seen her in the fight club.

	Maybe not since the night of the carnival fire. 

	The darkness that had been rising up inside him receded, crowded out by her scent and her touch, her heat and her wildness. 

	He felt his wolf rising up, wanting to dominate her and adore her, make her his. He could feel his eyes going gold. 

	He wanted her. But not here, not in this dingy workroom, full of hard surfaces.

	He swept her off her feet and carried her into the bedroom, sitting her on the edge of the bed, kneeling on the rug in front of her. 

	He moved to kiss her again, but she stopped him, cupping her hands around his face. 

	“I’m sorry you’re hurting,” she whispered, pressing her forehead to his. “Let me make you forget.”

	Forget. Nothing made him forget, nothing made it better. Except whiskey, hunting and destruction. 

	Maybe she could. His beautiful tiger.

	Every touch pushed the darkness away. Every kiss reminded him there was light. 

	The fact that she was here, that he’d saved her, said there was hope. Anyone could be saved. Even his brother. Even him. 

	Everything could be made right. 

	He reached out with one finger and traced her lips, her cheek, her forehead. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured.

	She looked surprised, like no one ever told her that. Maybe no one ever had. 

	Greedily, he wanted to be the first. 

	She’d spent so much time alone. And he’d spent so much time without someone to touch him, to see him. His wolf came alive inside him, as she stroked his skin like it was fur. 

	He kissed her again, deeper, slower, sinking into the warmth of her. They only paused long enough for her to reach down and pull her t-shirt over her head, tossing it to the floor.

	Her breasts were perfect, small and soft and lickable. He sucked on her nipple and she began to purr, which made him fucking crazy. 

	He loved that sound, loved that she loved the way he touched her.

	He kissed his way down her stomach, pushing her back on the bed. When he got to her underwear he grabbed them in his teeth and ripped them off with a shake of his head.

	She laughed softly, and her fingers tangled in his hair. “Hello, Wolf.”

	Her scent rose up around him, and he wanted to howl. Instead, he licked between her legs, very slowly, swirling his tongue and loving the soft sexy noises she made. 

	She was wet and slick and tasted amazing. He did it again, and she writhed underneath him. He lifted his mouth so his breath still tickled her. “You want more?”

	“Yes. I want everything.” 

	He lapped at her pussy, holding her hips still until she was making strangled moans, clawing at his hair. When she said, “I’m going to kill you, Wolf,” he sucked on her clit until she came, wave after wave that made his dick iron hard.

	He rested his head against her thigh as she took a deep, shuddering breath, and then she grabbed his arms and pulled him onto the bed, collapsing on top of her. 

	She snaked her arms around his neck and bit him lightly on the shoulder. “As your Tiger Queen, I command you to take your pants off.” 

	He laughed. “You think I follow commands?”

	“I can rip them off you if you’d prefer.”

	He did prefer. Half his clothes were practically rags anyway. “Okay,” he said.

	She shoved him and he flipped over on his back. Reaching under the pillow, she pulled a throwing knife out of its sheath and slid it inside one of the rips in his pants.

	The cold steel on his skin made him shiver, as she slit the cloth all the way to the waist. It parted, and she kissed her way from his hip to his thigh. 

	Fuuuuck.

	Then she started on the other side. Cold steel, hot lips, warm tongue, and maybe he should die right here because it didn’t get any better than this. Except it did, because she tore the front of his pants away and straddled him, sliding his hot, hard dick inside her. 

	Boomer felt like his whole body was a burning fuse. On fire with anticipation, knowing a beautiful explosion was coming—but in its own time. 

	She moved on top of him, capturing him and releasing, too slow, too fucking slow, but he made himself lie there and take it because it was heaven and he never wanted it to end. 

	She loved it too—she watched him intently, smiled when he moaned for fucking mercy, taking him deeper and then pulling away. Her expression got drunk with pleasure, and he moved his hand to tease her clit, stroking it in rhythm with the way she moved. 

	She went faster, harder, and then he couldn’t take it anymore and grabbed her hips, driving himself into her in a frenzy of hot desire. That sexy growl rose up in her, and his wolf gave a howl.

	He was burning, burning, wanting all of her and more, wanting to give her all of him.

	And then they exploded together, shattering as one, her pulsing around him while he drove deeply inside her, throbbing with exquisite, mind-blowing release. 

	He was hers. And the gods help him, he wanted her to be his. No matter what it took. 

	 

	A long time later, when they were lying in each other’s arms, him stroking his fingers down her back and listening to her purr, Boomer opened his mouth to tell her how he felt. 

	But instead, what came out was, “What’s your real name?” Because it couldn’t be Karisma—nobody really named their kid that. 

	For a minute he thought she wouldn’t answer. Then she said, “Kari. Kari Romanov.”

	Russian. Of course. Because, Siberian tiger. 

	“It’s pretty.” 

	“It’s not me anymore.”

	Yeah. He got that. It was why he and Bro didn’t use their birth names either. They weren’t those people anymore. 

	She added, “When I was little, I wanted to be glamorous and exciting, and I pretended I was Karisma, a famous actress.” 

	“I bet you were cute.”

	“I think I was a terror. But anyway, after you set me free and I was human again, I needed to feel… powerful. Amazing. Invincible. So I became Karisma.”

	“You are amazing. Do you not want me to call you Kari?” Because he’d done it, a few times.

	She was silent, running her fingernails up and down his arm, giving him goosebumps.

	“No, you can,” she said finally. “I like it.” 

	They were silent for a little longer, holding each other, kissing a little only because he couldn’t keep his lips off her. 

	Then she said, “I know your real name. And your brother’s.”

	For a second he froze. No one knew that information—except probably Thanatos, because he knew everything. They’d made sure of it, for years. Obscured the trail from who they’d been to who they were. 

	But of course she had to know, he realized. She’d tracked them down after the fire, talked to the neighbor, read the news reports. 

	And she hadn’t said anything until now. She’d respected their need to erase those identities, to the point that they never even used their names between themselves. He’d trained himself never even to think his brother’s name, so he wouldn’t slip up.

	He was always just ‘Bro.’

	He said to Karisma, “We haven’t been those people in a long time.” 

	She nodded. She got that. So did the rest of the guys on the Ridge. Hell, half of them went by nicknames. But somehow, he wanted her to know why. “After my dad… Special Ops made a deal with my brother. To get the case shut down, if he’d join a special team. They scrubbed our trail, too, so no one could find us.” 

	And then they found out that Special Ops, the branch that made deals with desperate shifters, was worse than anything the cops could have done. 

	“After he deserted from Special Ops, we knew we had to disappear. No names, no trace.”

	“Mmm.” He knew she understood that, too. “But… why not other names? Aliases? Why no names at all?”

	Good question, and one he wasn’t sure he could completely answer. 

	“I don’t know,” he said slowly, thinking it through. “For me, Bro always called me Boomer, because all I wanted to do was blow shit up. I liked it. And Bro…” He sighed. “Bro was in a dark place after Special Ops. Even I don’t know what happened to him, but it was bad. So bad I think… I think he just wanted to disappear. I mean, not exist anymore.”

	Karisma turned her head and kissed his chest. “I’m sorry.”

	Boomer nodded, his arms tightening around her. “So he erased himself. And when we came here, I think he tried to become just the job, you know, not really a person? Which is why I always joke with him, make him watch teen soaps with me. To remind him that he has some kind of… self.”

	She kissed him again. 

	“And also, the Boomer’s Brother thing got to be kind of a joke. When people would ask his name. I think he enjoys it, being a man of mystery.”

	Karisma reached up, running her fingers through his hair, untangling it. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep his secret. He’ll just be Bro to me.” 

	Boomer kissed the top of her head. 

	After a while he said, “I wish you’d let me find you. In Colorado.” 

	“You couldn’t have helped me. Not then. And you might have died.”

	“I know,” he said. “But I still wish it.”

	She raised her face to his and kissed him, slow and lingering. “I’m here now.”

	And he lost himself in making love to her, one more time. 

	 

	Near morning, Boomer’s brother let himself into the cabin, listening to see if Boomer was awake. He knew his brother was usually waiting for him to come in.

	Worrying about him. 

	But tonight he was dead asleep. Bro could feel Boomer’s wolf, sleepy and contented.

	Softly, like a hunter, he walked to the bedroom door. It was open, and the smell of sex permeated the air. 

	Boomer and Karisma were lying entwined, and a faint blue light flickered around them, outlining their bodies. 

	Mates. 

	It had happened, whether they knew it or not. When wolves found their true mates and started to bond, you could see the magic around them. He’d seen it when Sanchez claimed Madison, right in front of her ex-fiancé, and again when he proved the bond for the Shifter Council representative, making it official. 

	This bond wasn’t fully formed yet; they probably didn’t even know it was there. 

	But for Bro, it changed everything. 

	And then he saw something else. A faint blue line leading from the two of them to the closet, where that damn Orb was hidden. 

	Whatever magic connected Karisma to the sorcerer Maximilian, now Boomer was a part of it. 

	He stood there, staring at it, thoughts and calculations running through his mind. Then he stole silently into the room and picked up the golden dragon sphere off the dresser, the one DB had given to Boomer. 

	He looked down at Boomer and Karisma once more, and then walked out as silently as he’d come. 

	Going into the workroom, he put on his clothes and weapons, and tucked the communication device in his pocket. 

	He knew what he had to do. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 26

	 

	 

	Karisma woke to the smell of frying sausages. The bed next to her was empty, but it was still warm. Boomer must have just gotten up.

	She lay in bed, savoring the warmth. She hadn’t felt this good since before DB had done his magic on her. Strong. Competent. Almost like herself.

	She gave a yawn and a long, leisurely cat stretch—and froze. Her front claws were extended. She brought them down where she could see them, moving slowly and carefully, as if they were tiny wild animals and she might scare them away.

	They were still there. 

	She retracted them, her hands back to normal fingers, and then extended them again. They obeyed her, like she’d never had a problem with them.

	I’m never a problem, her tiger said complacently. 

	You’re back! she said. 

	I was never gone. I was just taking a nap. 

	Maybe. But her tiger felt… different. Like they were somehow more a part of each other. Equal. She glanced toward the living area. Boomer was still doing something potentially heinous in the kitchen. His brother was probably still out—she couldn’t catch his scent.

	She hoped he was okay.

	She looked over to the corner for RoomBubba, but he wasn’t there. Boomer must have taken him out to the kitchen.

	Good. She didn’t want any visual sensors on her right now. 

	Karisma took a deep breath. Then she called on her tiger and Changed. 

	And it happened. She was a tiger, stretched out in Boomer’s bed. But unlike before, her tiger wasn’t fighting her for control. Karisma said, Let’s lick our paw.

	If you want to. But it’s clean.

	And they licked their paw. So simple. Sharing control, the way it should always have been.

	Can we Change back now? she asked tentatively.

	Whatever. 

	She concentrated. And with a shimmer and a crack of bones, they were human again. Just like that.

	Karisma lay in bed, her body humming with excitement. She almost bounded out into the living room to show Boomer—and then she stopped herself. 

	She was okay now. Or almost okay. She still didn’t have her full strength, and she’d have to find out how much stamina she had. 

	But if she were all better, then…

	Then they could go on the mission. She’d be cured. Boomer would have saved her. And then…

	And then… what? 

	Would they stay together? How? Even if Thanatos would hire her to stay on at the Ridge, she wasn’t part of the pack. She wasn’t military. She didn’t follow orders well. Like, at all.

	The only way she could stay was if she and Boomer were mates. Officially. And they’d never talked about anything like that. 

	She was afraid it was more than either of them could handle. And what about his brother? If Boomer did mate with someone, that would leave his brother feeling like even more of an outsider. 

	What if it pushed him over the edge? Boomer would never get over it.

	And yet, the thought of leaving him, of maybe never seeing him again, made her feel hollow inside. 

	At that moment, he appeared in the doorway carrying a breakfast tray. 

	In spite of her worries, the sight of him immediately made her smile. His hair was still all messy from sleep, and he was wearing nothing but boxer briefs. And his eyes had that sparkle they got when he was feeling especially pleased with himself. 

	RoomBubba was behind him, carrying a second tray with a pot of coffee, sugar, and cream. His dick was fully deployed, with a cloth napkin over it. 

	RoomBubba rolled over to the bed. “Would Madame care for a napkin?” 

	She sat up, stuffing the pillows behind her back, and took the napkin off his dick, trying not to look like she was fondling a robot. “Thank you, Bubba.” The dick retracted, clanking back into his body. The sight of it shrinking up made a snort of laughter rise up in her, and she bit her lip. “A little cold in here for you, RoomBubba?”

	“I’m sorry, I do not understand the question.” 

	“Don’t worry,” she said. “It happens to every guy. It doesn’t mean you’re not a man.” 

	“Cut that out,” Boomer said, grinning. “You know how sensitive he is.” 

	He handed her the tray, and then extended its legs so it sat on the bed, covering her lap.

	Karisma stared at the plate. It was crepes.

	Real crepes, just like on TV, brown and perfect, garnished with fruit and powdered sugar, and sausages on the side. Plus orange juice and two coffee mugs. 

	Boomer took the coffee pot from Bubba’s tray and poured, then added cream and sugar exactly the way she liked. “Go ahead, eat,” he said. He poured himself a cup of coffee. 

	She poked the crepes with her fork. They looked perfect. And they smelled amazing.

	“Dude,” she said, awed. “Who reprogrammed RoomBubba so he could cook?”

	“Ha ha. Have you ever seen one of those grippy hands trying to crack an egg? Yolk everywhere.” He settled on the bed next to her with his coffee in one hand, and reached for one of her sausage patties with the other. “I made them.”

	Karisma stopped in the act of smacking his thieving hand with her fork. 

	“You made them? Who reprogrammed you so you could cook?”

	Boomer munched on her sausage. “Internet,” he said indistinctly. “And those cooking shows. Turns out making food is pretty much like making explosives. Exact measurements, figuring out how the different components interact, and understanding how the mixture responds to heat. How did I not know this before?”

	“Well, food doesn’t blow up,” Karisma said, taking a bite. “So not as fun?”

	The crepes were filled with strawberries and whipped cream, and they were like heaven on her tongue. “Holy shit,” she said. “This is incredible.”

	“I rock,” Boomer said complacently. “You’re welcome. Also, my tiny ignorant tiger, you can make bombs out of all kinds of food. Besides alcohol, I mean. Because everyone knows about Molotov cocktails. But you can explode many kitchen staples. Sugar, flour…”

	Karisma stopped in the middle of scarfing down her crepes. “Excuse me? You can blow up flour?”

	“Hell yes. Flour is highly explosive in an enclosed space. Fill a room with flour dust, light a match…” He spread his fingers and made an explody noise. “Kaboom.”

	“You’re bullshitting.”

	“Well, I’d say ‘Go light a match in a grain silo and see,’ but don’t. On account of you’ll die. But one of these days I’ll blow up some flour for you. Remind me. It’ll be fun.” 

	 

	Boomer watched Karisma eat her crepes, trying to ignore the weird wobbly feeling in his chest. He’d always liked doing stuff for her, seeing her smile, but this morning he’d woken up fucking obsessed with the idea of making her fantasy breakfast.

	It is good to bring our mate food she likes, his wolf said. 

	Mate. The word sent a surge of warmth through him, followed by a surge of sheer terror. He couldn’t be someone’s mate. He couldn’t keep this up for long without fucking it up totally. 

	Hell, he couldn’t even tell her how he felt. She didn’t want to be anyone’s mate. She was a tiger, for fuck’s sake. A loner, and one who’d been conditioned by life not to trust anyone.

	How would she ever be able to bond with anyone, let alone someone like Boomer?

	It wasn’t going to happen, and that knowledge made him feel like he was being stabbed with a broken beer bottle from the inside out. 

	“Hey.” She stopped eating. “Everything okay?”

	“Sure.” He ruffled her hair in the way she absolutely hated, just to annoy her. 

	She flinched away. “I will cut you.” She took the last bite of crepe and swallowed. “Is there something you’re not telling me? Is Thanatos on his way here to confiscate my toybox? Because I’ll take him on.”

	“Relax,” he said. “Eat your sausage. Everything’s fine.”

	A gravelly voice said from the doorway, “I’m glad to hear that. Because I have, indeed, come to take your… toybox.”

	They both looked up, startled.

	Fucking Thanatos. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 27

	 

	 

	Boomer got slowly to his feet, growling. “What the hell are you doing in my cabin?”

	Thanatos glided inside, his hood as inscrutable as ever. 

	“It is on my mountain, so technically it is my cabin. More importantly, you are concealing dangerous magical items you do not know how to handle, which make this base a target.”

	“And why would you think that?” Boomer said. 

	From behind him came Bro’s voice. “Because I told him.” 

	He appeared in the doorway, with DB behind him. 

	Boomer felt like the blood stopped in his veins—like he’d been standing in the cargo hold of a plane and the floor just dropped out, leaving him falling through empty space with no parachute.

	Bro had betrayed him. 

	It felt like the silence went on forever, wind rushing in his ears—but it was the roaring of his blood, racing with pain and fury.

	“How the hell could you do that to Karisma? To me?” His voice cracked on the last word. 

	Bro didn’t answer. Thanatos, unmoved as always, said, “Perhaps he is once again protecting you from the consequences of a reckless decision?”

	Boomer rounded on him. “Reckless? I was looking out for her—because apparently, no one else is going to.” 

	He couldn’t even look at his brother; he just focused on Thanatos and tried to keep his heart from shattering. “You always do what you want, and you don’t explain shit to anyone. She’s not a member of the pack. You wouldn’t care if she got killed. Hell, we don’t know if you care when any of us get killed.”

	Thanatos didn’t bother to answer that accusation; his voice was as dry and dispassionate as ever. “I have been preparing for this mission for years. It is imperative that the tiger carry out her role. Believe me, if I could do it without her, I would.” 

	Boomer had no doubt of that. Thanatos would do pretty much anything to avoid dealing with a woman. Or explaining himself. And there was no guarantee, during his fight with Maximilian, that he’d make sure that little piece of Karisma’s magic the sorcerer was holding didn’t get destroyed.

	Karisma spoke up. “If I’m so damn important, why did you come barging in here, trying to take my stuff? Why didn’t you just ask me?”

	Thanatos turned the hood on her. “You would have continued to lie, and my patience is wearing thin. I am the only one who understands the workings of the Orb of Thekate. I am the only one who knows what must be done, and has the strength to do it.” 

	“I hope you mean kill Maximilian. I’d rather do it myself, but if I can’t, knock yourself out. After I have the sphere that he’s keeping that piece of me in.” 

	Thanatos said, “You already show your lack of understanding. I need all the pieces of the Orb—together—to defeat him. Only then will you get your soul back.” 

	Boomer knew he couldn’t have heard that right. “Her soul?”

	The hood turned to him. “Indeed.” 

	Boomer leaned against the dresser. “Shit.” He shook his head quickly like a dog coming out of water, trying to clear it. “Still. Why now? Maximilian’s been out there for years, with her… whatever. Why can’t this wait until she’s well again? What’s the sudden rush?”

	Karisma snapped, “Will you both stop talking about me like I’m not here? I decide when I’m doing a mission.” She turned to Thanatos. “And I decide how I’m doing it.”

	But not now. Not yet. Boomer said desperately, “You’re not strong enough.” Couldn’t she see that? Couldn’t all of them see it? She’d be killed. He couldn’t let that happen. We must stop it, his wolf said.

	Damn right. 

	Now Karisma was pissed at him, too. She said, “That’s not for you to decide.”

	DB, who’d been lurking in the doorway, finally spoke up. “He’s right, though. You’re not anywhere near full strength. The problem is, you may not get any stronger.”

	What the fuck were all these people doing here, pressuring Karisma and talking trash? Boomer focused his anger on DB. “How the hell did you get in on this?”

	“I called him,” Bro said. He pulled DB’s communicator out of his pocket and tossed it to Boomer. He caught it automatically, but he couldn’t process what was going on. Bro going behind his back, giving away his secrets, and Karisma’s. Why would he do something like this?

	And what the hell was DB talking about? Karisma wasn’t strong yet, but she would be. She’d find her tiger; she’d be her wild reckless self again. She had to be.

	Before he could say anything, Karisma turned on DB. “What the hell do you mean?” 

	DB didn’t speak straight to Karisma, which was a bad sign. Not to mention it pissed her off even more. He said to Boomer, “She’s improving, but she’s not going to get all the way better as long as Maximilian is out there, sucking on her power.”

	“I thought you put a stop to that.”

	“I did what I could, but it’s not enough. By my calculations, she’s about at her peak strength. She may be able to retain that for a short time. But eventually, she’s going to go downhill again. Most likely, even faster than I first thought.”

	Boomer felt like an icy vise was squeezing his chest. His brother had betrayed him; Karisma would lose her strength and possibly die.

	He was going to lose them both. 

	“I don’t understand,” he said. “How is it suddenly worse?” 

	His brother answered. “Because you bonded with her.” 

	Boomer swung around. “What? I didn’t. We didn’t.” 

	DB broke in. “When true mates find each other—especially if they have sex—the bond starts to form even before they formally commit to it and bring it to its full power. Sometimes you can see it—blue sparkly light all around them.”

	Karisma was staring at him. Boomer said, “I haven’t seen that.”

	His bro said, “I did. Last night, when you two were sleeping.”

	“Fuck. Now you’re a Peeping Tom?”

	His brother ignored that. DB said, “And he also saw the energy thread leading straight to the closet where the box is. Which is a problem.”

	“It’s always been a problem. We knew that.”

	Thanatos said, “Let me explain it in simple words. Maximilian is connected to the tiger. The tiger is bonded to you. You are bonded to the pack. The pack is bonded to their territory—this mountain. And therefore, indirectly, to me. When the patch the dragon created around the pieces of the Orb in that box fails—and it will—Maximilian will have access to the power of every single creature on this mountain.”

	Boomer felt the blood draining from his face. The idea of that was so shocking that it took him a minute to realize what Thanatos must be saying.

	“You want to break the bond between us,” he whispered. Inside him, his wolf howled. No! No! She is ours! 

	It would destroy his wolf. But if it was the only way to protect Karisma? To protect the pack? What would he do then?

	“On the contrary,” Thanatos said. “I want you to claim her.” 

	What? And then it exploded on him like a load of TNT. “You want her power. You want her connection to the Orb.”

	Thanatos sidestepped his accusation. “If you bonded, the healing powers of the bond might restore more of her strength. Also, it would make her a very enticing morsel for Maximilian. One he would not be able to resist.”

	Boomer resisted the urge to walk up to Thanatos and punch him right in the hood. “Let me get this straight. You want me to invoke a sacred wolf bond with her, essentially caging her for life, so that you can use her for bait?”

	Again, Thanatos didn’t deny it. “Once we take down Maximilian, she would have her revenge. And her connection to him would be severed. Isn’t that what she wants?”

	“It’s not going to help her if he kills her. Or sucks the rest of her soul out.”

	“We will make every endeavor to keep that from happening.” 

	“Every endeavor?” The growl in Boomer’s chest had turned to a snarl. “You’re real piece of work, you know that? And I’m not claiming her. Not like this, so you can use her as your tool, just like the rest of it. You can go to hell.” 

	He strode across the room, shoved everyone out of the doorway, and walked out. 

	 

	The room went silent. Then Karisma rose to her feet, staring Thanatos in his dark invisible face. “Dude,” she said, as she heard him take a breath. “I do not want to hear another word from you. You are a complete bastard.”

	He said, “I’m well aware of that, Ms. Karisma. But the fact remains, Maximilian must be defeated.”

	“That doesn’t mean you get to play with all our lives to do it.” She walked up to him and poked him in his stony chest. “Get this straight,” she said. “I don’t work for you. I don’t work for anybody. And nobody’s doing anything with my pieces of the orb without my say-so. So you can just stand down, or whatever it is you soldiers say when you need to just fucking stop.” 

	She shoved past him went after Boomer. But by the time she got to the front porch he was already gone, his tattered clothes lying in the snow, his pawprints disappearing into the forest.

	She slammed her hands on the porch railing in frustration. 

	Then she felt a presence behind her, and whirled around. Bro was standing in the doorway.

	A growl rumbled in her chest, and her claws sprang out of her fingers. “You,” she snarled.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 28

	 

	 

	He just gazed at her, with that shuttered face that gave away nothing. “Aren’t you going after him?”

	“Not without ripping you a new one first. How could you do this to him? Go behind his back, to Thanatos and DB? Tell Thanatos where my pieces of the Orb are? Bring him here to fucking tell Boomer he has to claim me?”

	“It’s what Boomer wants,” Bro said. “He wants you to be okay, free from Maximilian, and he wants you to be his mate.”

	She took a step back. “How do you know?”

	Bro gave a little huff, that from anyone else would have been a full-on ‘Are you an idiot?’ snort. “It’s what he’s always wanted, before he even knew it. He’s in love with you. He’ll never love anyone else. Hell, he never has.” 

	“He’s never loved anyone else?” She was floored by that.

	“He never stopped thinking about you. Never stopped looking. How do you think we found you? He’s had an internet crawler going for years. Any mention of a female white tiger, he was there.”

	“He saw the club flyer,” she breathed. That’s why he’d come to The Wild Side.

	“I saw it. I showed it to him.”

	She hadn’t expected that. “I bet you’re sorry now.” 

	“It doesn’t matter how I feel.” But he didn’t deny it. Instead he said, “Don’t you love him at all?”

	“Of course I do!” The words were out before she could stop them. “He’s so damn fucking lovable.” For the first time, she saw a tiny smile briefly soften his brother’s face. And then it was gone.

	And she got a glimpse of the misery he carried around inside. 

	He loved his brother more than anything. Boomer was all he had in the world. And he was willing to share him with Karisma—to give him up, if he had to—if it would make Boomer happy.

	Make him whole. 

	Bro said, “So go convince him to claim you.”

	She rolled her eyes. “That’s not how it works. Even if it’s what he wants, he doesn’t want to be forced into it.”

	“What’s the difference?” Bro said. “The outcome’s the same.”

	Karisma gave up. “You’re hopeless. No wonder you don’t have a girlfriend.”

	“Yeah. Never will.”

	But it didn’t sound like a preference. It sounded like someone who’d made up his mind that nothing good would ever come into his life. 

	Her heart broke for him. 

	But as usual, he wasn’t thinking about himself. “So are you going to go talk to him, or not?”

	She hesitated. “You really think I could be a good mate to him? How? I’m just like you. Broken. Fucked up. Just trying to survive. Would you make someone a good mate?”

	“You’re not me.” 

	“I might as well be.” 

	He didn’t answer her. They just stood there, staring at each other, knowing they were more alike than different. 

	She realized he wanted desperately for her to be able to be Boomer’s mate. Because if she could, there was hope for him too.

	And if he’d managed to love Boomer all these years, have his back and be a good brother to him despite the damage that had been done to his soul, maybe there was hope for her too. 

	She said, “Okay. Okay, I’ll try. If he still wants me to.” She bit her lip. “And if I can find him.”

	Boomer’s brother pulled his dog tags from around his neck, pressed his finger to the edge of one of them, and held them out to her. “Here. Take these. I’ve activated the homing beacon on Boomer’s set, so they’ll lead you right to him.”

	Karisma reached for them, and then stopped. He was giving up his link to Boomer, handing it to her. And somehow she knew he didn’t mean it just for today. He was saying she was Boomer’s partner now, not him. 

	He was on the outside, and would be from now on. 

	Karisma hesitated, then took the tags and slipped them around her neck. “I’ll take care of them. And I’ll bring them back.” 

	Then she stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “You’re a good brother. No wonder Boomer loves you so much.”

	 

	Karisma shed her clothes and went tiger. With the tracking device in the dog tags, she didn’t have to waste time looking for Boomer’s trail. She could head straight for him. 

	It turned out he was about five miles away, in a cave under one of the rocky ridges outside of the compound. Karisma was tired when she got there—she might be able to call on her tiger, but Boomer and DB were both right. She still wasn’t at full strength.

	And now that she was here, she was terrified. Boomer was so hurt, so angry. What if she totally screwed this up?

	She knew she should Change and call out to him, but the idea of walking barefoot and naked into a dark cave with a furious wolf in it was beyond what she was ready to deal with right now.

	Chicken, she told herself. You’ve faced down sorcerers in their lairs. 

	But none of that was as scary as this. 

	Still a tiger, she picked her way through the tumble of boulders concealing the cave entrance. There was a corridor with a sharp left turn, so she couldn’t see the interior, but she could smell metal and gun oil and old, faint scents of wolf. And one fresh one—Boomer. 

	She could feel him in there, his dark emotions bouncing around inside him until he felt like he would explode. 

	Silently, she padded down the hallway, around the corner, and into the cave. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 29

	 

	 

	For the last twenty minutes, Boomer had been arranging and rearranging the explosives and ammo stored in the cave.

	It was an emergency supply cache, one of several dotted around the outskirts of the territory in case the Ridge was attacked. Food, water, clothes, guns, ammo, explosives, even a signal beacon in case any pack member was stranded here and needed help. 

	But now he felt like an explosion, and he was trying to decide the optimum configuration to blow this place sky-high.

	He didn’t know if he was really going to do it. But that dark place he always tried to keep at bay had reached up from the depths and taken over his whole insides. He couldn’t see anything bright or good. No future. Not even any past, except for the really, really bad stuff.

	He was going to lose Karisma, and his brother, and everything he’d done in his life was going to be for nothing. He would end up alone, like he deserved.

	When he felt like this, the only thing that seemed to fix it was blowing something up. Total destruction—that he was in control of. 

	And this was the worst he’d ever felt. The biggest the darkness had ever been. So it needed the biggest explosion, to make it go away. 

	Then he scented the hot wild scent of Karisma’s tiger, heard her soft footfalls. In spite of himself, he turned around. 

	In the dim light of the electric lantern, she looked like a ghost tiger—the Ghost Tiger of the Rockies. He’d found her at last, and discovered that it was too late. They were both fucked up beyond repair, and even though she was his mate, she would never be his. 

	Because Thanatos was wrong. Claiming her might be good for the old troll, but it would it would hurt Karisma by trapping her in this dark place with him. He always hurt the people he loved, in the end. Or they hurt him. 

	“Why don’t they tell you?” he asked her, as she stood there staring at him with those heartbreakingly beautiful eyes. His voice started out conversational, but he could hear it tightening with emotion. “All those people at the Ridge, going on about how great it is, finding your true mate. Why don’t they tell you it’s so hard? And it hurts so much?”

	He was yelling at her now. “Why did it have to be you? All of them got mates who adore them, who they can make happy. It just fucking figures that I got the one whose worst nightmare being is bound to another person. That’s some kind of fucked-up fate.”

	She stepped forward, making a little mrrow sound. Almost like she was trying to comfort him.

	He couldn’t make himself stop yelling. He didn’t want to be comforted. “I’m sick of this shit. I’m sick of never being good enough. Do you have any idea what it was like for us, growing up?”

	He threw down a box of ammo. “My dad hated us, me and my brother, because of what we are. He was human, and my mom fell for him—don’t ask me why. He beat the crap out of her, after he found out she was a shifter. And out of us, when he found out we were too. Freaks, he called us. He killed her, did you know that? He said she left us, in the middle of the night, but we knew. She would never have left us with him.” 

	The tiger walked up to him, rubbing her head against him. He lost his balance and sat down hard on a plastic tub of rations. She did it again, thrusting her head against his chest, and he found himself holding onto her like she was a life preserver. 

	Somehow, it was easier to talk to her when she was a tiger. To let loose all the darkness that had hidden inside him all this time. Because he couldn’t see her pity, her disgust. Maybe she didn’t even understand.

	“Then Bro went into the military. I begged him not to go, to take me away somewhere, but he said he had to get money and a place to live first. It was the only job he could get.” 

	Boomer shook his head. “But it didn’t work out like that. Once Bro was gone, my dad beat me every chance he got, and I took it, because I healed so quick I told myself it didn’t matter. I didn’t want to hurt him back.” His voice started to shake. “I wanted him to love me. Only, he didn’t. And one day my wolf had enough.”

	He went back in his mind, reliving it as the words tumbled out of his mouth. That night. His dad, drunk as fuck and high on speed, coming after him with a gun.

	The first shot, the way it felt when the bullet buried itself in his shoulder. He knew his dad had been aiming for his heart, but his hands weren’t steady enough. 

	And that was it. His wolf rose up in him. Not all the way—but enough to make him fight back. He told Karisma about launching himself at his father. Taking another bullet. And then just red fucking rage—all the rage that had been building up in him all those years. 

	They didn’t have many close neighbors—only one that might have been close enough to hear the shots, and he must not have been home, because the cops didn’t come. Not then.

	It was his brother who found him. 

	“Oh, Boomer.” Karisma shimmered and Changed, her arms wrapping around his waist. “I’m so sorry.” 

	He pushed her away, not able to handle her pity, not wanting to look in her eyes. “Bro came home on unexpected leave. He’d wanted to surprise me.” Boomer’s voice was bitter. “He was the one who got the surprise.”

	“It wasn’t your fault. Your dad tried to kill you.” 

	He just shook his head. She didn’t get it. “The cops thought Bro did it—there’d been a couple things happen when he was in high school. I wanted to confess, but he wouldn’t let me. Said I’d go to jail, and my wolf would never survive. Or we’d get outed, and end up in a lab somewhere. 

	“We were going to run, and then that Special Ops commander made a deal with him, like I told you, to get the case dropped. Bro said he’d only do it if I was taken care of, and they agreed.

	“He lasted a year. Until I was eighteen. They—they made him do terrible things. Him and others like him—ones they had a hold over. He wouldn’t even tell me what. But he was different. Lost. Broken. Like a piece of his soul was gone.” 

	She rested her head against his leg, and he touched her hair briefly. “I guess you know what that’s like.” 

	“I’m sorry,” she said again, touching his arm gently, as if she wanted to soak up some of the pain, take it away like she had when they were in bed together. But this was too deep in him, and it couldn’t be fixed or made right.

	He stood up, pushing her roughly away, and turned his back on her. “Bro did that for me. It wrecked him, and I can’t ever make up for it. I keep trying, you know? Like if I save enough other people, maybe someday I can figure out a way to save him. But I don’t think I can. I can feel him getting worse, drifting away. And then you came, and it was like I had this second chance with you, and if I didn’t fuck that up, maybe there’d be a second chance for him too. And me.”

	But he knew there wasn’t. He’d been lying to himself all this time. He’d thought telling someone would make it better, but the darkness was still closing in on him. Choking him, blocking out the light. 

	“Thanatos is crazy. Bonding with me would only drag you down in the darkness with me, chaining you there. How is that a better place to be?”

	He heard the snap of bones behind him, and smelled the tiger. She made a keening sound, a frantic whimper, like she could tell what was happening to him. Suffocating on his own sins, until he could barely breathe.

	She reared up behind him, her paws on his back, and licked his bare shoulder. Her tongue was like sandpaper, and she was purring in his ear. 

	And then her jaws opened, and her teeth bore down.

	Right at the big muscle where his neck met his shoulder. Pain exploded through him, and he felt the blood spurt from the wound, into her mouth. Her weight brought him to his knees, face contorted in pain, and for a moment he thought he was going to die.

	And then that tiny spark of light in his chest, the one she always brought with her, went supernova. Light and heat exploded inside him, brighter and more beautiful than the biggest explosion he’d ever made. 

	The darkness that had been choking him went with it, blown into tiny shards. Electricity crackled around him—he could feel his hair standing on end.

	Boomer opened his eyes. Karisma still had her jaws buried in his shoulder, and blue light was crackling around them, lighting up the cave. She let go and raised her head, but the light got brighter, brighter, until it was almost blinding. 

	The wound on his shoulder stopped bleeding, closed, and healed up in a matter of seconds. The blood on his shoulder and her muzzle dissolved. A huge feeling of peace came over him. 

	Karisma shimmered and Changed to human. She sat back, her butt landing on the cave floor with a thump, and raised her hand. 

	Blue light dripped from her fingers.

	“Holy shit,” she said, looking at him. “What did I do?”

	He turned around. “You claimed me.” And then, at the look on her face, he added, “I hope you did it on purpose.”

	“I—I don’t know,” she said, still looking at the blue light in wonder. “You were hurting so bad—and we couldn’t stand it, my tiger and me. We just knew we had to fix it.” She looked at him uncertainly. “Did we?”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 30

	 

	 

	Karisma watched as Boomer smiled at her, that rare, gorgeous smile that lit up his whole face. “I think you might have, Kittycat.”

	And then his face fell. “But you shouldn’t have.” He reached out, touching her cheek gently. “It’s permanent, and now you’re stuck with me.” 

	She walked her fingers up his chest and cupped his face. “And that’s bad because…”

	He put his hand over hers, stilling it. “I can’t be a good mate. Didn’t you hear me, before? I suck at taking care of people.”

	“Excuse me? As the person you’ve been taking care of day and night for two weeks, I beg to differ.”

	“Yeah. Two little weeks. Anybody can do that. But a bond is for always. How long before I fuck this up?”

	She thought about that. He needed a real answer, and she needed to give him one. Finally she said, “I don’t know. Does that matter?”

	He gave a disgusted huff. “Of course it matters. How could it not?”

	She spoke slowly, choosing her words carefully. “Because, maybe it’s not about not fucking up? Maybe it’s about… I don’t know. Just… what you and your brother do. Being there for each other. Fighting and making up. Doing your best to make the bad times less heinous. Taking turns being strong.”

	She reached out to him, brushing his hair back, smoothing the furrowed lines on his forehead. “Maybe the bond isn’t a cage, or an obligation. Maybe it’s just a safe place to come home to, where someone loves you no matter what. Couldn’t we make it that?”

	He gave her a crooked half-grin, emotion filling his eyes. “What if that’s not how it’s supposed to be?”

	She gave him her reckless, wild tiger grin. “You thought either of us was going to follow the rules? That’s cute.” 

	He laughed and swept her into his arms. “You’re the perfect mate, Kittycat.”

	“I love you, Wolf. Let’s be bad together.” 

	He pulled her to him and covered her lips with his. 

	 

	They made love in the cave, on a pile of army blankets, wild and breathless and tender. But all too soon, the real world intruded again. 

	Karisma said, “We’re going to have to go after Maximilian, you know. We can’t let him mess up the pack. And I think we’re going to have to take Thanatos with us.”

	“I don’t trust him,” Boomer said. 

	“Me either. We’ll just have to have each other’s backs, is all.” 

	He sighed. “Fuck. I really do not want to do this.”

	Karisma bared her teeth. “I do. I’m going to kill that Maximilian fucker dead.”

	They hiked back to the Ridge in human form, wearing clothes from the supply cache. The magic of the bonding still sizzled in their veins, and Boomer could see it giving Karisma strength. 

	His mate. One who didn’t even care if he fucked things up. But he still couldn’t. He had to come through for her, had to help her finish this.

	When they arrived at the cabin, everyone was still there, even though Boomer and Karisma had been gone for hours. 

	Bro was cleaning his guns on the coffee table.

	DB had conjured a chess set from somewhere, and was sitting at the kitchen table playing chess with Thing. The disembodied glove gave Boomer the willies, floating around moving pieces on the board. Especially because it seemed to be winning. 

	And Thanatos… Thanatos was in one of the comfy chairs in front of the TV. He’d gotten into Boomer’s Netflix queue, and the hood was watching an episode of The Vampire Diaries.

	Now Boomer had fucking seen everything. 

	“Yo,” he said, as everyone looked up. “Here’s what happened in the previous episode. Karisma found me, I yelled a lot, and she bit me.” He wrapped his arm around her neck and kissed her. “In the claiming kind of way. We accept your congratulations.”

	Everybody’s mouth was open. Even Thing had swiveled around in the air to look at them. 

	Karisma said, “So, if I’m not going to get any stronger—and Maximilian can potentially suck out the pack’s juju through the Orb—I suggest we start planning this mission. Any chance we can get it done by Christmas?”

	 

	Of course it wasn’t that easy. It never was, was it?

	At least this meeting was slightly less acrimonious than the last one, although there was almost as much yelling. 

	They called in Gunn, as pack alpha, and Mikey came with him as his right-hand person. 

	Boomer had thought the first problem was going to be finding Maximilian, since last he heard, Thanatos didn’t know exactly where he was. 

	Turned out that DB, the sneaky little fucker, had spent part of the last two weeks figuring out where the energy thread from Karisma’s toybox led to. It turned out his worldwalking powers—the ones that allowed him to travel through those sparkly doorways—also allowed him to follow energy trails through the spirit world, which seemed to parallel the real world in ways Boomer didn’t understand and didn’t want to. 

	Good news, he’d found Maximilian’s lair. Bad news, it was warded up so tight even DB couldn’t worldwalk into it.

	“I mean, I could,” he said. “But it seems he’s using his parts of the Orb to augment his power in some way. Which means if I break his wards, the backlash could come back on Karisma. It might even kill her.” 

	“So we’re not going to do that,” Boomer said, glaring at Thanatos. 

	The hood turned to him. “We must gain entry to his lair in some way,” Thanatos said. “Obviously.”

	“Isn’t that what our strike teams are for?”

	“Strike teams can get us partway in,” DB conceded. “From the reconnaissance I could do, I found out he’s holed up at an estate in a remote part of the Canadian Rockies. A house that’s built straight into a cliff.”

	“But the whole thing isn’t warded like you were talking about,” Gunn said. “It can’t be, right? He’s got guards, and those guys who were posing as FBI. And other workers, too, probably. I doubt he’s doing his own cooking and vacuuming. They all have to be able to come and go.” 

	“Exactly,” DB said. “A strike team could get us into the house, neutralize the guards and the workers. But his sorcerer’s lair is buried deep in the mountain, and even if we fight our way to it, we still run into the problem of getting through the wards, and we lose the element of surprise we’d get from worldwalking in.”

	“But couldn’t I get through the wards?” Karisma said. “I’ve always been able to do it before, with other sorcerers. And my jewel—” she touched her throat—“keeps me from being detected.”

	Thanatos said, “From what I understand, the ability to elude magical wards came from the magic infused inside you. It may no longer work reliably.” 

	Karisma’s eyes went wide. “I didn’t think of that.” 

	Boomer hadn’t either. Damn. 

	“I did,” DB said. “And I believe there is a way you can help us get through the wards, through your connection to Maximilian and the Orb. The problem is, you would have to be inside them to do it.” 

	Everyone went quiet. Thanatos was drumming his fingers on the arm of the chair. Finally he said, “You are all overlooking the obvious. Maximilian wants the pieces of the Orb Ms. Karisma has in her possession—and even more, he wants her. The more so, now that she is so deeply connected to the pack. My original plan is the best. We will allow her to be captured, and when she is, she can assist the dragon in opening a gate for us.” 

	That was where the yelling part started. Mostly from Boomer.

	“Are you crazy? You want to send her—without the power she used to have—into the hands of the person who kept her captive, tortured her, stole half her soul and now wants the other half? No.”

	Mikey said, “At least let DB tell us how this will work.”

	“Thank you,” DB said. “I can do a temporary spell on her that will create an energy node that will modulate with—” Everyone started rolling their eyes, the way they did when Boomer was trying to explain percussive forces and overpressures. DB sighed. “Fine. I can make her the anchor for a gateway. But we still have to get her into Maximilian’s presence in a plausible way.” He looked over at Boomer. “Without raising Maximilian’s suspicions, and preferably with backup. Anyone got any bright ideas?”

	Boomer’s brother spoke up from the corner. “I do. I’ll take her in.” 

	Everyone turned to look at him, most of them probably having forgotten he was there at all. Gunn narrowed his eyes. “Why you?”

	Bro said, “I have a history with the commander of his team—the one who led the raid on the club. We go way back.”

	“But he hates you,” Karisma said. “Right? I mean, you said you tried to kill him.”

	“And didn’t succeed?” Mikey murmured. “That must really have annoyed you.”

	Bro ignored that. “With a little searching, I should be able to get in touch with him on the Dark Web. I’ll tell him I was there at the club, and I have the tiger he was looking for. Then I’ll offer to sell her to his boss, along with the magic items she had when I found her.”

	Boomer said, “You two are enemies. Do you think he’ll buy the fact that you’d do something like that?”

	Bro shrugged. “People like Riker don’t understand that other people aren’t just like them—self-serving and rotten to the core. And he’ll know how bad Maximilian wants Karisma and the rest of the Orb. He won’t be able to resist having her delivered right to him.”

	Gunn was frowning. “But what if he wants to meet you somewhere else and make the exchange there?”

	Bro said, “He knows I don’t trust him. I’ll insist on delivering the goods to his boss myself, or the deal is off. Maximilian will probably want to do it in his secure lair, behind the wards, where he can check that the magic items are legit. And if he doesn’t, then you all can just gate in to wherever he does meet with us, and we can worry about how to get his sections of the Orb after we’ve got him. But I doubt that will be the case.” 

	Thanatos said, “I concur. I believe this is a viable plan. It’s settled, then.” 

	Boomer once more resisted punching him in the hood. “Shut up, Thanatos.” He turned to Karisma. “What do you say, Tiger Queen? As the person who will be in the most danger.” He glared at Thanatos, then turned his gaze back to her. “I think it might work. And even though I’d rather be the one going in with you, I know Bro will have your back, if you agree to do it.” 

	He exchanged a look with his brother. Karisma had told him, in the cave, what Bro had been trying to do. He’d done it in his own weird who-cares-about-feelings-it’s-all-about-the-outcome way, but his heart was in the right place. 

	He wanted his Bro to know Boomer still trusted him.

	Bro gave him a fractional nod. He got it. 

	Karisma said, “I’m used to going in with no backup at all.” She took a deep breath. “I think it’s the only way. I’m in.”

	Mikey said, “We can still set up a strike team, try to distract the guards and keep the staff out of it.”

	Boomer held up his hand. “I volunteer. There can be explosions. Those are distracting.” He squeezed Karisma’s hand. “So I’ll still have your back. Just from a little farther away.” 

	Thanatos looked around the room, and said in his dry, gravelly voice, “Now is it settled?”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 31

	 

	 

	So they had a plan—but it was starting to look like they weren’t going to get the mission done before Christmas, which was only a few days away.

	Even though she was the one who’d said it—however jokingly—Karisma found herself glad that it hadn’t worked out that way. It gave her the time to give Boomer one perfect Christmas—something he’d never had, and that she couldn’t really remember.

	Just in case things went wrong. Even though they wouldn’t. She kept telling herself that.

	So she badgered Boomer for a tree, and completely overdid the decorations, and did way too much shopping—although she did it online because none of them wanted to be off the base for any length of time, in case word came back to Bro over the Dark Web and they had to gear up and leave right away. 

	Once she’d Christmassed the cabin to its breaking point—or maybe Bro’s breaking point—she flung herself into Breanna’s Christmas preparations for the whole Ridge. 

	They browbeat some of the guys into decorating one of the big pines in the middle of the compound, and gathered the wolves for a ceremonial tree lighting. They baked a truly terrifying amount of cookies. 

	They prepped food for the pack’s Christmas Eve dinner—Boomer diving into that with unholy glee, now that he’d discovered the chemistry of cooking. And they helped wrap gifts for the pack’s Christmas Day party, to make sure that every wolf had something. 

	Some of these guys hadn’t had a Christmas present in years. Karisma understood what that was like. And that even though a lot of them grumbled about being put to work, they were enjoying the fact that there were celebrations they could be a part of. 

	And in between mission prep, Boomer’s explosives team was working on the fireworks display for New Year’s Eve. It was a big secret that he wouldn’t even let Karisma in on. “It’s a surprise,” he kept telling her, every time she asked. “Do you not get how surprises work?” But she always got a kiss after he said that, which was one of the reasons she kept asking. 

	Even Bro seemed fairly stable, at least for now. Boomer had told her he thought it steadied him, to have a mission to plan and people counting on him. It gave him purpose. 

	So they were on track for the glorious Christmas she’d planned.

	Until they weren’t. 

	They were in the middle of Christmas Eve dinner in the rec hall when the alert came through. Thomas Riker, Maximilian’s commander, had gotten Bro’s message and wanted to talk.

	He took the video call in the Outlaw Ridge command center, which had encrypted communications. Bro sat alone in a booth with a blank wall behind him, giving Riker no clue as to where he might be. 

	The rest of them sat in a small conference room, watching Bro through a plexiglass window, a one-way speaker turned on. They could hear what happened in the booth, but Bro and Riker couldn’t hear anything they said. 

	Bro had an earbud in, though, so they could talk to him through a microphone in the conference room without Riker knowing. 

	After the standard unpleasantries had been exchanged, they got down to business. Bro told Riker he had Karisma and the pieces of the Orb. And offered to cut a deal.

	It was a little scary how sincere he sounded. 

	It was also a shock to Karisma to hear the dollar amounts they were talking about. “I didn’t know I was worth that much,” she whispered to Boomer.

	Thanatos said, “Most of that is for the Orb.”

	Karisma rolled her eyes. “Thanks so much.” 

	Then came the tricky part—getting Riker to agree to take Bro and Karisma to Maximilian, to make the deal in person.

	Riker protested at first. Bro was insistent.

	“I don’t trust you,” he said flatly. “You’re a backstabbing, traitorous bastard. I deal with your boss, face to face, or I take this deal elsewhere. And I’ll have protections in place, to make sure I get out alive. Tell him he can take it or leave it.”

	“I’ll run it by him and see what he says.” Riker cut off the call.

	They all looked at each other. Thanatos was leaning forward, his body language appearing almost eager.

	Which, as far as Karisma knew, was not like him at all.

	It was only fifteen minutes before the call came back. “He’ll do it,” Riker said. “You have twenty-four hours to get the tiger and the items to these coordinates.” He read them out to Bro. “Come alone—no one else. I’ll meet you and escort you to the boss.” 

	Bro looked at Gunn, and then Thanatos. Gunn had checked the coordinates, and they matched the location DB had found. They both said, “Take the deal.”

	Bro agreed—and it was done.

	 

	They ended up having to postpone Christmas. Final mission prep went into high gear. And even though DB was worldwalking everyone to Canada—eliminating the need for travel time—no one could focus on celebrating when teams were going off into danger.

	“When you’re all back safe,” Breanna said, hugging Boomer, Karisma and Bro before they left. “It’s going to be an awesome Christmas.”

	Karisma sure as hell hoped so—but she couldn’t shake the feeling that the timing was a bad, bad omen.

	 

	Boomer had never been this antsy before a mission. Had never been less able to block out visions of all the thousand and one things that could go wrong. 

	He’d never worried like this about Bro’s missions either; much as he loved his brother, being soldiers was what they did. And his brother was fucking indestructible—at least, as far as military action was concerned.

	It was Karisma. No matter how much he respected her toughness, her experience, and her courage, sending his mate into a hostage situation without him was almost more than his wolf could handle.

	They were mates now. Part of each other. And he couldn’t help but feel, deep down inside him, that the universe or the gods or whatever were going to slap him down for trying to hold on to something so beautiful, so right. 

	Something he didn’t deserve. 

	They had one last briefing for the mission teams, before gating to their various locations. They went over the plan: Bro and Karisma meeting Riker, and getting taken to Maximilian’s lair. The strike teams going in—Boomer’s crew to cause loud explody diversions to draw off some of the guards, and another team to engage as many of the rest of the guards as possible, and keep the staff under wraps.

	DB, Thanatos, Mikey and Gunn waiting in the spirit world just outside the warded section of Maximilian’s lair, ready to gate inside once Karisma was in place. 

	“And then we kill the bastard,” Boomer said. 

	Which was when Thanatos, chief bastard of all bastards, dropped his bombshell. He said sharply, “We are not going to kill him.”

	Karisma’s head went up. “What? Since when?” 

	Thanatos’ gravelly voice was at its most authoritative. “I want to make this very clear. Maximilian must be taken alive.”

	The air filled with outraged protests. 

	Thanatos said implacably, “He has vital information that will be lost on his death. Too much is at stake.” His hood surveyed the room, focusing on each of the main players individually. “Not to mention that if he dies, those connected to him through the Orb could die with him.”

	Which meant almost everybody in the room. And Karisma would be the first to go. 

	One of these days, Boomer really was going to punch Thanatos right in the hood. 

	 

	All too soon, it was time to go. Boomer fought the urge to cling to Karisma, hold her safe, never let her go. Call the whole thing off. 

	But he couldn’t. All he could do was hug her hard, and say, “You can do this, Kittycat. It’s the final step, full circle, and this time we’re going to take him down.”

	“Damn straight.” He could see the determination in her eyes. “I’m counting on having you at my back.”

	“Always.” He kissed her, then clapped his brother on the shoulder. “Take care of my girl.”

	“As long as you need me to. Take care of yourself, little Bro.” He hadn’t called Boomer that in years. They exchanged one last look, and then it was time. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 32

	 

	 

	Half an hour later, DB had worldwalked all the teams into position, and Karisma was on her way to Maximilian’s lair. 

	She was in the back of a van that Bro had driven through one of the magic gateways, straight from the Ridge to a road near their rendezvous point with Riker. Bound hand and foot, lying uncomfortably on the cold metal floor. 

	“You all could have at least put a little carpet down,” she complained. “This fucking floor has ridges in it, and one of them is digging into my hip.”

	“You’re lucky I didn’t insist on gagging you.” 

	She didn’t know if he was kidding or not. With the bro, it was impossible to tell, except maybe for Boomer. 

	She didn’t bitch at him any more, though. She knew he was taking his life in his hands, just being here. They were pretty sure that Maximilian wouldn’t let him walk out after the exchange, but they were counting on the sorcerer wanting to get his hands on another member of the pack, to shore up his connection with them, so he probably wouldn’t kill him.

	But that didn’t mean Riker wouldn’t defy orders and try to do it, just for spite. 

	She closed her eyes and tried not to think about all the ways this could turn into a disaster. Instead, she tried to picture everything going perfectly—the entire plan working like a well-oiled machine. This is what they do, she reminded herself. And they’re damn good at it.

	The dozens of photos on Boomer’s corkboard were proof of that. 

	So she pictured Maximilian in chains; herself, with the precious crystal ball holding the stolen piece of her soul in her hands; and most of all, all the people she cared about coming back in one piece. 

	And she hoped that this time, Thanatos really had told them everything. 

	She thought of him, standing by with the last piece of the Orb in his hands. Maximilian had three pieces, and Karisma’s three were in the box next to her, in the back of the van. 

	No one had seen the seventh piece except Thanatos. What would happen when all the pieces were in the same room? Did Thanatos intend to assemble the Orb and use its power? And what if Maximilian was stronger, and grabbed it away from him?

	Don’t think about that, she told herself for the millionth time. Visualize it all going perfectly.

	All too soon, they were at the rendezvous point—the gates to Maximilian’s estate. Bro pulled over and parked the van with a crunch of gravel. Pulling out his Sig, he got out, came around to the back, and opened the door of the van.

	The interior lights came on and freezing air rushed in, making her shiver after the warmth of the heated van. 

	A moment later, she heard more footsteps, and then a glow of flashlights as Maximilian’s people approached. They turned them off, and Bro moved aside to let them see into the van.

	Their leader was a tall man with blond hair, cold blue eyes like a winter sky, and a scar on his neck running from ear to ear.

	Whoa. This must be Riker.

	“Hello, old friend,” he said to Bro, his voice anything but friendly. “We meet again. I only wish I could kill you right away, but Maximilian wants you alive. Such a disappointment.” 

	“Back at you,” Bro said. “Too bad the first time I killed you, it didn’t take.” 

	“You never were as good as you think you are.” 

	Bro didn’t answer that, just gave Riker that flat, intimidating stare that made even the Outlaw Ridge wolves give him a wide berth.

	“There’s the tiger,” he said, jerking his head at Karisma. “I gave her something so she couldn’t Change, but that could wear off any time.” He reached over and picked up the box that held the Orb crystals, opening it so that Riker could see what was inside. “And here are the items.” He snapped the box shut, and that shimmery glow surrounded it. “So let’s get this show on the road. I’ve got a hot date later.” 

	Riker reached for the box, and Bro pulled it back. “See that shimmer on the box? That’s a lock spell. If anyone but me tries to open this, kaboom.” He gave Riker a feral smile. “So see, even if your emotions get the better of you—which they always did—you can’t kill me, or your boss doesn’t get what he wants. And you get turned into a toad, or whatever he does to people he doesn’t like.” 

	Riker gazed at him for a long moment, probably trying to gauge whether Bro was telling the truth. Karisma held her breath. 

	Finally Riker shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. My orders are to bring you both. Come on. But leave the gun.” 

	They’d expected this; Bro put the gun back into the van. Riker nodded to one of the soldiers with him, and she reached down with a knife and cut the bonds on Karisma’s feet, then dragged her out of the van. Another soldier came up on Karisma’s other side and they pulled her upright, each taking a firm grip on one of her arms.

	The other two soldiers kept their weapons trained on Bro. Riker led the way. 

	They walked through a set of wrought iron gates and up the graveled driveway. It was dark, with only the soldiers’ flashlights to light the way, so Karisma only caught a vague impression of a dark, hulking structure that really did seem to be built right into a cliff.

	Instead of going up the wide steps to the front door, they walked around to the side of the staircase, where there was another wrought iron gate and a smaller set of steps leading down. Kind of like those old London townhouses she’d seen pictures of, that had a delivery entrance under the front stairs, leading to a basement kitchen. 

	Which was exactly what this seemed to be. Except they went past the kitchen, down a long stone-flagged hallway that seemed to lead straight into the cliff, and then down another set of stone stairs to a set of carved wooden doors. It was like a smaller version of the entrance to Thanatos’ underground room.

	What was it with sorcerers and dank underground spaces? It was like living inside your own grave.

	Riker placed his hand on one of the doors, where a knob should have been. The doors swung open.

	Karisma had expected a normal-shaped room like the one Thanatos had, except on a smaller scale. 

	But instead there was a short entryway leading into a room that looked more like a manmade cave—a perfect half-sphere about thirty feet across and fifteen feet high. And in the middle was something she should have anticipated, but somehow hadn’t—and it brought back a rush of memories that made bile rise in the back of her throat.

	Maximilian, sitting with his eyes closed in a velvet chair in the center of the room, surrounded by magic. For a moment she almost didn’t recognize him—the handsome, vital man she’d known looked thin and old and desiccated, as if he’d been sitting in that chair for years, turning slowly into a mummy. 

	And his wizened face had a deep scar across it. Go Boomer. 

	On his head was some kind of bizarre helmet, embedded with a crystal ball the size of a grapefruit. It glowed a dark, dull red, and was cracked and pitted. 

	In a ten-foot circle around him, six crystal discs floated in the air, glowing with bright magic. Balanced on three of them were upside-down tripods of crystal rods, each with a crystal sphere cradled in it. 

	The first three parts of the Orb of Thekate. She’d never forget them as long as she lived. The crystal spheres had tiny flames dancing in the centers: blue, green, and gold, with arcs of magical light arching from them to the helmet. The arcs started out from the spheres the same color as the flames, but turned gradually to that dull red as they got closer to the helmet. 

	The gold flame was almost out; the blue one burned bright. And the green one…

	The green one was hers.

	The piece of herself that Maximilian had stolen from her. He was still feeding off it, all these years later.

	Still feeding off of her.

	A snarl rose up in her. “You fucking bastard,” she spat out. 

	His eyes opened. These she recognized; these were the same. A dark, intense gray, full of passion—and not a hint of love or pity. 

	“Karisma.” It was almost a purr. “My dear. I’ve been waiting for you.” She wanted to vomit.

	Then he turned his head slowly towards Riker. “I trust you’ve finally fulfilled your mission?” 

	“I have, my Lord.” 

	For fuck’s sake. Thanatos was an arrogant bastard, but at least he didn’t try to make the wolves call him my Lord. She could imagine Boomer’s reaction to that.

	Maximilian said, “Bring me the box.” Bro held it out to Riker, smirking.

	Riker hesitated before taking it. “The wolf claims there’s a fail-safe mechanism on it, set to explode if anyone but him opens it.”

	“Then don’t open it.” 

	Riker took the box carefully and stepped into the circle, carrying away the three sections of the Orb Karisma had gathered in the last ten years, at such huge cost and sacrifice.

	Maximilian took the box, held his hand over it, muttered a spell, and frowned. “There is no trap on this box.” 

	Riker said defensively, “He said there was.” 

	“A childish trick. And you fell for it.” Bro smirked. Riker went red. Karisma worried he might try to kill Bro after all.

	Maximilian, his eyes avid, opened the box and gave a hiss of pleasure. He made a complicated gesture over the box, muttering words Karisma couldn’t quite catch.

	The various pieces of the Orb rose in the air—the crystal rods snapping together in their tripods, the crystal spheres settling into them. There were no flames in these—no captured pieces of magical creatures. Still, Maximilian caressed each one of them like a beloved pet, and then he waved his hand. 

	They floated away to the three empty discs, and stopped on top of them. A ring of light ran around the circle, connecting all six discs, and Karisma felt a jolt deep in her belly, where that damn thread connected her to the Orb.

	The arcs leading to the original flames lost some of their red color, and Maximilian sighed, the way someone does when they get their first sip of cold water on a roasting hot day. 

	They’d just given the bastard more power.

	“Okay, you’ve got the girl, and the thingamajigs,” Boomer’s brother said. “Where’s my money?”

	He looked perfectly calm, but Karisma knew he couldn’t be. They’d expected to meet Maximilian in a normal room, hand over the pieces of the Orb, and get DB, Thanatos and their team inside before he had a chance to use them. 

	They hadn’t expected him to be hooked directly into them, like some kind of magical dialysis machine.

	She had to open that doorway now. Before things got worse.

	You might have to touch him, DB had told her. If we’re not in there within a minute or two after you arrive, you have to touch him.

	What if he doesn’t want to touch me?

	He will, DB had said. He’s been looking for you for years. Remember how you said he liked to rub that Orb over his skin? You’re even tastier than the Orb. He’s not going to be able to resist.

	Just the thought of that made her want to throw up in her mouth a little bit. But if that was what she had to do to bring Maximilian down, she’d do it.

	Except it seemed he only wanted to fondle the pieces of the Orb, not her. And the strike teams should already have deployed. If they got here and DB hadn’t gotten himself and Thanatos through yet…

	And then things did get worse. Maximilian looked at Boomer’s brother and laughed. “You’re not here for the money. You’re here to try to help her, and her mate. With your childish traps. But you’ve already lost.”

	He snapped his fingers, and the door opened to reveal a squad of soldiers. As they entered, the leader said, “My Lord, we have captured the insurgents, as you ordered.” 

	Karisma’s heart caught in her throat. Which team? Or both of them? Please, gods, not Boomer.

	The soldiers behind him marched in and started dumping combat gear on the floor—vests, helmets, weapons, all with the Outlaw Ridge wolf patch. 

	The last thing their leader threw down on top of the pile were Boomer’s custom dog tags. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 33

	 

	 

	In the spirit world, DB and his team stood in front of an opaque curtain of light, the same dull red as the sludge he’d pulled out of Karisma. Maximilian’s wards.

	“Come on,” he muttered. This was taking too long. 

	Even as the thought ran through his mind, Thanatos said, “What’s going on? Can you sense the anchor spell you put on Karisma?”

	DB shook his head. “I thought I could, for a second, but it’s gone now. Something’s wrong.” He paused, running his hands over the magical curtain. “Really wrong.”

	“What do you mean?” Gunn asked sharply.

	“The wards. They’re getting stronger.” 

	Thanatos muttered a curse in a language DB didn’t know. “He’s already added Karisma’s pieces to his own.”

	“Fuck. How did he have time?”

	“He obviously hooked himself into the Orb somehow. He must be using it constantly.” 

	DB turned on him. “This was a possibility? And you didn’t think to mention it?”

	Thanatos didn’t even answer. From somewhere inside his robe, he produced a box with the same markings as Karisma’s. 

	There were six crystal rods in it, instead of three, and the sphere was larger. “Fuck on a stick,” DB said. “The seventh sphere is a control orb? And of course you have it.”

	“Indeed,” Thanatos said. “I’m often accused of keeping the best of everything for myself.” 

	He raised the sphere, and the rods snapped themselves to it—one end against the sphere, the other sticking straight out. The sphere began to glow.

	He was planning on punching through the wards with the controller orb. It seemed to be the only Plan B they had. 

	DB readied some shielding spells, and said, “This is going to be a cluster fuck.”

	He just hoped he could keep everyone from dying. 

	 

	Boomer couldn’t believe he’d let his team get caught in a stasis spell. Just like the one Thanatos had done on Karisma after the rabbit incident, except triggered by a magical ward he hadn’t seen.

	Some fucking commander he was. 

	They’d been plucked out of the stasis field by Maximilian’s guards, stripped of their gear and weapons, and herded into some kind of massive storage room with a three-inch-thick oak door strong enough to withstand half a dozen wolf shifters—at least, long enough for shit to go really, really bad for everyone. 

	Because unless he could get them the hell out of here soon, all Maximilian’s guards would be available to take out Gunn’s team, as well as Bro and Karisma. 

	He couldn’t let them down. Or his bomb crew, who were now stuck in here with him.

	But Blake and Chipper were standing in front of him, looking at him with expectant confidence, the other guys right behind them.

	“So what’s Plan B?” Blake said. 

	Chipper added, “Because we know you’ve got one. You always do.” 

	Yeah. Except Plan B usually involved explosives. And they had nothing. “Give me a sec,” he said. 

	He tried to think, the air from the ventilation grate right above him blowing down on him, cooling the sweat soaking his clothes and giving him goosebumps.

	His wolf was yowling inside him. All it wanted was to tear everything apart until they got to Karisma, protected her, made her safe. Be quiet, he told it. We have to do this the human way.

	But what? What was he going to do?

	MacGyver it, said a little voice inside him. Work with what’s around you. 

	He made himself focus, gazing around the room. Unfortunately, there were no handy tools stored there, to take apart the door or jerry-rig something electric. Not even cleaning supplies, many of which, when mixed properly, could be made to go boom and blow open a door. 

	There was just a pile of furniture in one corner, covered in dust sheets. And shelves full of canned goods and boxes of crackers and shit, and some metal bins on the floor for stuff like root vegetables, or anything that might be damaged by the damp in this musty old pile. 

	Damaged by damp. 

	Boomer strode over and started throwing open the three-foot by four-foot bins. Potatoes. Onions and carrots. 

	And then the mother lode. Flour. Beautiful ten-pound sacks of flour, stacked on top of each other. 

	He started to grin. 

	Then he started giving orders. “Empty one of those bins and set it up in front of the door on its side, with the lid back so the open side faces the door.” He gestured to two more of the guys. “Grab me one of those dust sheets, and see if whatever’s under it is sturdy enough to make a blast barrier. If not, take down one of those tall shelves and use that.”

	To the last of the team, he said, “Tear this place apart. I need a candle—hell, a ball of string. Any kind of fuse. Plus, anything to make a fire or spark. And please tell me somebody’s still got their Gorilla tape on them?” 

	They started rigging it up. The bin in front of the door, with a pile of flour dumped on the bottom. The barrier up. The dust sheet Gorilla taped into a tube and attached to that fucking air vent. 

	They just needed a spark, and a fuse. Suddenly Blake slapped his head, reached into one of his cargo pockets and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. With a fucking matchbook tucked into the cellophane.

	“Here you go, Boss.” He tossed them at Boomer.

	Boomer caught them automatically. “They left you this when they searched you?”

	Blake smirked. “I guess they didn’t think anyone could break out of a stone storeroom with a lit cigarette.” 

	They all said in chorus, “Amateurs.” 

	Blake lit up the cigarette, standing well back from the door, while Boomer threaded the end of the cloth tube into the front of the bin. It puffed out with air traveling down from the vent into the bin.

	Boomer took the cigarette from Blake, who went behind the barrier with the other men. Boomer waited until flour dust started seeping up out of the crack between the top of the bin and the door, showing that it had filled the bin.

	He stood behind the barrier, and with a snap of his fingers, flicked end of the lit cigarette across the room onto the top of the bin, and watched it roll through the crack. 

	Then he ducked down behind the blast barrier.

	This better fucking work. 

	 

	Deep under the mountain, in the room with the Orb, Maximilian turned to Karisma. “As you can see, your little plan failed, and the men you tried to lead to me have been captured. Soon, the strongest of them will join you in the Orb’s circle.” 

	He smiled at her, his dried-up lips peeling back to reveal teeth that made him look like a grinning skull. “You have exceeded all expectations, my dear. Although you escaped me, I knew we were still connected. I sent you out into the world, guided you to find the other sections of my Orb. I drank of your power, and I gave you some of mine.”

	What? “What are you talking about?”

	He laughed. “Did you really think you were clever enough to defeat those other sorcerers on your own? I lent you my power, that allowed you to enter their lairs and escape their traps. I led you to the tools that would help you, like that jewel you wear.”

	“That was you?” she whispered. Everything she’d been through, everything she thought she’d done on her own, had really been his doing?

	“I did,” he said. “And you did so well—my power has been doubled.”

	Oh, fuck. Did that mean the wards were more powerful too? Was that why DB hadn’t been able to break through?

	“I’m still going to kill you,” she said. “One way or another.” 

	“So defiant,” he purred. “So strong. You were the best of my subjects.” 

	“I was never your subject.” 

	“You always were. You brought me everything I needed. And now you’re going to bring me one last, best thing.” 

	“And what’s that?”

	“Thanatos.” 

	Karisma thought her heart would stop. How did he know about Thanatos? 

	“How would I do that?” she said. “I don’t even know who he is.”

	Maximilian wagged his finger at her, like she was a naughty four-year-old. “You’re lying, my dear. You can’t lie to me. You are bonded to his wolf shifters. I have you, and him—” he gestured to Bro— “and those others in my power. Through you all, using the Orb, we will draw him to us through the ether.”

	“Wait,” Karisma said. “You want to use the power of the Orb to drag Thanatos in here through some kind of interdimensional doorway?” She had the wild desire to laugh.

	“Perhaps, he said. “The full knowledge of the power of the Orb is lost in antiquity. All I know is, it will compel him, and he will come.”

	“Faster than you think,” Bro muttered. 

	Karisma couldn’t give in too easily—it would make him suspicious. She said, “I won’t help you.” 

	“Oh, my dear, but you will.” 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 34

	 

	 

	Pain knifed through Karisma as Maximilian pulled on the cord in her belly. She fell and was dragged across the stone floor, towards the sorcerer in his chair. 

	She caught a glimpse of Boomer’s brother, clenching his fists, wanting to do something for her but making himself stay still. 

	Maximilian was about to play right into their hands. 

	The agony stopped, and Karisma lay at Maximilian’s feet, panting. Then she felt a force piercing deep inside her, coming from Maximilian through the Orb and into her, reaching out to everyone connected to her. 

	Boomer. Her mate, her love, with a bond as deep and true and wild as a rushing river. His brother, who loved him so deeply, and who Boomer loved in return.

	To Mikey, to Breanna and Switch, Sanchez and Madison, Cisco and Matéo and Dealer.

	All the wolves here in Maximilian’s compound, all the ones left on the Ridge, with Gunn as their center point and anchor, alpha, guardian and brother. 

	She could feel them all, the power of their bond, and herself a part of it. 

	But there was more. Underneath that, like the heart of the mountain itself, something dark and old and powerful. Rooted in the deep earth, with tiny sparks of light like buried crystals, dangerous as slow-moving lava, heavy as granite.

	Thanatos. 

	The bond reached for him, pulled at him, calling him into being at this place and time.

	A sparkling green slit appeared in the air, and then exploded into a ragged hole, the shock reverberating through the entire room.

	Thanatos stepped in, a glowing crystal sphere held between his hands. 

	 

	Bro, obviously waiting for the moment everyone would be caught off guard, grabbed a weapon from the nearest guard, shot Riker, then took two steps and dove towards Karisma, knife already out of its sheath. As he slid to a stop next to her, he cut the bonds around her hands. 

	Then he rolled over and shot Maximilian. Just as he squeezed the trigger, the entire cavern shook, followed by the rumble of an explosion as the sound waves caught up. 

	Boomer. 

	Bro’s shot missed Maximilian’s heart by an inch. 

	The sorcerer jerked in his chair, and lost his hold on Karisma. She fell to her knees, trying to fight Maximilian, to let go of the bond with the pack, to keep him from pulling on their power.

	Two of the soldiers opened fire on Bro. He threw himself on top of her, and she felt the bullets hit him. 

	Someone barked an order, and half the soldiers in the room took off at a run, heading towards the explosion. The others were taken by surprise as Mikey and Gunn leaped out of the portal, fully armed and spraying bullets.

	But all Karisma could think about was Bro. She’d felt his wounds through the pack bond, and every wolf felt them too. She heard Boomer’s howl of outrage, not with her ears but with her heart, as he felt the bullets go deep and ran to save them both.

	Maximilian rose to his feet, he and Thanatos facing each other across Karisma and Bro, on the floor. She pulled him to the side, putting pressure on the worst wound in his chest, feeling the warm blood under her hands. 

	Maximilian lifted his helmet off his head, and he and Thanatos faced each other—one controller pitted and cracked and discolored, having never been meant for the power he’d tried to wield through it.

	And the other bright and powerful, yet all alone, disconnected from the circle it was meant to be a part of. 

	Power crackled between them. 

	Karisma could still feel Maximilian gathering power from the pack, siphoning it away from them and from Thanatos. A dull red glow crawled toward her, but she couldn’t get away. She couldn’t leave Bro. 

	She whispered to him, “You are not going to die on us. You hear me? Cole Hunter, you are not allowed to fucking die!”

	At the sound of his true name, his eyelids flickered. Hold on, she told him through the bond. You can do it.

	And she heard Boomer’s mental voice, as he fought desperately to get to them, to give his brother all the strength he could.

	But she could feel the life leaching out of him.

	And then DB stepped through the portal. 

	His eyes glowed electric green, and lightning danced around him. One of the soldiers shot at him, and the bullet simply disintegrated. 

	Holy shit.

	Karisma knew that if he tried to break the connection between her and Maximilian, the entire circle would explode. She could feel it. She tried to cry out, Don’t do it! But the words were only in her head. 

	Somehow, though, he heard her. I know. 

	He reached out his hand, and spoke three words in Draken. The first of the orbs she’d brought with her sprang into life, and then the second, and the third, shining with a clear light. Arcs of magical energy sprang from them, like the first three—only instead of connecting to Maximilian’s controller, they connected to Thanatos’.

	Three on three. 

	Thanatos started chanting a spell, and the arcs on Maximilian’s side of the circle began to bend toward him. But Maximilian pulled on the power of the pack, diminishing Thanatos’ power, and slowly pulled the magic of the arcs towards himself.

	Back and forth they went, struggling for dominance. Gunn and Mikey finished their fight, all the soldiers in the room dead or unconscious. Wolf howls still came from the hallway, and the rattle of gunfire.

	But Maximilian was winning, weakening all of them. And DB stood there, frustrated, knowing that anything else he did would only make things worse. 

	Karisma knew there was only one thing to do—and she was the one who had to do it. She was the point of power, Maximilian’s access to the pack bond. Gunn! she called, knowing he could hear her through the bond. Cut me off!

	His head came up. What? 

	You’re the alpha. You can kick me out of the fucking pack. Cut me off. 

	I can’t! His mental voice was desperate. The backlash—it will destroy Boomer. His gaze dropped to her hands on Bro’s chest. 

	He didn’t have to say the words. If it destroyed Boomer, it might kill his brother. 

	Maximilian is stealing our power, she said desperately. If he wins, we all die. 

	I’m not cutting you off. You’re pack. 

	 

	Boomer, his wolf running desperately towards the heart of the underground lair, heard Karisma’s demand, heard Gunn’s refusal. 

	Felt her need to do something, anything that would save as many lives as possible. Even at the cost of her own. 

	But she didn’t get it. She didn’t see. There was only one way to save his brother. One way to save them all.

	We’re pack, he told her, reaching out with his mind, repeated what he’d told her the very first time he’d pulled her out of her tiger. I know you’re all about that epic loner shit, but that’s not how it works with us. We work together. Protect each other. Help each other. Get used to it.

	And he felt the moment she understood what he meant. The Outlaw Ridge wolves were a pack, dozens and dozens strong. And Maximilian had brought every last one of them here in spirit. He’d given them the means to bring him down. Don’t cut off the power flow, she told Gunn. Reverse it!

	Gunn got it too. Through Karisma’s eyes, Boomer saw his hand go to his chest, wrapping around the magical pendant that had been passed down from alpha to alpha since the pack was formed. Gunn ripped it off his neck, held it high in the air, and he howled. 

	Light burst out of the medallion, spreading through his fingers. He called the pack together, blending their magics—their love for each other, for the land they roamed, for the mountain that was there.

	Even for its keeper. 

	Then Karisma grabbed Bro’s knife and stabbed Maximilian in the leg.

	He screamed, and lost his concentration. The tide of the pack’s magic turned. Instead of it pouring from them into Maximilian, they pulled it away from him—out of his half of the Orb, out of his controller. From the sorcerer himself, the magic he owned and the magic he’d stolen. All that power flowed through Karisma, harnessed by the pack and by Gunn, and into Thanatos.

	The crystal sphere in his hand burned like a star. 

	For a moment, they thought it was going to work. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 35

	 

	 

	Maximilian’s eyes went wide as he felt the power draining from him. The arcs from his three spheres began to move toward the true controller in Thanatos’ hands. The blue went. Then the yellow. 

	Boomer burst through the door, headed for Karisma and Bro—but he was too late. 

	As the green arc began to move, Maximilian’s hand shot out, emanating a bolt of energy. It hit the green crystal—Karisma’s crystal—and hurtled out of the circle towards the stone wall, about to shatter, the piece of herself held within it lost.

	Taking her—maybe all of them—with it. 

	Boomer bunched his hindquarters and gave a mighty leap, catching the crystal sphere in his mouth, his momentum sending him crashing into the wall, half-stunned. 

	Karisma reached out to him in her mind—and then her belly began to burn and she was sliding toward Maximilian, pulled by the thread he still held, slamming into his legs. He leaned down, grabbed the knife from her hand, and held it to her throat. He looked up at Thanatos.

	“Give me the controller Orb, or I will kill her.”

	Everything stopped. Thanatos’ gaze was fixed on Maximilian from under his hood. “Or I could kill you,” he said.

	“But you won’t. You need me alive. If you kill me, you will never learn what you came here to find out. Information you want even more than you want the Orb.”

	Karisma knew it was true. She’d heard the near-desperation in Thanatos’ voice, during the mission meeting. 

	Maximilian must be taken alive. Too much is at stake.

	Boomer struggled to get to his feet with the sphere, but he was still dizzy from the impact with the wall. Thanatos was powerful, and ruthless. No pity. No compassion. Some said, no heart. He wouldn’t sacrifice the mission to save Karisma. 

	“Give me the controller,” Maximilian repeated. “I will tell you what you wish to know, and you will let me go. And she will live. The wolves she is bonded to will not be destroyed.”

	He doesn’t care about that, Boomer thought. He doesn’t care about anyone. We’re dead.

	Thanatos’ hand moved. He held the controller out towards Maximilian. And as the sorcerer reached to take it, Thanatos put his other hand in the air between them and began to close his fingers.

	Maximilian made a choking noise, his hand going to his throat. His eyes bulged out. 

	Thanatos continued to close his fingers, as Maximilian’s face grew red, then purple, then blue. By the time Thanatos had made a fist, he slumped to the ground, and he was dead. 

	Power rushed through Karisma into Boomer, the rest of the pack’s power that Maximilian had taken. It infused her, healing her cuts and bruises. 

	Boomer Changed and ran over to Karisma and Bro, still clutching Karisma’s crystal. He dropped to his knees by his brother, putting his hands on Bro’s chest. “Hey, hey there. It’s Dylan. Come on back.” 

	Bro stirred, the bullet wound in his chest closing up. Another wave of magic washed through the pack, strengthening and healing, and stayed among them, floating like a shimmering lake. 

	For a moment, nobody seemed to know what to do. 

	Then Thanatos said a few words in his strange language, and the five crystal formations still in the circle floated off their discs and attached themselves one by one to the controller in a complicated cluster pattern. 

	As the blue one arrived, Thanatos held it up to the edge of his hood, and Karisma could hear the exhale as he blew on it. The blue flame popped out of the ball and floated away through the wall. Karisma found herself hoping that was Jordi’s, and wherever he was, that flame would find him and help make him whole. 

	When it came to the sphere with the golden flame, though, Thanatos let it attach itself to the Orb with the others. Then he called out, “Boomer. Give the sphere to the tiger.” 

	Boomer handed Karisma the sphere with the green flame. She cupped it in her hands, tears rising in her eyes. It was right there, the piece of herself that had been lost for so many years. Boomer rested his hand on her shoulder, and she smiled at him. 

	“Nice catch,” she said, her voice shaking.

	“Anything for you.”

	Through the bond, the whole pack felt her focus on the flame, feeling its warmth, calling it home. It slipped out of the ball into her hands, its magic spreading up her arms and through her whole body. 

	Then Thanatos held out his hand and she let go of the empty sphere. It floated to him and attached itself to the entire Orb, making that whole as well. 

	It was over, 

	They were okay, they were going home, and nobody but the bad guy died today.

	That was about all you could ask for out of life, wasn’t it?

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 36

	 

	 

	The Outlaw Ridge pack ended up putting off Christmas for three more days. Most of the pack was working to clear out Maximilian’s lair—all his magic items, his books and notes, everything they could find. It all disappeared into the Big House for Thanatos to sort through. 

	He didn’t tell anyone in the pack what important information he’d hoped to learn from Maximilian—what he still hoped to learn from the sorcerer’s notes and journals. Although Boomer had a feeling DB had cut a deal with him—to help him look, in exchange for access to the books.

	That kid loved to learn about magic, almost as much as Boomer loved to learn about explosives.

	Boomer still couldn’t believe that Thanatos had sacrificed his mission to save Karisma. Maybe the old troll did have a heart, after all. 

	Karisma was happy because the delay in celebrations gave her even more time to shop. It seemed like she was on her laptop every time he turned around, hiding the screen from him so he couldn’t see what she was buying. She even talked Switch into flying her to Lake Placid in his helicopter to pick up her express packages, since stuff took too long to get all the way out to the Ridge.

	Bro was quieter than ever. His bullet wounds had healed up okay, and his wolf didn’t seem so crazy. Despite the fact that it was colder than a witch’s titty and snowed almost every day, he spent half his time in the hammock on the front porch, staring out at the mountains.

	Whatever was going on with him, it wasn’t over. Maybe it would never be.

	But Boomer was grateful for what Bro had done for Karisma. And more grateful still that they hadn’t lost him. 

	It didn’t matter that Boomer had a mate now—his bond with his brother would never be broken. 

	The morning of Makeup Christmas, Boomer woke to find a ridiculous number of presents under the tree. Among other things, Karisma had gotten him a cookbook, a huge set of fancy cookware and a book on the chemistry of cooking, which was cool as fuck. 

	He was also informed that he had to teach Karisma how to cook. “We’ll learn together,” he said, wrapping his arm around her neck and kissing her tiger hair. 

	He fucking loved being mated. He loved waking up with Karisma every morning. He loved when she was grumpy, or annoying, or happy. 

	He loved going wolf and playing in the snow with her tiger. 

	And he loved that she loved him. It made him feel like a different person. A better one. Who could cherish and protect her, and also buy her a ton of presents both stupid and useful, including her own Sig Sauer, a fancy throwing knife, sexy underwear, and a pink sparkly t-shirt that said, “Bad Kitty.” He had her grenade launcher on order.

	RoomBubba got a new bow tie for the holiday, and a Christmas ribbon for his dick, which was out pretty much all the time now.

	And Karisma had bought presents for Bro, too. A pillow for the hammock. Werewolf sheets and comforter for his mattress in the workroom. And she got both him and Boomer shirts with Fiona Glenanne quotes from the show Burn Notice.

	Boomer’s said, “If you blow something up correctly, you have nothing left to fix.” 

	And his brother’s said, “If something seems too good to be true, it’s best to shoot it. Just in case.” 

	“Do you like it?” she said uncertainly, when he opened it. 

	He gazed at her, his face its usual stony mask. “I’m smiling on the inside.” 

	Karisma squealed and threw herself on Bro, hugging him. He didn’t shove her away, so that was progress.

	After that, they went to the Christmas party at the rec hall, where the whole pack got their presents. It was a madhouse, everyone was drunk, and three separate brawls broke out.

	Everyone agreed. Best. Christmas. Ever. 

	 

	Late that night, in the dark silent foyer of the Big House, a slash of green sparkling light appeared. It was twelve feet tall, and widened into a shimmering doorway over six feet wide.

	There was the sound of feet shuffling and some swearing, and then a ten-foot-tall Christmas tree, fully decorated with a stand, floated through the doorway. 

	It was followed by a number of dark figures, yelling at each other in whispers.

	“Over here.”

	“No, it’s better in the middle.”

	“There’s no outlets there!”

	“For fuck’s sake,” DB whispered. “Make up your minds. I can’t hold this thing in the air forever.” 

	Finally they settled on a spot. Karisma grabbed the end of the string of lights and plugged them in. They sprang to life, red and blue, yellow and green, twinkling among the tinsel and decorations. 

	There was more shuffling and muffled giggles as items were arranged underneath, and then they all stepped back through the portal, which closed behind them. 

	After they were gone, a dark figure moved out of the shadows on the landing, and glided down the stairs. The tree was decorated with a mix of shiny round ornaments, as well as dozens of glittery objects, primarily miniature rubber duckies.

	Under the tree were two piles of presents. Two identical large square dress boxes, one in each pile. Two identical smaller flat boxes. And one of the piles had a heavy, bulky square package on top.

	The tag on the smaller pile read, “Sugar.” 

	And the one on the larger pile read, “Big T.” 

	Thanatos began with the small flat box. It contained a pair of fuzzy socks, with dancing elves on them.

	The large dress box contained dozens of Breanna Carter’s famous chocolate chip cookies.

	And the square, bulky box contained a snow globe. 

	It was a Christmas scene—a cartoon village with a mountain behind it, a circle of small figures, and a large green monster. 

	He turned it over and shook it, making the snow whirl around. When he turned it upright again, a small heart shape lit up in the green monster’s chest, then a larger one, and then a larger one still. A tinny voice proclaimed, “And what happened then? Well, in Whoville they say—that the Grinch's small heart grew three sizes that day.”

	Tiny voices began to sing. “Fahoo fores dahoo dores, Welcome Christmas, Christmas Day…”

	Thanatos turned away from the tree, taking the pile of packages with him. He was nearly to the stairs when he turned around. 

	Those ornaments. Glitter ducks, and…

	He want back and looked. Yes, yes they were. Tiny, glitter-covered dicks. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Epilogue

	 

	 

	It was New Year’s Eve, and the entire Outlaw Ridge pack was out at the testing field, watching Boomer and his crew’s annual fireworks display. He was at the end of the main display, the finale of which was a complicated sequence ending in the shape of an erect dick.

	There were cheers and catcalls when it appeared in the sky.

	“Wait for it…” he murmured.

	And then the silver sparklies burst out the top of it. “Sparkler spermatozoa,” he said to Karisma. She was jumping up and down and cheering at the top of the voice. Also laughing her ass off.

	He loved seeing her so happy. And he had to admit, he’d outdone himself this year. But he wasn’t done yet. 

	“Watch this one,” he said to Karisma. “This is the best.”

	“It’s not over?” she said. “I thought that was the end.”

	“Nope. There’s a really special one still coming. Hah. Coming. See what I did there?”

	He led her over to the last few lines of fireworks, carefully set up and double- and triple-checked. “Ready?”

	“Duh. Hurry up!”

	He went down the line, lighting the fuses. They shot into the air. 

	He’d gotten it perfect. The first volley formed a white tiger face—blue eyes and all. Karisma did a rebel yell. 

	The next batch was easy—they made a heart.

	And the last ones had been the hardest to get just right. They formed words.

	WILL

	YOU

	BE

	MY

	MATE?

	She gasped, then turned around, her mouth open to say she already was his mate. Then she saw what he held.

	Her own dog tags, in her favorite shade of pink, with diamonds and glitter on them. “They’re just like mine and Bro’s,” he told her. “Homing beacons, communications and all.” He caught her hand, cupped it, and dropped the tags into it.

	“I know you claimed me, and we’re already mates, but I wanted you to have a real proposal. Rings don’t really work for shifters, so… I thought you’d like these.”

	She flung her arms around him. “I love them. So much! Put them on me.” 

	He slipped them over her neck, and then pulled her into a kiss. The people around them whistled and cheered.

	“So,” he said, still holding her. “Did you like your special fireworks?”

	“I loved them. But I wish I had video.”

	“I asked Breanna and Madison to both do it,” he said. “And Dealer. To make sure it came out. I believe in redundancy.” 

	“You,” she paused to kiss him, “are surprisingly sweet.” 

	“Damn. I was hoping I was the kind of bad boy that made you super-hot for me. Don’t you ever watch TV? The sweet guys never get laid.”

	She said, “Little known facts: 1) TV isn’t real.”

	“Oh, now, stop right there. Don’t tell me that.”

	“And 2) In real life, women loooove bad boys who are sweet only to them.”

	“Cool. Now I’m gonna be evil to everyone, except you. You get breakfast in bed.” 

	“All the time?”

	“Good gods, woman, when am I going to have time to be bad?”

	She giggled. “Okay. Besides, I need to spoil you sometimes, too.”

	“Excellent. I love explosive treats. And your treats,” he kissed her again, “are hella explosive.”

	“Really,” she purred. “Wanna go back to the cabin and get spoiled?”

	He gazed into those incredible blue eyes, and then said, “Hey! Blake! You mind supervising the cleanup? Because I’m gonna go back to my cabin and get thoroughly, completely savaged by a naked tiger.”

	“Sure thing, boss.”

	He took his wicked tiger’s hand and dragged her off to be bad. Together. 

	 

	* * *

	 

	A Note from Anastasia…

	I hope you loved Boomer and Karisma, and my Outlaw Wolves! They’re trouble of the best, hottest kind. 

	 

	Want to read the whole series? Start with the Prequel Novella, Stolen. It’s available on Amazon for 99c, or you can get it for FREE by signing up for my author newsletter. (And if you’re already signed up and want the free book, just click on the link and sign up again with the same email.) Here’s the link for the free novella and newsletter signup: 

	https://dl.bookfunnel.com/n1n3fnvx5t 

	And here’s the link to buy on Amazon: 

	https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09YMXBXWF 

	 

	But wait, there’s more! Turn the page to find my Valentine’s novel, Brock’s Mate (Wild Blood Shifters, Book 7)

	 

	It starts with Valentine speed dating in Callie’s bar, explodes into magic and mayhem, and ends with a happily-ever-after, of course! 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Brock’s Mate

	 

	 

	(Wild Blood Shifters Book 7)

	 

	by

	 

	Anastasia Wilde

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	Brock Reilly was preparing his escape. 

	He threw the last few things into the duffel bag sitting on his bed, zipped it shut, and slung it over his shoulder. 

	Stepping into the hallway outside his suite, he listened with his super-sensitive wolf hearing. 

	The huge house was silent, just like it was supposed to be. His entire crew was at Colt and Callie’s newly rebuilt bar and roadhouse, which had recently had its wildly successful grand opening on New Year’s Eve. 

	Now they were backing up that success with some kind of pre-Valentine’s-Day extravaganza, leading up to an even bigger event a week from now, on the actual day.  

	Brock had told them he’d meet them there, which was a total lie. The last place he wanted to be on a Saturday night was a bar full of fat red heart balloons and desperate lonely people feeling like crap about themselves because they didn’t have a date for a capitalistic Hallmark holiday. 

	He was having nothing to do with Valentine’s Day, or romance, or women who weren’t in his crew. 

	Come to think of it, right now he didn’t even want anything to do with the women who were in his crew. They’d all been taken over by Valentine mania. 

	Brock was the only one in the crew who didn’t have a mate, and the other six couples had been together less than a year. It was going to be the first Valentine’s Day for all of them, and by the time it rolled around Brock intended to be far, far away from the miasma of bliss and sex pheromones that was already lying over their territory like a toxic depressive cloud, making both him and his wolf want to stab people in the heart balloon. 

	Even Phantom Nick, their ghost crew member, had fallen in love over Christmas. Not that Brock grudged Nick his happiness, exactly, but hell. When a dead guy was getting more action than you were, it was time to take off for a while.

	Brock did not need to watch that shit, even though he definitely was not on the mate market. He wasn’t like the others; he couldn’t handle being in love. His wolf couldn’t handle it.

	Brock was a healer—and worse, he was a rescuer. He fell for women who needed him. Or rather, needed someone. Anyone. And they just kept on needing, filling his life with drama and pain, sucking him dry until he had nothing left. 

	No way was he going down that road again.

	He listened once more, making sure none of his crew had figured out he was not going to ‘catch up with them’, and had come back to get him. 

	He still heard nothing, so he ran down the stairs and headed out to the car, grabbing his leather jacket from a hook in the mudroom on the way. 

	He was just slinging his duffel into the trunk when the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Danger. He heard a tiny sound behind him, but before he could turn and confront the threat, every muscle in his body froze.

	Binding spell. 

	He felt a cold hand on the back of his neck, and instant sleepiness overtook him. Another spell. He dimly felt a bag being pulled over his head, and then everything went dark. 

	 

	When he woke up, Brock was hogtied in the back of a moving vehicle. He couldn’t scent anything useful—the bag was still over his head and it smelled strongly of onions, blocking out everything else. He tried to sit up but only moved a few inches before he banged his head.

	So, he was in the trunk then. And judging by the duffel-bag-shaped object pressing into his back, he was in his own trunk. Awesome. 

	He sensed he hadn’t been passed out for long—possibly only a few minutes. He wondered why his captors had used magic rather than a tranquilizer gun. Maybe they were sorcerers—or maybe they didn’t want to waste time waiting for him to wake up and get over his grogginess, which could mean they wanted information—and quickly. 

	Information on what, he had no idea.

	He tested his bonds. Strong enough to hold a shifter captive for a while, but not unbreakable. If they’d tied his hands in front of him he could have just shifted and slipped out of them, but wolves weren’t built to have their front paws tied behind their backs. The last thing he needed was to turn into a wolf with dislocated shoulders. 

	Even so, this whole op screamed short-term immobilization, so they couldn’t be taking him far. Hell, they’d even left his cell phone in his back pocket. 

	Amateurs. 

	If he could just reach it before the car stopped…

	Too late. They turned and crunched over some gravel, and then came to a stop. 

	The car rocked slightly as doors opened and people got out. Four doors slammed, so there were at least that many of them. 

	It had been a while since he was in a four-on-one fight. And he was starting to get pissed off—this might even be fun. 

	He heard footsteps coming around to the trunk, and flexed all his muscles, giving a mighty heave. The ankle bonds broke, and then the wrists. He gathered his legs under him.

	There was an electronic beep and the trunk popped. Brock thrust himself to a standing position, banging the trunk lid open, and ripped the bag off his face. 

	Standing in a half-circle around the back of the car, arms folded and with identical determined looks on their faces, were four of his crewmates. Plus one adolescent dragon, in human form.

	That explained the spells. Sneaky assholes.

	Brock stared down at them. “What the actual fuck?” he demanded. Then he saw where he was. 

	The parking lot of the Lynx’s Den, Callie’s road house. Over the door was a huge, glittery, brightly lit sign that read:

	 

	Valentine’s Dirty Speed Dating Spectacular!

	Tonight, February 7th

	Get a Dirty Date for Valentine’s Day!

	 

	Speed dating? He looked back down at his crew. “Oh, no,” he said. 

	“Oh, yes,” said a curvy dark-haired woman, all the way to the right of the circle. Jaeda Monroe, one of his childhood best friends, clearly turned traitor. 

	“Fuck no. Absolutely not.”

	Nobody moved. Brock wondered if he could turn wolf, jump over them and take off before Dragon Boy cast another spell.

	“This is an intervention.” That was Mari Jiang. Short, also curvy, and Asian, she was a sweet-tempered peacemaker. Except when she was a stubborn and determined pain in the ass. 

	“I don’t need an intervention.”

	Jaeda and Mari looked at each other. Jaeda shook her head. “He’s in denial.” 

	Mari nodded. “It’s sad.” 

	Brock looked at Titan, Mari’s mate, a six-foot-eleven polar bear shifter with long silvery hair and spooky eyes. “You’re supposed to be my friend,” he accused. 

	“You’re not happy,” Titan said in his low, rumbling voice. “And you’re not getting laid.”

	“Well, there’s nothing you all can do about that, because I’m not dating, and I’m not sleeping with any of you. No matter how much you beg.”

	The girls rolled their eyes. Damien Fernandez, the last member of the kidnap team and his other supposed best friend in the crew, gave a grin at that. “With enough whiskey I might give it a shot, but only because I know you want me so bad. Except Lila would eviscerate us both.” 

	Damien was a straight Latino lion shifter and crazy about his mate—who was perfectly capable of eviscerating them—so Brock took that for the trash talk it was. 

	Damien said, “You brought this on yourself. You won’t go on any of Remy’s dating sites.” Remy McCall was Jaeda’s mate, who loved to try to fix up his single friends online by making outrageous, utterly untrue dating profiles for them. 

	“You won’t come to the bar and pick up women,” Jaeda said. 

	“Right,” Brock said. “Because that’s the way to a happy and fulfilling love life.”

	“You just sit in your room and mope,” Mari added, as if he hadn’t spoken.

	Brock was insulted. “I do not mope! I’m a naturally serious person. I brood. Brooding is a thing. Some women find it sexy.” 

	“Only if they see it,” Jaeda pointed out. “Which they can’t, when you’re in your room moping.” 

	Brock looked again at the sign over the roadhouse door. “I’m not going in there.” 

	Dragon Boy—otherwise known as DB—said, “I can always do another binding spell. And then Titan can carry you.” 

	Brock turned a baleful gaze on him. “That’s the last time I’m buying you Twinkies.” 

	The little monster just grinned. “I’m only thirteen, and even I know you need to get boinked in a big way.” 

	“It’s for your own good,” Jaeda said. 

	“Your dick will thank you,” Damien added.

	Mari finished up with, “You’re going inside, and you’re staying.” She pulled a set of handcuffs out of her pocket and dangled them in front of her. “I’m perfectly fine with handcuffing you to the table.” 

	Brock heaved a sigh. “I want to go on record that you are evil traitors and I’m unfriending you all.” 

	“That’s the spirit,” Mari said, beaming.

	Brock gave her a disgusted look and jumped down out of the trunk. “Car keys,” he said, holding his hand out. 

	Jaeda said, “Only if you promise not to try to leave until speed dating is over.”

	Mari jingled the cuffs. 

	He glared around the circle. There was no way out. “Fine. I promise.” 

	Damien handed over Brock’s car keys and clapped him on the back. “I’m sure it will be awesomely fun.”

	“Fuck you,” Brock muttered, and headed for Valentine purgatory. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	The bar was just as hideously decorated as Brock had imagined, with pink and red streamers and a truly terrifying number of floating mylar heart balloons. 

	Just inside the door, identical twins Colt and Remington McCall were presiding over the speed dating sign-up table. This entire event was their drunken brainchild, and Callie had gone along with it. She loved Colt’s crazy ideas—or more likely, she just loved Colt. 

	This time, though, she’d obviously made the right decision. The place was packed, and business had to be booming, because a large number of customers seemed to be drunk already.

	Brock wanted no part of it. 

	He tried to sneak past the sign-up table while the two women in front of him were finishing their registration, but Jaeda and Mari hooked their arms around his and pulled him back. 

	“Don’t be a chicken-shit,” Jaeda scolded. 

	“I was not kidding about handcuffing you,” Mari said. 

	The two women in front of him moved off, and Jaeda and Mari dragged Brock up to the table. 

	“Brock, my man!” Colt said. “You made it!” 

	Remy said, “Good job, ladies.”  

	“You sent them, didn’t you,” Brock growled. 

	Remy widened his eyes in mock innocence. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

	Brock flipped him the bird. 

	“Moving on,” Colt said. “We have to hurry, because we’re supposed to have started already. You’ll start at Table 24.” He handed Brock a badge with a big ‘24’ on it. “It’s also your identifying number, for when all the girls pick you to be their number one Dirty Date choice.” 

	“I’m not dating anyone,” Brock said, batting a floating heart balloon out of his face. “No.”

	Remy said, “You have to get a date. I’m pretty sure Mr. Hand is on the verge of carpal tunnel syndrome.”

	“Fuck you,” Brock said. They ignored that, so he added, “I need a drink.” That would get any Wild Blood’s attention.

	“Pick one.” Colt handed him a laminated drinks list. “On the house. Obviously we need to get you liquored up before you’ll let anyone take advantage of you.”

	“Fuck you and your brother.” Brock took the drink menu, though. Colt was right about one thing—liquor was the only way he was going to get through this night.

	The list read:

	 

	Dirty Drinks

	Sex in the Driveway

	Slow Comfort Screw

	Blow the Man Down

	Slippery Nipple

	Cherry Pop Daiquiri

	Dirty Devil Martini

	Wallbanger

	Lemon Panty Drop

	Dirty Dominatrix

	Red Velvet Handcuffs

	Sex with an Alligator

	 

	And that was just for starters. Brock said, “You seriously named a drink Cream & Scream?”

	“Hey,” Remy said, looking offended. “No hate for the drink list. We worked really hard on it.” 

	Simultaneously, Mari and Jaeda murmured, “He said ‘hard-on’,” and then when they realized what they’d done, chorused “Owe me a beer.” They leaned around Brock and fist-bumped. 

	Brock facepalmed. This was going to be a long night. 

	Colt said, “And here’s your info packet. Dirty Desire Hit List, pencil, your Dirty Questions—”

	“My what?”

	Colt rolled his eyes. “Well, we can’t just let you all tackle the conversation on your own. That would be chaos.” 

	Brock took a peek at the index cards with the Dirty Questions. “I hate all my friends,” he said. “Just saying.” 

	“I know.” Mari patted his arm. “We’ll get you a drink.” 

	“We’ll get you two,” Jaeda said. 

	Grumbling and batting away heart balloons, Brock let Jaeda and Mari lead him to his table, which so far was empty of potential dates. A few feet away was a niche holding a table with velvet ropes across the chairs, like in museums. 

	A candle burned on the table, and above it on the wall hung a picture of a laughing dark-haired man with a red-haired woman, both of them misty and glowing. Below that was a little plaque: 

	Nick and Brittany

	Always With Us

	Customers saw it as a sentimental and possibly slightly creepy memorial to friends who had passed away. 

	What Brock saw was their ghost crew members sitting in two of the roped-off chairs, drinking spirit drinks and no doubt preparing to laugh their asses off while he tried to avoid getting a date for Valentine’s Day. Callie and Colt had given them their own private table so they could hang out at the bar with everyone else, and not have patrons constantly sitting on them. Nick waved, and Brittany blew Brock a kiss.

	He surreptitiously shot them a middle finger.

	“What are you drinking?” Mari asked.

	“I’m thinking hemlock. Or possibly arsenic.”

	Jaeda said to Mari, “I think he needs a Dirty Dominatrix.” 

	Visions of black leather and boobs filled Brock’s mind. Shit. He thrust the thoughts away.

	Mari nodded. “Definitely.” 

	As they started to move off, Brock’s eyes slid toward the hallway that led to the bathrooms, and also to a back exit. “Forget it,” Mari said over her shoulder. “Titan is watching the back door.” 

	Sure enough, Titan was sitting on a barstool right next to the hallway entrance, with Brandon Fierro, their alpha. Titan waved to Brock. Brandon looked like he was trying hard not to laugh.

	“Fuck,” Brock muttered. 

	The girls went off towards the bar, leaving Brock sitting conspicuously at his table with a bar full of women checking him out. Awesome. 

	He pulled out his phone to have something to do, but before he could wake up the screen it pinged with a special alert tone. Frowning, Brock swiped his thumb over it. 

	It was an urgent ‘Be on the Lookout’ from the Shifter Council to all regional Enforcers and members of the Department of Special Projects, where Brock used to work. He hadn’t even realized he was still on the alert list.

	Brock tapped it to get the full message. It was a red banner alert—a rogue shifter. Brock almost dismissed it—no longer his problem—and then he caught the word ‘Kentucky.’ 

	A rogue wolf had been making its way east across the plains, leaving dead and mutilated farm animals in its wake, and was now in his area.

	The first thing Brock felt was a surge of relief that he wasn’t dealing with that anymore. Few shifters went rogue, thank the gods, but most of them couldn’t be saved. As a healer with special psychic talents, it used to be Brock’s job to try. A frustrating, painful, depressing job that he was glad to be done with—although he was officially only on extended leave. Once the Department of Special Projects got hold of a shifter with his abilities, it didn’t want to let them go. 

	He started to delete the message, but his thumb accidentally hit the link to a news story instead. It included a photo of the wolf—dark and blurry, but somehow arresting. 

	She—and he somehow knew it was a she—was staring straight into the camera, her head held up defiantly, lip lifted in a silent snarl. She might as well have had ‘trouble’ tattooed on her forehead. 

	And yet he somehow couldn’t look away. Something in her eyes held him there. She’d been on the rampage for over two months. She had to be smart and brave, not to get caught. 

	Which meant her human had to be smart and brave, too. 

	Stop fantasizing, he told himself. She’s got to be a hot mess.

	There was no way he was going looking for this wolf, because if he found her, he wouldn’t be able to walk away without trying to help her. 

	His wolf growled. No more broken ones. They are not good for us. They mess us up. They make us angry. They make you sad.

	I know. 

	You promised. 

	I know. 

	Jaeda returned with two dark-brown drinks just as Colt jumped up on the raised platform they used for bands and banged on a gong. “Okay, dirty guys and girls! You ready?”

	There was a drunken roar of approval. 

	“Here’s how it works. You have five minutes and five dirty Valentine questions. Guys, keep them face down on the table. The question cards, I mean, not your partners.” Laughter from the crowd, and some disappointed groans from both genders.

	“Girls, pick one of the questions and answer it. If your life’s been too boring, feel free to make up lies. Then the guy tells you his lies. When you hear the gong, the guys get up and move to the next table, and we start again. On your Dirty Desire Hit Lists, everybody write down the badge number of anyone who you wouldn’t mind waking up with the morning after Valentine’s Day.”

	Remy added, “And their name, if that kind of thing matters to you. Hell, write down the badge number of anyone you would even consider going out and getting free drinks with.”

	Colt picked it up again. “Because any official Speed Dating couple who comes back here on a date next Saturday night, Valentine’s Day, gets free Dirty Drinks the whole night! Wooooot!”

	More drunken cheers. 

	“Break in an hour,” Remy said. “Then we go again. After that, there’s a band and dancing. Any questions?” 

	Someone yelled, “Do we have to wait until Valentine’s Day to get laid?”

	“Absolutely not,” Colt said. “Just don’t do it on the table.” 

	 

	The next hour brought Brock a parade of women asking him Dirty Questions, like What was your most embarrassing sexual moment? and What was your most memorable encounter involving sex and dessert? 

	Luckily, Brock lived with the Wild Bloods, which meant that he could handle constant perverted sex talk without even flinching. 

	So he made up outrageous stories of his sexploits in answer to the questions. A couple of the women managed to keep up with him, a few called him out on being a liar, and one just called him a pervert and walked off in a huff with his spare Dirty Dominatrix. 

	Jaeda came over and plunked a neon-green drink on his table. “You are only fit for Sex with an Alligator,” she informed him. Clearly she’d been listening in on his speed dates.

	“I might even get it,” he told her. “At least six of those women put me on their Dirty Desire Hit List.” 

	“I have no idea why. You’re not even trying.” 

	He had no idea either, although he had no plans to take them up on it. “It must be my brooding sexiness. Or maybe that story about the bananas and hot fudge?” 

	Jaeda just shook her head and walked off. 

	He took it easy on the next woman, though. She was a gorgeous, sweet farm girl with wide, innocent eyes who looked barely old enough to drink. 

	She gave him such a hopeful smile he didn’t have the heart to mess with her. Luckily, she picked the most innocent of the questions. What is the animal you most want to be like in bed, and why is it sexy?

	“You first,” he said. 

	“I’d be a pig,” she said instantly, and then flushed with embarrassment. “I know you’ll probably laugh, because people think being a pig isn’t cool or sexy and they use it as an insult. But pigs are really smart, and affectionate. I’ve raised them for years. Want to see last year’s piglets?”

	She whipped out her phone and started going through piglet pictures, naming each piglet and telling him all about their personalities. They really were pretty cute, but he couldn’t imagine dating someone who carried pig pictures with her everywhere.

	I would like to eat them, his wolf said. They look crunchy and delicious. I especially want to bite their little curly tails off. Brock bit his lip to keep from snickering. 

	Finally she came to the end of the pictures and said, “See what I mean? About the pigs?”

	He didn’t.

	She added, “What animal would you be?”

	There was only one answer to that. “I’d be a wolf.”

	She shivered. “Don’t say that.”

	Brock sat back, giving her a slow smile. “Why? Wolves are… wild. Primal. Sexy.” 

	She frowned at him. “Wolves are killers. One almost killed two of my piggies last week. At least, I’m pretty sure it was a wolf. That, or a hella big feral dog.  It got into the pen and tried to maul Sadie and Buck. I barely saved them.” 

	She sounded as outraged as if they’d been her family members. Maybe they were? Brock wondered if there was such a thing as shifter pigs. That would explain her attachment. 

	Out loud he said, “Really? I didn’t think there were any wolves in Kentucky.” 

	“There aren’t supposed to be, but a few farms around here have been hit lately. Some animals were even killed. The vet who looked at the bites said wolf, or wolf dog.”

	The gong rang, but Brock barely noticed his partner leaving. 

	She was here. The wolf from the alert was here, in the Farville area.

	Not again, his wolf said. You promised. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 3

	 

	 

	 

	Desi Phillips drove her car into the parking lot of the Lynx’s Den Bar and Roadhouse. It was full of cars, which was exactly what she wanted. 

	A place where she wouldn’t be noticed. 

	Aside from trips to the grocery store by the highway, it was the first time she’d been out in public since she’d found this miniscule town just after New Year’s, and rented the tiny, isolated cabin she’d been hiding out in. 

	All that time, there had been no sign of her ex, Jered, or his fucked-up friends. No one following her, no one snooping around the house, no calls, no messages. 

	It had taken her two moves and three different identities, but it seemed like she’d finally shaken him off. 

	Now it was time to get a job. She was low on cash, and she was down to the minimum in her escape fund. She couldn’t ever afford to be flat broke; she always had to keep enough back to start over somewhere else. 

	Bartending or cocktail waitress were usually her top choices. The shifts were flexible, you could make a decent amount in tips, and drunk people gossiped, so it was easy to keep track of any strange happenings or unusual people showing up around town. 

	Plus, it was a high-turnover job segment. No one paid much attention as people came and went, and they were usually casual about references and background checks. 

	So this solo night out had several purposes—a good burger with a whiskey chaser, getting used to being around people again, and checking out job prospects. 

	She parked near the exit, like she always did, making sure no one could block her in. Then she crunched across the gravel to the front door, repeating to herself, Desi. My name’s Desi. From Oklahoma. 

	The downside of being in hiding all these weeks was that she wasn’t used to this name yet. She had to burn it into her brain; there couldn’t be any slipups. 

	Because of that, it wasn’t until she was almost to the door that she bothered to read the glittering sign above it. Speed Dating? Desi started to grin. A bunch of horny drunk people all trying to hook up in time for Valentine’s Day? No way that could go wrong. 

	Should be pretty entertaining, though. It would also give her a chance to see how the bar management handled drunks, fights, and people having sex in the bathroom. 

	When she stepped into the vestibule, she felt like all her senses were being assaulted. Too crowded, too loud, too many overpowering scents—sweat, perfume, lust, anger, anxiety.

	Run away! said something inside her. 

	No. She took a deep breath. Desi Phillips—or whatever her name happened to be on any given day—did not run away. She made strategic escapes when necessary, but she didn’t back down from what needed to be done, either. 

	One more deep breath, and she made herself step inside, only to find her way blocked by a sign-up table manned by three of the hottest guys she had ever encountered.

	She looked at the two seated at the table, and for a minute she thought she was seeing double. They looked exactly alike—blond and gray-eyed with identical cocky grins, wearing identical blue button-down shirts filled up with muscles that said they spent half their lives working out. And judging from the way they checked her out when they saw her, they spent the other half chasing women. 

	Their dark and sexy Latino friend standing nearby seemed to have already caught one—a woman with tawny hair who looked like she could kick your ass in a heartbeat. 

	Blond Guy #1 greeted her. “Welcome to the Lynx’s Den. You need a date for Valentine’s Day?”

	His patented Cocky Asshole grin suggested she could skip the speed dating portion of the evening and just move on to him. 

	“Not with you,” she said. “I hate being… what is it? Tenth choice? Twentieth?” 

	His grin widened. “Sorry, babe. I know you want me—who doesn’t? Unfortunately I’m already taken, so I’d have to break your heart. But I’d do it gently.” 

	She snorted. “If you need gentle, babe, you couldn’t handle me.” 

	His double turned to him and said, “I like her.” 

	She flicked him a glance. “You couldn’t handle me either. Consider this to be your official humiliating rejection.” 

	That got a grin from him that matched his brother’s. “My wife and the love of my life thanks you for that.”

	“Are they the same person?” 

	That cracked up the Latino and his girlfriend. “Yes, they are,” said the girlfriend. “She drinks a lot, though.” 

	“She’d have to,” Desi said. 

	That made them laugh even harder. 

	Cocky Asshole #1 said, “Although I enjoy hearing you insult my brother, my original question referred to your awesome opportunity to get in on Round 2 of Dirty Valentine Speed Dating.”

	He went into his spiel. “In the space of one hour you can meet twelve eligible bachelors, get to know their secret fantasies, and lie about yours. If you like one, you can put him on your Dirty Desire Hit List, or just hit him over the head with a club and drag him back to your cave. Either way, bring him back next Saturday, Valentine’s Day, and you both get free Dirty Drinks all evening. You in?”

	Desi shuddered. “I’d rather get a root canal, thanks. Any chance there’s a side table where I could get a drink and a burger, and watch the desperation and FOMO of fifty drunk people implode in one pheromone-soaked disaster?”

	The Latino’s girlfriend said, “FOMO?”

	Her boyfriend answered, “Fear of Missing Out.” 

	Cocky Asshole #2 said, “I take it back. I love her.” He turned to his brother. “If you weren’t already ma—um, married, I would pay her to make your life a misery so I could watch.” 

	A woman with sandy blond hair and a lively face appeared over Cocky Asshole #1’s shoulder. “Too late,” she said, leaning down and kissing the top of his head. “I’m already doing it.”

	She grabbed a couple of menu cards from the end of the table and spoke to Desi. “I’m Callie. This is my bar. This is my partner Colt,” she pointed to Asshole #1, “and that’s his brother Remy.” She pointed to the double.

	Not that Desi would ever be able to tell them apart. She hoped that wasn’t a prerequisite for working here.

	Callie indicated the couple behind the Assholes. “And that’s Damien and Lila.” Lila smiled, and Damien raised two fingers off his beer bottle in a casual salute. 

	Callie said, “One of the speed dating couples just headed outside for parking lot sex—” Colt and Remy low-fived each other—“so I have a free table in the corner.” She gestured across the room to a voluptuous blonde clearing the table and then pointed at Desi, and got a thumbs-up. 

	“Right this way.” As they headed off, Cocky Asshole #1—Colt—caught Callie’s hand and kissed the palm, and they exchanged a surprisingly sweet and genuine smile before she led Desi across the room. 

	Desi shook her head. Who’d have guessed that both those guys were happily married? Her asshole radar was clearly on the fritz.  

	Although it often was—it just usually went the other way. The ones she thought were the good guys turned out to be the worst. Some women were magnets for losers and psychos, and she was a card-carrying member of that club. They should elect her president.

	They threaded their way around tiny tables, most with uncomfortable-looking people sitting at them, holding fistfuls of printed index cards in one hand and drinks in the other, trying really hard to look hot and not-desperate. 

	The noise actually hurt her ears. She tried to block it out as she slid into the booth. Callie laid down the menu cards. “It’s mostly all specials tonight,” she said. “Drinks on this one, and food on this one. I’ll give you a chance to look them over, and send someone to take your order.” 

	Desi glanced at the drink list and started laughing. “Don’t tell me. Your partner and his brother wrote this.” Callie looked mock-offended. “I helped,” she said. “And Jaeda—Remy’s partner.” She cracked a grin. “But it was their idea.”

	Of course it was. Desi said hopefully, “I don’t suppose I could just get a double shot of bourbon, straight up? Or is that not dirty enough?” 

	“Whiskey can always be dirty,” Callie assured her. “Or at least, it can head you in that direction. Coming up.” 

	She walked away and Desi looked over the menu until the blonde who’d cleared the table arrived to deliver her bourbon and take her order. There was something weird about the way she looked at Desi; not hostile, exactly, but wary. Maybe she was Cocky Asshole #2’s wife. Or girlfriend. 

	Desi ended up passing over the “Hot Buns and a Fistful of Meat” burger in favor of the “Hunka Hunka Burning Love” Cajun spicy ribs. Then she settled back with her bourbon and checked out the room. 

	The staff were doing a good job of keeping the mood festive between rounds. The Asshole Twins moved skillfully through the crowd, joking around, defusing potential trouble, and subtly moving along anyone trying to monopolize a woman who didn’t want to be monopolized. 

	Anybody getting handsy or belligerent was quietly dealt with by one of the bouncers—either the dark, hot, broody one who looked like someone you didn’t want to meet in a dark alley, or the seven-foot silver-haired one with serial-killer eyes, who looked like someone you didn’t want to meet anywhere ever. 

	Although a petite, curvy Asian woman at the bar seemed to have a thing for him; she kept winking at him and blowing kisses. Once she even flashed her boobs. 

	He actually blushed. 

	It seemed that no one who worked here reacted to anything the way she expected them to. She wasn’t sure if that was good or bad as far as her job prospects were concerned. 

	By the time Desi’s ribs arrived, the second round of Speed Dating was starting. Desi caught sight of the Asian woman again, this time arguing with a tall man with dark red hair, pointing at the speed dating tables and holding—were those handcuffs? 

	Whoa. She was really taking this Dirty Dating thing seriously. 

	The guy—clearly annoyed—stalked toward one of the tables and sat down. Desi wondered what that was about. Maybe bondage was too dirty for him? 

	The Speed Dating got underway. Despite the noise, Desi found that she could clearly hear what the couples at the nearest tables were saying. It was even more entertaining than she’d expected, since they had each apparently been given a set of utterly embarrassing questions as icebreakers. 

	Naturally, everyone was lying about their answers. She didn’t know how she could tell, but she could. They seemed to be having a great time, though, and the bar was cleaning up on drinks. No fights had even broken out.

	Good management—that was a positive sign. 

	She found that her gaze kept straying back to the annoyed guy, as the table-swapping brought him nearer and nearer.

	There was just… something about him. Partly because he was even hotter than the guys at the signup table, with his chestnut hair and chiseled features. He had on a forest-green t-shirt with a black flannel shirt over it, the sleeves rolled partway up to show his muscular forearms, and when he switched tables, he moved with an easy grace that spoke of natural confidence. 

	He seemed completely focused on each of his partners, listening attentively to what they were saying—but she had the feeling that half his mind was somewhere else. Although she had to give him props—he faked it well.

	That was not a good sign. She always went for the guys who faked it well. That’s why they usually turned out to be disasters.

	The minute she had the thought, he suddenly turned his head and looked straight into her eyes. His were green, or hazel maybe, and as they met hers, she felt a shock of recognition. Like she’d met him somewhere before, but she would swear she hadn’t. 

	She’d remember. 

	Desi felt a telltale shiver down in her gut. Dammit. Here we go again. 

	The little voice that had been in the back of her mind ever since she left Jered said, He is very sexy. Let’s bite him.

	Well, he was definitely biteable, but… no. That little shiver had never started anything that ended well. 

	Desi turned back to her ribs, but she could feel him still watching her. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 4

	 

	 

	 

	Brock was a little drunker during the second round of speed dating, and a little more outrageous. Especially because the parade of women, with their scents and sounds and pheromones, were making him toy with the idea of dating one of them. 

	Maybe more than one of them. 

	A date wouldn’t be so bad, right? Because if he were honest with himself and less than sober, he fucking hated that everyone in his crew had someone but him. He ached for a gentle touch, a soft place to land—hell, he ached for a wild, growling, up-against-the-wall hot bang in the dark. 

	Except that was exactly the kind of thing that would send his wolf out of control. 

	So he had to make sure the women here all thought he was trouble—and make sure not to attract the kind of woman who wanted trouble. Or thought she did. No woman wanted the kind of trouble he would turn out to be. 

	And the needy ones—hell, no. 

	He suddenly felt a prickle on the back of his neck—the kind that said ‘danger.’ He tuned out his current partner, who was talking about something involving cucumbers and salad oil that he really didn’t want to visualize, and turned his head slowly until he saw her.

	Their eyes met, and everything in the bar stopped. The sound went muted. 

	She was sitting at a corner table, a short thick glass in her hand, tall and rangy and somehow restless, even though she was sitting perfectly still. Her hair was blue with pink and purple highlights and her eyes were a deep brown—the color of the Dirty Dominatrix drink Jaeda had brought him—and coolly wary. 

	He knew he should look away, but there was something in her gaze that pulled him in and held him there. 

	For a moment he thought he saw a flash of gold in her eyes, but then it was gone. 

	Without even thinking about what he was doing, he gathered up the Dirty Question cards and headed for her table, leaving his current partner with her mouth open, staring indignantly. 

	Kitty went by with a tray of shots and he grabbed one, knocking it back before she even had the chance to protest. Then he sat down opposite the woman and spread his cards out in a fan.

	 

	Desi watched, somehow unable to move, as the incredibly hot guy with the chestnut hair walked over and plunked himself down at her table like he’d been invited. As if he belonged there. 

	He spread out his index cards on the table. “Pick a card. Any card.” 

	Like she was going to answer Dirty Questions? No way was she telling the truth, and she didn’t have the energy right now to make up lies. 

	“Sorry, Romeo. Not playing.” 

	“Why not? You scared?”

	He smiled at her, his eyes challenging. He had a hot restlessness under his skin that she knew was trouble. She should tell him to get the fuck out.

	But she didn’t.

	She said, “Scared? Of you? Not hardly.”  

	“Maybe you should be.”

	She definitely should be. This man had the freakiest vibe she’d ever encountered—sweet as hell and scary as fuck, all at the same time.

	“All the more reason not to play.”

	The smile got bigger. “I dare you.”

	Fuck. She could never resist a dare. “Only if you answer first.” 

	“Deal.” 

	Before picking a card, she said, “What’s your name?”

	“Brock.”

	“I’m… Desi.” Damn. She had to remember. 

	“Nice to meet you, Desi.”

	She answered his slow smile with one of her own. “Yeah. You say that now, Romeo. Just wait.” 

	She picked one of the index cards and read, “What is your favorite sexual role-playing dress-up fantasy?”

	He looked straight into her eyes. “Naughty French maid, wearing that little short skirt and frilly apron, with nothing on under it but garters holding the fishnet stockings up.” He paused, and then added in a soft, silky voice, “So naughty she needs a good spanking.” 

	Desi felt herself get a little hot, even though there was no way she was dressing up in a French maid costume. 

	She asked, “Is that me or you in the apron and fishnets?”

	He laughed. He had a sexy AF laugh, and he smelled incredible. Some kind of musky bodywash? Lick him, said the little voice in her head. Bite him. Make him submit.

	He said, “I was thinking it would be you, but if you got me a sexy butler’s outfit I might consider letting you spank me. I’ve been a very bad boy.” 

	There was that smile again. Hot flash. She said, “I don’t doubt that for a second.” 

	He settled back in his chair. “So where are you from, Desi? I haven’t seen you around here before.”

	She almost stiffened, but managed to keep her body language relaxed. It was a normal question—just one she wasn’t going to answer.

	“I just moved to town.” 

	“Really? From where? Are you living in town, or outside?”

	She raised her eyebrows. “You ask a lot of questions, Spanky Boy.” She caught the waitress’s eye and signaled for another drink. 

	He shrugged. “How can I stalk you if I don’t know anything about you?” 

	Surprisingly, it was one of the Cocky Asshole Twins who brought her drink—she thought it was the one called Remy. He also brought a lurid green one for Spanky Boy.

	“Brock, Brock, Brock,” he said, shaking his head. “You promised you’d give speed dating a chance, and now you went and hurt Number 17’s feelings. Jaeda says you still only deserve Sex with an Alligator.” 

	Desi snorted.

	“Speed dating sucks,” Brock said. “And I didn’t like Number 17. I made a friend, though. Look.” He gestured toward Desi.

	“We’re not friends,” Desi told him.

	Remy turned to Brock. “I know you wouldn’t harass a woman who is not interested in you. Because Colt and I would have to throw you out of here. Through the window. And then Callie would stab you in the balls.” 

	“Hey,” Brock protested. “I’m doing great, here. She hasn’t told me to go the fuck away or thrown a drink at me or anything.”

	Desi asked Remy, “Is he a friend of yours?”

	“Kind of?” Remy said. Brock backhanded him in the abs. Which must have been rock-hard, because he didn’t even flinch. “Okay, yes. He and my wife grew up together. She has an irrational affection for him.” 

	“Tell Desi I’m not a dick,” Brock said. 

	Remy considered. “Well, he’s less of a dick than I am.” 

	Brock and Desi said at the same time, “That’s not saying much.”

	Remy rolled his eyes. “Fine.” He turned to Desi. “I vouch for him. Have fun. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” He walked away. 

	Desi turned to Brock. “Is there actually anything he wouldn’t do?” 

	Brock gave a huff of laughter, but his answer was serious. “Hurt his mate. Betray his friends or his family.” He paused. “Beyond that, I don’t think so.”

	He sounded pretty damn sure. “How long have you two known each other?”

	“Since we were kids. Our families are all friends. Remy and his brother and their wives—they’ve helped me through… a pretty hard time. Got me to move out here so I’d have friends around when I needed them.”

	“That must be nice.” Desi felt a sudden stab of envy. She couldn’t imagine having a community of people to rely on. She was so used to being the lone wolf. In spite of herself, she added, “I’ve never really had that.” 

	“That’s too bad,” he said. “Don’t you have any family?”

	“No.” And that was all she had to say on that subject. “Do you?” 

	He gave that little huff of laughter again. “Oh, yeah. And I love them, and everything, but… It’s complicated.” 

	“Life is fucking complicated.” She sounded more bitter than she’d intended. 

	Just then she heard a text message alert. She looked at Brock to see if he would answer it, but he wasn’t moving. “Do you have to get that?” she asked.

	He shrugged. “It’s not me. Must be you.” He nodded to where her phone lay face-down on the table.

	She went cold. No one had this number. Slowly, slowly, she reached out and flipped the phone over to see the notification. 

	It was a message from Jered.

	For a moment she felt completely frozen. How the hell had he tracked her down this time?

	Brock’s voice broke through her stupor. “Is everything okay?”

	“Everything’s fine,” she said automatically. Everything was not fine. She had to get the hell out of town. She started to get a weird panicked feeling inside her, and her vision blurred around the edges. 

	Oh, no. She couldn’t have a blackout now.

	“I have to go to the ladies’ room,” she said abruptly, and pushed away from the table, stumbling in her hurry.

	She headed for the back, leaving her phone on the table. She couldn’t use it anymore anyway; now that Jered knew the number, he could use it to track her. 

	There were two ladies’ rooms to one men’s room—more good management—so no line. Desi pushed inside and locked herself in a stall, dropping to her knees in front of the toilet. She felt like she was going to throw up. Her insides were twisting—hell, it felt like all of her muscles and bones were twisting, and she still couldn’t see right. 

	Had someone put something in her drink? No, she couldn’t blame anyone here. This was Jered’s fault. Whatever he’d done to her had brought on these recurring panic attacks. 

	It pissed her off. She’d never been like that. Letting fear get the better of her. 

	But she still couldn’t quite get her breath, and her body felt like it was going in all directions.

	You know why that is, said the voice in her head.

	No, she didn’t. She would not accept the crazy. She refused. 

	She got to her feet, holding on to the wall until she could see straight, and then went out of the stall and splashed water on her face. It helped a little.  

	She had to get out of here. She had to get home, grab her stuff and get out before Jered found her. 

	Fuck. Her jacket. She’d left it in the booth, and her keys were in it. Should she go back?

	No. Too dangerous. Jered might have people looking for her—or Brock might still be around, asking more questions. Lucky she had that spare car key in her wheel well. 

	She vaguely remembered seeing an exit at the end of the hall. She could go out that way. If Jered were in the area, watching her car, he wouldn’t expect her to come around from the back. She’d be able to see if anyone was hanging around.  

	She didn’t want to run into Brock, though. There was a girl at the sink next to her, just blotting her lipstick. Desi said, “Can you look out the door and see if there’s a tall, excellent-looking guy with red-brown hair outside, wearing a green t-shirt and black flannel?”

	The woman grimaced. “A clinger, huh?” 

	“Something like that.”

	She pushed the door open a bit and looked out. “Nope.”

	Desi hesitated, then pulled a wad of money out of her back pocket. She didn’t have a lot, but Callie and the others had been nice to her. She didn’t want to stiff them. She peeled off a couple of bills and handed them to the other woman. “Do me a favor, give this to the guy running the Speed Dating and tell him it’s from the girl who didn’t make his life a misery, to pay for dinner. Got that?”

	The woman shrugged. “Sure, whatever.” She hesitated, then said, “Do you want me to get my boyfriend to walk you to your car? You don’t look so good.”

	“I’m fine, but thank you.”

	The girl left with a shrug that said she’d done all she could. Desi checked the hallway again, and took off out the back exit. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 5

	 

	 

	 

	Brock sat at the table, watching Desi go, his hand clenched into a fist. 

	Her eyes had flashed gold after she got the text message. Her scent was confused, hard to pin down, but he knew two things for sure. 

	She was a wolf.

	And she was about to lose control. 

	Fuck. 

	You promised, his wolf said. No more broken ones. 

	Brock didn’t answer him—he didn’t know what to say. He picked up Desi’s phone and flicked the screen on, tapping on the text alert to open the message:

	I know where you are. 

	You didn’t really think you could get away from me, did you?

	Brock growled. 

	There was no name on it; just the number. Whoever it was, Desi had deleted him from her contacts. Smart girl. Too bad she hadn’t quite managed to delete him from her life. 

	He glanced towards the restrooms. Desi was in danger of going wolf right now, and he’d bet a whole lot of something that she had no idea what was happening to her. But he’d bet a whole lot more that whoever sent this message did.

	Desi had to be the rogue the Council had put the alert out on—but Brock didn’t think she was really rogue, as in ‘gone off the rails and overcome by violent, murderous urges.’ She showed all the signs of being a newly Turned shifter who had no clue what was happening to her. 

	That sent a hot wave of anger through him. Turning someone against their will was possibly the most serious crime a shifter could commit—worse than murder. 

	Not only was it a total violation of someone’s free will, it was also the most likely way to get shifters outed to the public—something they’d managed to avoid pretty much since the beginning of time. In the few places and times where they had been discovered, it had not ended well for the shifters. Hell, people were still making horror movies about it. 

	Shifters who were Turned against their will, with no care or preparation, rarely survived. The ones that survived it physically usually didn’t survive it mentally. It was too much for them to handle, and they never learned to accept and love their animal. Most of them went insane, or rogue for real—and they had to be put down.

	He’d seen that happen too many times, and it was always tragic. 

	He couldn’t let it happen to Desi.

	We don’t do that anymore, Brock’s wolf reminded him. But he was already on his feet, Desi’s jacket in his hand, her phone in his pocket. 

	What the hell else are we going to do? Brock growled to his wolf. 

	Luckily Titan was over at the other end of the bar, convincing a girl who’d clearly had too many Dirty Drinks that she didn’t want to take her top off and dance on the bar. 

	Brock assumed they were saving that until next week. He’d heard rumors about body shots, too. 

	But he was grateful, because no one was watching the hallway to the restrooms, trying to prevent his escape. 

	Even with all the people and all the scents, he could pick Desi’s out. It stopped at the door to the second ladies’ room. He went on down the hall and leaned out the back door into the crisp February air. She definitely hadn’t come this way. 

	Not yet.

	But she would. 

	Either out this door, or out the restroom window, he thought, positioning himself between the two. 

	He could feel her wolf’s emotions from out here—her need to run and her instinct to keep herself hidden. No way she’d leave through the front. If she was smart enough to last this long without getting caught, she was smart enough not to do that. 

	It was less than ten minutes later when the door opened and she stepped out. He could smell the wolf now, stronger. He hoped she wouldn’t Change right here; this would be a hell of a lot harder if he had to go wolf and chase her down. 

	“Desi,” he said quietly. 

	She whirled around, her eyes flashing bright gold. Damn. It was a good thing she had come out this way—any shifters in the bar would know she was out of control, and any humans would wonder what the hell was going on with her. 

	“Fuck,” she said, her voice gravelly with the wolf. “You really are a stalker, aren’t you?”

	“No. But I’m not leaving you alone. You’re not okay. You need help.” 

	“I’m fine,” she growled. “And you have no clue what I need.” 

	He held up her jacket. “You left this at the table. And your phone.” 

	“You can keep them. I’m out of here, and I’d suggest you don’t try to stop me. You’ll regret it.” 

	“Come on,” he said softly, reaching out with his mind, sending soothing ‘you can trust me’ vibes. “Don’t go.” 

	He held out his hand to her. She looked at it, a low growl rumbling in her chest. She didn’t seem aware she was doing it. 

	Brock said, “I just want to help.” 

	She took a step toward him, then another. She smelled amazing, tantalizing, so sexy. His own wolf was transfixed, unable to look away. He started to growl in response.

	Want, his wolf was saying. Want her now. Sexy wolf.

	Oh, fuck. What happened to ‘Not another one?’ Calm down, he tried to tell his wolf. She doesn’t even know she’s a wolf. 

	She is a wolf right now. She wants us. 

	Desi took another step closer, baring her teeth. Then she lunged, shoving Brock up against the wall of the building. Her lips crashed into his, hot and demanding, kissing and biting and kissing again.

	Brock’s wolf rose up in him and he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her against him. Hot desire flooded through him, and she ground her hips against his, making his dick instantly stiffen. 

	Their kiss was hard and punishing and devouring, and he and his wolf loved it. Wanted more, more of that dark passion, more of her scent and the feel of her. 

	She’d bitten his lip and he could taste blood, which made his wolf want her more. Brock grabbed Desi’s ass to pull her tighter against him, wanting to rip away her clothes and drive himself into her right here right now…

	She shoved herself away from him, staring, her eyes back to their normal brown. “What the hell?” she demanded. “What did you do to me?”

	“Nothing,” he said, feeling like every single nerve ending was on fire. “I just—” How could he possibly explain?

	Horror dawned in her eyes. “You’re one of them,” she whispered. “Fuck.” 

	“One of who?”

	She didn’t answer. She just grabbed up the jacket he’d let slide to the ground while they were kissing and took off, disappearing around the side of the building. 

	Dammit. She was unstable and on the verge of shifting, and if someone scared her…

	He had to stop her before something happened. 

	 

	Desi ran as hard as she could for her car, expecting at any moment for Brock to grab her from behind and drag her off to… somewhere. 

	How the hell could this have happened? How could Jered have found her? And who was this guy, who seemed to be one of Jered’s people, but also knew the locals? 

	And if he was after Desi, why the hell had he been speed dating? Surely not looking for her. 

	None of this made any sense. 

	As soon as Desi reached the parking lot she started ducking behind the cars, making her way over to the entrance and her own vehicle. Hopefully Brock or Jered didn’t have a someone staking it out…

	They didn’t. She grabbed the keys out of her jacket pocket and slid into the car. She glanced out the window, seeing Brock making his way across the parking lot, looking up and down the rows.

	She started up the engine and put the car into gear, slipping out the entrance and off into the night. As she drove down the road, she saw Brock standing in the middle of the parking lot, staring after her.

	As usual, she might suck at figuring out who to trust, but she excelled at escaping. 

	Her elation didn’t last, though. She wasn’t even halfway back to her rental when the feeling started coming over her again. The darkness, the surging twisting hot/cold energy inside her, the pain in her joints. 

	The swirling nausea.

	Come on, she told herself. We just need to make it back to the house. 

	But she knew in her gut that wouldn’t be safe either. If Jered had her new phone number, then he knew what name she was using, and he would have her address too. 

	But she had to go back. Her cash, her IDs, everything was there. In and out, grab it and go.

	If she could just hold it together long enough…

	She couldn’t. 

	The nausea overtook her and she had to pull over. She opened the car door, spilling out of the driver’s seat onto her hands and knees, the frozen grass on the shoulder of the road crackling underneath her.

	She vomited up all her Cajun ribs and fries, and then just kept vomiting until she was empty and shivering. The churning darkness washed over her, along with a deep, ravening hunger. 

	She felt like her body was tearing apart, all her bones shattering. She could faintly hear dry ‘pops’, like thick sticks breaking, and then there was pain and darkness, and she didn’t remember anything more. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 6

	 

	 

	 

	Brock caught a quick glimpse of Desi as she drove her car out of the parking lot and turned right, away from town. 

	She’d had the sense to park near the entrance. Damien had parked Brock’s car near the back, and it was partially blocked in. He had to lift the other car’s damn back end out of his way so he could pull out. Yay for shifter strength. 

	At least he’d thought to get his keys back. 

	He sped out of the parking lot and turned the same direction Desi had gone. This was a country road and there weren’t any major intersections for awhile—with any luck he’d catch up with her before she turned off.

	If her wolf took control—and she didn’t crash the car and hurt herself—she’d probably head for one of the farms again. If humans were on the alert for a wolf or wild dog, it could get ugly. 

	There were a lot of hunting rifles in this part of the world, and probably a lot of people who were pissed off at losing their valuable animals. 

	He’d only driven for about five minutes when he saw Desi’s car pulled over on the wrong side of the road, near an ATV trailhead. The headlights were still on and the engine was running, but the driver’s door was open, the interior light showing no one sitting in the car. 

	Dammit. Either she was passed out, or she was gone. 

	He parked in the pullout on the other side of the road and dashed across. He could smell the vomit before he got there, and next to the noxious puddle were Desi’s partially shredded clothes.

	It had been a bad Change for her.

	He was going to have to go wolf—and he didn’t know how the hell his wolf was going to handle this. He was angry and riled up, wanting to control Desi’s wolf, wanting to make her submit, just wanting her. 

	A bad mix. But he couldn’t find Desi fast enough as a human, and he needed his wolf to deal with hers. 

	Just don’t attack any humans, he begged his wolf. 

	You don’t listen to me, why should I listen to you?

	This was going to be a cluster fuck. 

	He bundled up Desi’s things and put them in the back seat of her car, then turned off the lights and the engine and locked it, taking the keys with him. 

	He jogged back to his own car, tossing the keys on his front passenger seat by her phone, then retrieved his gun and an electronic tracking device from the glove compartment. He planted the tracker on Desi’s car. After that he stripped down, leaving his clothes stacked with the sweats he always kept in his back seat, just in case. Placing the gun on top of the pile, he locked his keys in the car. 

	Keyless entry was a gift to shifters, if you were going animal and couldn’t carry your keys. All he had to do when he got back was punch his entry code into the keypad under the door handle. 

	Brock Changed to his wolf and cast around for Desi’s scent. He picked it up right away, leading from her car across the road past his own car, and on up through the woods along the ATV trail. 

	Hoping he could pull this off without anyone fucking dying, he started off after his stray wolf. 

	 

	She wasn’t hard to follow. She was fast, and angry, and hungry, and she wasn’t trying to mask her trail. It probably hadn’t occurred to her that anyone would try to track her by scent. 

	If she were thinking coherently at all. Her animal was capable of rational thought, but that didn’t mean she was doing it. Without the guidance of her human side, she might be acting completely on instinct. 

	That would make her hard as fuck to deal with, even if he found her. He didn’t want to use his mental powers to dominate her, if he could avoid it. That wasn’t exactly a basis for a trusting relationship.

	She doesn’t need to trust us, his wolf said. Just submit to us.

	Brock sighed inwardly. His wolf had been hard to handle ever since his very first Change. He hadn’t even known he was a shifter until that first Change, when he was almost five. No one had known.

	His mother was human—at the time—and naturally hadn’t believed him when he claimed to be turning into a werewolf. 

	It wasn’t until they met his stepfather, Noah Reilly—a shifter wolf—that the truth had come out. The problem was, Brock’s real father was from a genetically modified shifter pack in Alaska, that had a lot of weird-ass psychic powers. 

	Brock’s happened to be the ability to psychically connect with other shifters and communicate with their animals—or, if they were stuck in animal form, he could communicate with the human inside. 

	His greatest talent was reaching into the dark angry places in shifters’ minds, and bringing light and healing. Bonding with them, fixing their broken places, soothing their anger. 

	But all of his anger—and all the dark things in people’s minds that he was too young to handle or understand, had been absorbed by his wolf.

	His animal had shielded him from the pain and darkness and destruction until it was too much, and sent the wolf spiraling out of control. He had a hair-trigger temper, and once something set him off Brock had a hell of a time bringing him back. 

	I protect you, his wolf said. Without me, you would be dead.

	That was true, ever since their first Changes when it helped him escape his first stepdad, who he’d grown up thinking was his real dad—until the douchebag tried to sell him to shifter hunters.

	If Brock could have spit in wolf form, he would have. Thinking about Robert Wells always had that effect on him. 

	I have protected you many times since then, his wolf said.

	Also true. 

	I know, Brock said. I love you too. Even when you want to bite everyone. 

	They deserve it, his wolf said. 

	Even Desi?

	Especially her. But we only need to bite her enough to make her love us and submit. Then she will not be broken, and we will not feel like this.

	Right. Because every woman should be bitten into submission. That fixed everything. 

	Up ahead Brock could see the woods opening up into pastureland, and he could smell cattle. His sharp hearing picked up moos and hoofbeats, and then a frightened squeal.

	He heard a snarl, and a moment later he smelled blood. 

	Dammit. He was too late. 

	He ran harder, bursting out into the pasture under the bright full moon. A cream-colored wolf with chocolate shading along her back and head was crouched over a dark lump that smelled of fresh blood. 

	Brock ran over, giving a couple of warning yips. She backed up, snarling.  

	His wolf snarled in return, and Brock fought to control him. He needed to connect to the she-wolf’s mind, to talk to her.

	Back off! he commanded. He wasn’t sure if she was in a state to understand his mind-speech, so he put a push of dominant energy into it. Danger!

	This kill is mine! She paced slowly, ready to defend her prey. Her mental voice was hard to understand; he could sense her brain trying to overcome the hunger and blood lust.

	He said, This prey belongs to humans. They will hunt you and kill you. 

	She bared her teeth in a sneer. I will kill them all. I will have all the meat. Perhaps I will share, if you submit to me. 

	Fuck on a stick. She was a dominant wolf, and she was going to fight him. He could take her down, but not without hurting her. And if the humans had heard the disturbance and were on their way with guns, she could get them both killed. 

	He said, First off, hard ‘no’ on the submission. Second, we need to get the hell out of here. Now. 

	Why should I abandon my kill, so someone else can claim it?

	There was the sharp crack of a hunting rifle, and a bullet whined past them. 

	Because that? Brock said.

	The she-wolf whirled and gazed in the direction the shot had come from, growling. I will kill them. 

	Oh, hell. Brock leaped at her, knocking her to the ground just as another bullet whined through the space where her chest had been. You think so? Really?

	Then he heard the drunken yells, and the sound of ATVs revving up. A moment later, the baying of dogs split the night.

	The wolf hunt was starting. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 7

	 

	 

	 

	Run! Brock yelled mentally. 

	Of course she didn’t. She went into a crouch, growling as the baying grew closer and the ATV headlights turned in their direction. 

	Kill them! she repeated. 

	How about, get the fuck out of here before we die? He leaped at Desi, nipping her flanks, getting her moving and herding her away from them. You can’t kill a rifle, you idiot!

	There were more shots, more bullets. 

	GO! This was no time for subtlety or persuasion; Brock put all the mental juice he had into that order.

	She went, heading back the way they’d both come. But the dogs and the ATVs were right behind them, sounding like every Bubba in the county was gathered right here. 

	Because of course they couldn’t be drinking at someone else’s place on a Saturday night. Brock wasn’t that lucky.  

	The two wolves raced into the woods, Brock guiding Desi with mental nudges, helped along with the occasional nip on her flanks.  

	Luckily, the ‘flight’ portion of her ‘fight or flight’ instincts seemed to have kicked in, and she was no longer trying to single-handedly bring down all the ATVs and their riders. 

	Not that he didn’t applaud the badass attitude, but you had to know when you were outnumbered, not to mention outgunned. 

	They headed into the trees, but Brock knew that wouldn’t save them. The ATV trails ran all through these woods, and if these were trained hunting dogs, they’d trap them and run them to ground. 

	He could smell water ahead—a stream or a pond. Water was a tried-and-true method of throwing dogs off the scent, but it wouldn’t fool them for long; they’d cast around on the other side until they picked up the trail again.

	But it might buy them a couple of minutes. All Brock had to do was get them back to the car and manage to get Desi to Change back before the hunters caught up to them. 

	The water turned out to be a pond—icy cold but with only a thin skin of ice beginning to form at the edges. Brock drove Desi straight into it. Water splashed up on either side of them, but it was shallow enough that they could touch bottom the whole way. 

	Brock angled their trajectory slightly to the left—the hunters would expect them to go straight across, and most people were right-handed and tended to head to the right when given a choice. Sending them the long way around the pond might buy him and Desi another minute.

	The tactic worked, just not quite as well as Brock had hoped. As they neared the road the dogs were still way too close, although he’d managed to steer them away from the ATV trail, so the hunters were a bit further behind. 

	Maybe they could still make it.  

	They were almost to the edge of the woods when Desi stumbled and fell. Brock could sense her mind churning, her thoughts going jumbled and chaotic. He felt familiar pain shooting through her. 

	Oh, fuck. She was Changing back. 

	Don’t Change! Brock shouted into her wolf’s mind, but it was too late. She was on the ground, her bones popping and her body shimmering as she morphed. 

	Brock didn’t have a choice. He had to Change along with her. For one wild, panicked moment his wolf refused to give him his body back, and he forced the Change, groaning in agony.

	Desi, naked and disoriented, scrabbled to get up. Blood still crusted her face and neck, although it had been washed away from the rest of her body in the pond.  

	This was bad. This was almost as bad as getting caught as wolves. Maybe worse. 

	Brock grabbed Desi under the shoulders, pulling her to her feet, and she recoiled. “What are you doing?” She shook her head as if to clear it, and then looked down at herself. “Why the hell am I naked?”

	“No time now,” Brock panted. “They’re coming.” 

	He heard the baying of a hound, and the sound of the pack crashing through the forest. Further off, but not far behind, was the roar of the ATVs.

	Hell. They were going to come out of the forest right by his car. 

	“Come on.” He grabbed her arm. “We’ve got to get away from the hunters.” 

	“Why?”

	“Because they’re hunting us.”

	She gave him one startled look, whipped her head towards the sounds of the hunters, and then took off. Brock managed to keep ahold of her. 

	“Let go of me!” she panted as they ran.

	“Do you know where your car is from here?” he snapped. 

	“No.”

	“Then shut up.” 

	They burst out of the trees no more than twenty seconds ahead of the dogs. Desi started for her car,  but Brock yanked her back. “No time!” he said. 

	Still holding onto her with one hand, he punched in the keycode with the other and then shoved her into his backseat. He grabbed a blanket off the floor and said, “Wrap up in that.” 

	Then he piled in on top of her, just as she opened the far door to try to slip out the other side. “Are you crazy?” he demanded, yanking it shut. He turned and slammed his door closed as well, then grabbed his key fob from the front seat and locked everything. 

	“You’re dragging me through the woods, naked, with screaming gun-toting Bubbas behind us, and you think I’m crazy for wanting to get away? Where the hell are my clothes?”

	“In your car. What’s left of them.”

	“What the fuck did you do to me?”

	“Saved your life.” 

	 

	Desi lay on the backseat of the car, nothing but a thin blanket between her naked body and Brock’s. She had to be dreaming—this whole thing felt surreal. Except the details were so clear—the door handle digging into her skull, Brock’s musky scent, the cold air freezing the sweat on her face while the heat from his body burned through the blanket to her skin beneath.

	The hunting dogs burst out of the trees and bounded at the car. It shook repeatedly as they threw themselves against it, barking and howling. Big paws scraped their nails against the paint, and slavering mouths appeared at the windows. 

	It was like being in a horror movie.

	“Fuck,” Desi whispered, trying to get herself out from under Brock. “Get off me, you fucking dick, and drive away already!” 

	“Can’t,” Brock said. “The ATVs are almost here. You want them to call the cops, and stop us down the road?”

	Yes. Yes she did. Until he added, “You have blood all over you.” 

	She did, she realized. On her face and neck. She could smell it, and feel the stickiness. It was all around her mouth—she could taste it when she licked her lips. She almost gagged. Why did she have blood on her? And… she remembered running on four legs. Like an animal. Please God, let that be a hallucination.

	Seconds later the ATVs growled out of the trailhead, their riders whoopin’ and hollerin’ as they surrounded the car. 

	“Stay down!” Brock hissed. 

	Desi didn’t move at all. She felt frozen.

	Footsteps crunched against the gravel, and then a bright spotlight shone through the window. Someone pounded on the roof.

	“Out of the car!”

	Brock turned, his hand to his eyes to cut the light. “Dude,” he yelled. “What the actual fuck? I’m naked, here.” 

	His butt was actually in the air. On purpose, Desi realized. As a cover. An uncovered cover. She felt the hysterical urge to giggle, even though this wasn’t the least bit funny.

	“Roll down the window!” one of the hunters yelled. “Or we’ll break it.” 

	“Keep your head down,” Brock muttered. Desi hid everything up to her eyes under the blanket. 

	Brock sat up and leaned between the front seats, inserting the key and turning on the power so he could lower one of the windows halfway. “Do you mind?” he said, sounding irritated. “Your timing sucks. And you’re embarrassing my girlfriend. My night is now totally fucked.”

	“But he’s not,” somebody snickered. 

	“Loser,” somebody else yelled. “How the hell old are you, you gotta do it in the backseat?”

	The Bubba with the spotlight said, “You seen any wolves come through here?” 

	Desi swore she could hear Brock rolling his eyes. “Are you serious? Like I was looking out the windows at the wildlife? We were having our own wild life in here, until you crushed the mood. Thanks for that.”

	One of the guys called, “Go back to your mama’s basement, crybaby.” 

	“Fuck you,” Brock muttered. He was a damn good actor; if Desi didn’t know differently, she’d swear he was exactly what he seemed to be—a guy trying and failing to get some action in the back of his car.

	Spotlight Bubba shone his light around the interior of the car. “You don’t got a wolf dog in there, by any chance? We were tracking a couple of ‘em, and the trail led right here.”

	“Sure,” Brock said testily. “Because I love the threesomes. Me, my girlfriend and my dog.” He shook his head. “Y’all are fucked up.” 

	The guy flashed the light around one more time. “Nope, nothin’ but pussies in there,” he announced finally. “Two of them.” 

	Desi heard more footsteps and then someone said, “Nothin’ in the other car either. Must be hers.” 

	Spotlight Bubba said, “Come on, boys. Let’s see if we can pick up the trail on the other side of the road.” 

	They revved the ATVs and crossed over, then went off into the woods, their dogs trailing behind them.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 8

	 

	 

	 

	Brock lay on top of Desi in the back seat of his car, ass puckering in the cold, listening to the sounds of the ATVs and dogs fading. 

	Desi whispered, “Are they gone?” 

	“Shh.” He was listening to make sure none of the hunters had stayed behind. It was hard to concentrate; the feel of Desi’s body underneath his, with only the thin blanket between them, was getting his wolf riled up again. 

	And the memory of that kiss back at the bar was getting him riled up again. The back half of him was icy cold, and the front half burning hot. And getting hard. 

	Bite her, his wolf said. 

	Will you stop it already? We’re not pervs who jump on defenseless women and sexually attack them.

	She is not defenseless. She is strong and brave. 

	Well, right now she’s naked in the back of my car, and she needs help, not dick.

	Desi said, “Excuse me? If the Bubbas are gone, do you think you could get your bare-ass self off me? And maybe cover your junk?”

	Brock jumped. “Sorry.” He sat up and moved off of Desi, groping around for the pile of clothes he’d left on the back seat. He finally realized they’d slid to the floor.  

	Desi had moved to the other side of the seat while he was groping around, pulling her legs up and wrapping the blanket more tightly around her. Probably afraid he’d grope her. Or worse.

	She said—more politely than you’d expect—“Do you think you could explain to me exactly what the fuck just happened?”

	“Yeah. Give me a sec.” Brock had thankfully found his jeans and was shimmying into them, stuffing his half-boner inside, where it did not want to go. 

	He passed the sweats over to Desi. “Here. You can put these on.”

	As she wiggled around, trying to dress herself underneath the blanket, Brock busied himself grabbing a handful of fast-food paper napkins and a half-empty bottle of water from the front passenger seat. 

	Even though he was trying not to, he kept getting tantalizing glimpses of Desi’s skin as she dressed. Not to mention the scent of her, which was driving his wolf crazy, especially laced with blood the way it was.

	He handed her the water bottle and the napkins. “You probably want to get the rest of the blood off you.” 

	She hesitated a second, then took the water and napkins without saying anything. She wet them and started rubbing the blood off her face. 

	Brock knew he should say something, but he had absolutely no clue where to start. Usually when he got victims of non-consensual Turning, they were in Council custody and had already been told they were shifters. He didn’t even know if she knew shifters existed. 

	But he had her phone, and that message that had sent her out of the bar tonight—and likely triggered her Change. 

	Ninety-nine percent chance it was from the guy who’d Turned her. 

	Leaning forward again, he felt around till he found her phone on the front seat. He woke it up and there was the text, still on the screen. He held it out to her. 

	“Who sent you this message?” he asked. 

	 

	Desi felt herself go still, the way she did when she’d just realized she was in a bad situation, and needed to figure how to get out. Body still, mind racing with the usual questions. How much trouble was she in? Where were the escape routes? How dangerous was this person? Should she run now, or bide her time?

	Bide her time. She needed information. Like whether this guy was working with Jered.

	“Like you don’t know?” she said, a deliberate challenge in her voice. 

	“How the fuck would I know? I just met you.” 

	She stared at him, trying to see—to feel—a lie. He was one of them—a werewolf—so how could he not know about Jered and the others? It would be too much of a coincidence if he didn’t.

	Only… he was telling the truth. She knew it, the same way she’d known everyone in the bar tonight was lying about their Dirty Questions. 

	“Jered sent it. My ex,” she said slowly, trying to figure things out. Trying not to admit the thing that had been hovering at the edges of her mind since she woke up naked in the forest being hunted by Bubbas. 

	No, long before that. Heat. Blood. The dream of running on four legs. 

	The nightmare that might not be a nightmare. 

	She added, “And that’s my phone. Why do you have it? And what did you do with my clothes?” 

	“You left the phone on the table in the bar, remember? And you left your clothes by the side of the road. What’s left of them.” 

	“You’re bullshitting me.” But maybe he wasn’t. She remembered stopping the car. Feeling sick, and getting out. Throwing up everything she’d eaten.

	And then… nothing until she was running through the pond. Swimming, then feeling mud under her paws. Feet. Paws. 

	Fuck. 

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. Because that’s what you did. Never, never admit to anything you’re accused of. “That’s crazy,” she added, for good measure.

	He didn’t blow up at her, or try to intimidate her, the way Jered would have. Instead, he studied her for a long moment. The car was dark, but somehow she could see him clearly. His eyes were shadowed, but she’d swear she could see the gleam of gold in them.

	Finally he spoke, his voice deceptively mild. “Really? Is this the first time you’ve woken up somewhere, naked, not sure exactly how you got there or what happened to your clothes? Or maybe not knowing where you left your car, but when you find it, it’s miles away from where you woke up?”

	No. It wasn’t the first time. And he knew it. She wasn’t fooled by the mild tone, either—she could feel the ferocity underneath his cool exterior. He was tough, and dangerous.

	And he knew things. Things she needed to know. But she had to be careful. 

	“It’s not miles away this time,” she said. “It’s right over there.” 

	But she’d made a mistake, and he picked up on it immediately. “This time?” 

	Damn. To distract him, she changed tack. She had to know about the blood. She had to know what she’d done.

	What she was.

	“So is this your blood?” she asked, gesturing with the balled-up napkins.

	“What?” he said. “No. It’s cow blood.” 

	She almost gagged again, and swallowed hard. “I was eating a raw cow?”

	Brock put his hand reassuringly on her arm, almost like a reflex. Like he was used to soothing upset people. What was he? Doctor? Dad? Psychiatrist? Serial killer? 

	She wet the napkins again and wiped off the rest of the blood, subtly shaking off his hand. He didn’t try to hold onto her. 

	But she couldn’t wipe away the knowledge that was crowding into her brain. All the little things—and the big things—she’d been trying to forget or explain away, ever since she’d been with Jered.

	Blood and bruises and waking up naked and alone. 

	She dropped her head back against the seat and closed her eyes. “Fuck it all to hell. I’m a werewolf, aren’t I.” 

	He opened his mouth, then closed it.

	She waited a beat, and then added, “I’m waiting for you to tell me that’s ridiculous.”

	“I know you are.” 

	“But you’re not going to say that, are you.” 

	“No.” 

	She let that sink in. After all these months of worrying and wondering and thinking she was crazy, it was almost a relief. “Are you one?” she asked him.

	He hesitated, and then said, “Yeah.”  

	“Was Jered one?”

	“Probably.” 

	“And he bit me, and now I’m a monster.” She was proud of herself for keeping her voice steady. She didn’t show people what she was feeling. That would give them power over her. 

	She took a deep breath. “So what do I do now?”

	She needed to know so many things. Was there any way to control this? Or was it like the movies, and she’d have to lock herself up during full moons?

	Brock said, “We need to get you to a safe place. If this Jered guy knows your new phone number, he may also know where you’re staying. We can leave your car here for the moment.” 

	Leave her car here and go off with a stranger? No. “You really think I’m going to just abandon my car and let you take me away to some undisclosed location, while you have my phone? I admit I’m a sucker for getting myself into bad situations, but even I’m not that dumb.”

	Brock gave a little huff—half laughter, half frustration. “It’s not like I’m a loner stalker. You met all my friends at the bar.” 

	“They could be a cult. A sex cult. All those Dirty Drinks? Setting up an event where there’s lots of single women? Dude.” While she talked bullshit—or was it?—Desi was surreptitiously feeling around for the unlock button on the car door.  

	Brock said, “You’re not in danger from me, but you are in danger. More than you know.” 

	“I can take care of myself.” 

	“Not judging by the way your wolf tried to attack half a dozen guys on ATVs with rifles.”

	She did? Wow. Desi didn’t know whether to be impressed or appalled. “Well, that’s my problem, not yours.” 

	“Untrue. Our survival depends on humans not knowing we’re here. Not hunting us down. Not killing us and then potentially having us autopsied and finding out about our DNA anomalies. You running around in a blackout state is a danger to us all.”

	All? Hell, how many werewolves were there in the world?

	She said, “So, either I let you keep me captive, or you’re going to… what? Have to kill me?” 

	He didn’t say anything.

	Oh, fuck. That’s exactly what he meant. 

	Brock put his hand on her arm again. “You just need to learn how to control your wolf. I can help you. Please let me help you.” 

	She looked into his eyes. For a moment, she actually believed him. It was like something between them formed a connection—a spiderweb strand that ran from the middle of her chest to the middle of his. 

	She could feel their kiss back at the bar as if it had just happened—the heat of him, the taste of his lips. The way he made her want to be close to him. 

	And then she felt something else—that prickling sensation in the back of her skull that told her he was trying to hack into her brain. Jered had done it with fear, and domination. Brock was trying to do it with kindness. 

	But it was still supposed to keep her contained—make her do what he wanted.

	Fuck that shit. Nobody controlled Desi, and nobody kept her in a cage. Nobody at all. 

	She put her hand on top of Brock’s. She wondered if he really was a decent guy. If he really did want to help her. 

	It didn’t matter. Captive was captive, and she was never going through that again. 

	Desi reached deep inside her, to the place she tried never to go. The bottomless well of pain that lived within her, where the people who had used her all her life had put all the things they couldn’t handle. All the things that kept them away from God. 

	They gave them to her, so she’d never be clean, never be loved.

	They hadn’t known she could give them back. 

	The pain passed through her, through the channels she’d trained over time, so she didn’t feel it. She gathered it in the palm of her hand.

	“Sorry, Brock,” she whispered, and kissed his mouth. Then she pushed the pain through her palm, out of her body into his, like an electric charge.

	He stiffened, his eyes growing wide in shock and agony. She was out of the car and across the road before he even slumped in his seat. She fished in the wheel well of her own car for the spare key, opened the door, and started the engine. 

	As she drove away, she could see Brock struggle out of his car and stand there, staring after her. The faint word “Fuck” rang through the frosty night behind her. 

	She expected to feel relief, but all she felt was sadness. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 9

	 

	 

	 

	Brock stared at Desi’s taillights as they disappeared into the night. Then he lowered his forehead to the roof of the car and banged his head on it repeatedly.

	Unfortunately, that didn’t take away the frustration. Or the stabbing, tingling pains in his arm, which still felt like he’d stuck his hand into an electric socket. 

	What the hell was that all about? Who was this woman, and why was she running around zapping her enemies like an out-of-control sorceress?

	You’d think being an out-of-control wolf shifter would be enough for one person. It was sure as hell more than he wanted to be dealing with, but he couldn’t let her go on like this. 

	The next batch of farmers might kill her. 

	Brock pulled his shirt out of the car and shrugged it on, trying to figure out what to do. Protocol said he should inform the Council he’d found the rogue and turn her over to them. 

	Problem was, she wasn’t technically rogue. She was a new wolf who hadn’t known she was one. This Jered asshole had apparently Turned her without her realizing what was happening—and then either lost track of her, or simply left her to fend for herself.

	Judging by the text message he’d seen on her phone, it was probably ‘lost track.’ 

	Now that he’d met her, though, he wasn’t as surprised she’d made it this long without getting caught. She was smart and brave. And adaptable—at least, her human side was. Her wolf side was something else again. 

	But both sides of her were clearly independent as fuck, and stubborn along with it. 

	So… he should call the Council, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to do that. But if he didn’t want to get his ass kicked by his alpha, he should at least call Brandon and tell him what was going on. 

	Brandon wouldn’t turn her in if Brock asked him not to, but he wouldn’t be happy about sheltering a woman being hunted by both the Council and the local humans, if it came to that. It could be… awkward. To put it mildly.

	He should just let the Council take care of it. But there was something about her… 

	Like, she needs to be rescued? his wolf said. Because that always ends well for us. 

	Well, you’re a sarcastic little bastard, Brock said. She does need help.

	Don’t they all. His wolf gave a sigh. Well, we might as well get on with saving her.

	Excuse me? What happened to ‘no more broken ones’?

	We can’t let her go, his wolf said. And you already decided you weren’t going to turn her in.

	No I didn’t.

	Really? Call now then.

	Brock found his phone on the floor of the car, woke it up, stared at it, and shoved it in his back pocket. He said, I just want to find her and talk to her first.

	That got nothing but the wolf version of a snort.

	Fine then. Good thing I put a tracker on her car. 

	He got out his phone and opened the tracking app. Yep, there she was. Brock started the car, set the GPS to follow the signal, and went to find his elusive she-wolf. 

	 

	He tracked her to a small, isolated cabin on the edge of the National Forest. He parked on the road near the bottom of the dirt driveway and got out quietly, being careful not to slam the car door. 

	He didn’t want her spooked before he had the chance to talk to her. 

	As he walked up the driveway he could see lights uphill through the trees—a porch light, and the headlights of a large vehicle. Not Desi’s car—it looked like a van or an SUV. 

	He picked up his pace, the back of his neck prickling. 

	Danger, said his wolf. 

	No shit. We just have to make sure we’re more dangerous than them. 

	As he reached the edge of the trees, he saw a man in black paramilitary gear come out of the house, carrying Desi. Her wrists and ankles were bound with zip ties, and she was unconscious.

	His wolf growled softly. 

	The vehicle was a van, also black, with the back doors open. The guy laid Desi on the floor in the rear compartment, and then took out a cell phone and made a call. “I got her,” he said. He listened to the other end of the call. “Yeah. Meet you there. Fifteen minutes.” 

	Oh hell no. Brock walked casually out of the shadows, hands in his pockets, like he was just a guy coming over to hang with a friend on a Saturday night. 

	As soon as Desi’s captor became aware of him, he pulled his weapon and trained it on Brock. “Stop right there,” he said. “Identify yourself.” 

	“Whoa, bruh,” Brock said, stopping and lifting his hands, palms out, like a surprised civilian would. “I’m just a friend of Desi’s. What’s going on? Is she okay?”

	The guy didn’t lower his weapon. “Approach slowly.” 

	Brock did what he said, trying to act like someone totally innocent, who wasn’t used to having weapons pointed at him. 

	As soon as he got close enough, he could smell that this guy was a shifter. Wolf, with a nasty scent. Maybe an Enforcer; maybe a bad guy. Maybe both. 

	More important, he saw the flare of the other guy’s nostrils, and the moment when it registered with him that Brock was a shifter too. His whole demeanor changed. 

	“Wolf Council Enforcer,” he said, drawing himself up and getting all authoritarian, which made Brock really want to smack him down. “I need your ID and pack affiliation.” 

	“No offense, my man,” Brock said, “but you’re the one who has a woman unconscious and bound in the back of his van in the middle of the night. So I’m thinking I should be the one checking your ID.”

	“That’s it,” the guy barked. “Hands on the side of the van, legs apart.” 

	Brock snorted in amusement. “I don’t think so. Show me your ID.” He stepped closer. 

	The guy got right in his face with the gun. “You’re under arrest.” 

	Not gonna happen. This guy was an idiot—and badly trained. He was way too close. Brock grabbed the gun and twisted the guy’s wrist, using the momentum to disarm him and slam him face first into the side of the van, arm up behind his back. Brock stuck the gun in his jacket pocket.

	This was turning out to be a very annoying night.

	“Now, let’s start again,” he said. “Where’s your ID?”

	“Right vest pocket, motherfucker. And you’re still under arrest.”

	“Yeah, you just keep telling yourself that.” 

	He found the ID badge. The badge didn’t say anything about the Wolf Council, naturally, because shifters were secret.

	It did have what looked like the official USWCE logo of the United States Wolf Council Enforcers, with the guy’s photo and the name of Michael DiSantos. It might even be real, though Brock wouldn’t swear to it. Most of his work had been with the Shifter Council, which oversaw all the governing bodies of those shifter groups who had their own Councils, like the wolves. He wasn’t as familiar with other Enforcer badges.

	“You have no idea how much trouble you’re in,” DiSantos blustered, face still against the van.

	Brock laughed. “First of all, I could kick your ass with a beer in my hand, and not even spill it. Second, I grew up calling the Lieutenant Director of the National Shifter Council Enforcers ‘Uncle Kane.’”

	Actually, he’d called him ‘Mr. Grumpy Woof’, but that was irrelevant at the moment. 

	He went on, “Kane Colton outranks you, and your boss, and your boss’s boss. In fact, he outranks your entire organization. So even if you are who you say you are, I’m pretty sure I’m not in as much trouble as you’d like me to be.”

	He pocketed the ID and got out his phone. “Should I just go ahead and give Kane a call now, and ask him what the hell the Wolf Council is doing, threatening law-abiding citizens for walking up a driveway at eleven o’clock at night? It’s earlier in Idaho, so he probably won’t even be in bed yet.”

	“The girl’s a rogue,” DiSantos said. “Out of control, attacking human livestock, and possibly at least one human as well.”

	Oh, shit. If that last part were true, Desi was in big trouble.

	DiSantos went on, “She needs to be restrained and evaluated by a qualified healer, to determine whether it’s possible for her to be rehabilitated. Even your buddy Lieutenant-Director Colton can’t object to that.”

	He was right. If this guy was legit, he was within his rights to take Desi for evaluation. But every instinct in Brock was screaming. He didn’t trust this guy. Especially not with Desi. 

	His wolf growled. He will not take her. I will chew him up and spit him out.

	That was a switch. Wolf must really not like this guy. 

	Well, hell. If Brock didn’t want Desi to be in even more trouble, he was going to have to do the thing he really, really, most definitely did not want to do. “A qualified healer,” he said resignedly. “Well, that would be me.” 

	Brock shoved his phone back into his pocket and got out his own wallet. He thumbed through it one-handed, still holding DiSantos against the van with the other. Where the fuck was his ID card? He hadn’t seen the thing in over two years, ever since he’d taken his ‘indefinite leave of absence.’

	He finally found it and held it up so the guy could see it. “Brock Reilly,” he said, knowing he was going to regret this. “Healer, Shifter Council Special Projects.” 

	DiSantos relaxed. “Well, why the fuck didn’t you say so in the first place?”

	“Because you’re an ass, and it was more fun putting your face up against the vehicle.” Brock let him go and stepped back, still wary.

	Good thing. As soon as DiSantos got clear, he Changed to wolf and lunged. Except that instead of shedding his clothes the way a normal wolf would, they melted into his body, turning his fur coal-black. And instead of the normal gold of shifter wolf eyes, his were a burning red.

	Brock deflected the attack, using DiSantos’ own momentum to fling him to the ground ten feet away. He barely landed before he was leaping again, but Brock had enough time to pull the gun out of his pocket and get off three rounds. 

	He hit with all of them, knocking the wolf back on his ass. He scrambled to his feet, and Brock braced himself, but the black wolf turned and ran, disappearing into the shadows. 

	Well, fuck. This night was just getting weirder and weirder. 

	After listening for a moment to make sure DiSantos was really gone, Brock stuck the weapon in his pocket once more. After checking Desi’s vitals and making sure she was okay, he searched the van. 

	It had a rental plate, but there was no paperwork in it at all. Just a rifle and a tranquilizer gun, and a spare magazine for the handgun. He took the weapons and scanned the van for trackers.

	He didn’t find any—he hadn’t really expected to, but it never hurt to check. Then he retrieved his own tracker from Desi’s car and hid it on the van. He couldn’t take the van and his own car, but if anyone came to get DiSantos’ vehicle, it would be interesting to know where they went. 

	Then he carried Desi into the house and left her on the couch while he cleared the place, making sure DiSantos didn’t have a partner hiding in there. When he was sure it was safe, he locked up and started his own search.  

	There was a half-packed suitcase in the bedroom, and a large backpack. Judging by the scattered Japanese ornaments on the floor, she’d been interrupted in the middle of packing. 

	Brock gathered everything up. A pottery dish had been broken, he noticed. He picked up the pieces and was about to throw them away, but that didn’t seem right. 

	If all someone’s possessions could fit in two bags, then anything they bothered trying to pack meant something to them. He carefully wrapped the pieces in a scarf and tucked them in the suitcase. 

	After that he searched for hidden stashes and hidey-holes. He found one behind a heating vent with some cash and a whole slew of fake IDs, all with Desi’s picture on them, but with different hairstyles and hair colors. 

	Interesting. Judging by when the animal attack reports had started coming in, she’d probably been Turned a couple months ago. Nobody needed this many fake IDs for only two months. She’d clearly been on the run, changing IDs, for way longer than that. 

	He finished packing everything personal he could find into her bags. It wasn’t much. Once again, he wondered what this woman’s story was. 

	Finally, he put Desi and her bags into her car and drove them down the driveway to transfer everything to his vehicle, hoping DiSantos wasn’t going to attack them before he got them the hell out of there. 

	He didn’t. After laying Desi on the back seat of his car, Brock scanned the whole thing for trackers, in case DiSantos was smarter than he’d given him credit for. When he was satisfied it was clean, he drove away. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 10

	 

	 

	 

	Brock took Desi to his own safe house—a remote cabin in the woods a few miles from the Wild Blood territory. A place no one knew about, where he could go to ground whenever his wolf got too crazy to be around people. 

	It had once been a safe house for Phantom Nick, their ghost crew member—when he was alive. And since Nick had been an undercover operative, infiltrating criminal shifter organizations, it also just happened to have a holding cell in the basement. One strong enough to contain a very angry shifter. 

	Brock had reason to know. 

	Leaving her stuff in the car, Brock carried Desi inside and down to the basement. Half the cell was taken up by a mattress on the floor, and he laid her gently down, making sure she was in a comfortable position.  

	Her face was softer, when she was asleep. But still with that stubborn chin. Never a pushover, this one. 

	Brock sat down beside her, brushing back a strand of hair that was lying across her face. The gesture stirred something in him—not the wildfire that his wolf had felt, but a deep, longing ache in his heart. 

	Dammit. He was doing it again. Falling for the broken ones. Only… she didn’t feel broken to him, somehow, despite the situation she was in. 

	There was a warm blanket on a shelf, and he tucked it around her. There was nothing more he could do for her until whatever drugs DiSantos had given her wore off. He might as well go upstairs and get some sleep himself. Judging by today, tomorrow was going to be a long fucking day. 

	But then he thought of Desi waking up down here alone, locked in a cage, not knowing where she was or what had happened to her. 

	She was tough, and strong, and she’d probably deal with it the way she dealt with everything else. Hell, she’d probably figure a way out before he could even bring her coffee.

	But he still couldn’t do that to her.  

	Sighing, he got up and pulled the cage door shut, reaching through the floor-to-ceiling bars to set the lock with his fingerprint. Then he sat down on the mattress next to her, back against the wall, wondering how the hell he’d managed to leave his entire life behind, and still end up in a cell with a problem shifter. 

	When he left the Shifter Council Special Projects Unit, he’d sworn he was done. No more rogue shifters, no more criminals, no more delving into the minds of sick, damaged shifters and swimming in the darkness of their souls. 

	His wolf couldn’t handle it any more—he was way closer to going rogue than anyone knew, except maybe Titan and Brandon. 

	Certainly not the Shifter Council. 

	But Desi—Desi had been thrown into his path by fate. He couldn’t turn his back on her. One night, and one day, he promised himself. Then we’ll see. 

	He leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes, his hand barely touching Desi’s.

	Sleep, she-wolf, he said in his mind. Everything will be all right. 

	 

	Somewhere in the middle of the night, Brock slipped into dark dreams. 

	There was something chasing him—a shadow creature, dark and twisted, that lurked in the depths of his mind. He didn’t know what would happen if it caught him; he just knew he had to stay out of its grasp.  

	He ran and ran until his heart was pounding out of his chest, but he couldn’t outdistance it. He could hear it breathing behind him, the soft pad of its paws. He ran down stone corridors in the darkness, turning this way and that, but he knew he was in a maze, spiraling in toward the center, and when he got there, he would be trapped. 

	No way out. 

	Suddenly the wall to his right dipped down, waist height, and he vaulted over it, trying to lose his pursuer. He felt himself falling, falling, and then with a splash he landed in some kind of pool or pond. Liquid closed over his head—not water, but dark oily sludge. It burned his skin, his eyes, his mouth as he gasped for air.

	He couldn’t breathe. He was choking, and he felt death coming for him. 

	Then above him, far above, he glimpsed a light, getting brighter. 

	He swam desperately upwards until his head broke the surface, and saw a wolf at the edge of the pool, glowing with an unearthly light.

	She dipped her head towards the pool and drank from it, drank it in and somehow the pool grew smaller and smaller until he was standing on dry land. 

	He staggered toward her, falling to his knees beside her, his forehead resting on her fur.

	She Changed then, to the form of a woman, but he was too exhausted even to lift his head to see what she looked like. All he could feel was warm arms around him, and he heard her saying, You’re okay, everything is okay. You can sleep now.

	Everything will be all right. 

	 

	Desi woke up, suddenly alert. A beam of sunlight shone through a high window, and there was a weight across her torso. She also needed to pee in a big way. 

	She kept still, knowing she wasn’t in her bed at the cabin, and not wanting anyone who might be watching to know she was awake. 

	Then she felt warm breath on her neck, and realized that the weight across her torso was a guy’s arm. 

	Oh, hell. Jered?

	No. She could tell by his scent. Familiar, but not Jered. The scent was deep and complex, with nuances she’d never noticed before. 

	Because she was a wolf now. 

	Last night came crashing back into her mind. The bar, and Brock; the run through the woods and their conversation in the back seat of the car. 

	She was a fucking werewolf. And she was in bed with a stranger. That was just fucking perfect. 

	Damn, she really had to pee. 

	She slid slowly out from under the arm. The guy was dead to the world—didn’t move. A prisoner like her? Drugged?

	She turned. 

	It was Brock. That was why he smelled familiar. They were in a basement somewhere, in a real-live old-fashioned cell with floor-to-ceiling bars. 

	No guard, though. That was good.

	Even better, there was a toilet, although there was no privacy. She got up and pulled the blanket off the mattress they were lying on, draping it awkwardly around her waist so she could drop her jeans and use the toilet. 

	Much better. 

	Now she could figure a way out.  

	She was about to wake up Brock when she noticed his phone in his back pocket. 

	Desi froze.

	If he were a prisoner, they would have taken his phone. He must have locked both of them in here. In case they turned werewolf again? 

	Which they clearly hadn’t, because they were both dressed. 

	She thought back. Her memories of last night were hazy in places, but she remembered someone attacking her after she got home. Brock must have followed her and grabbed her, and brought her here to keep her captive.

	That would be a hard ‘no.’

	Moving quietly, Desi went to the door and examined the electronic lock as well as she could from the inside. Keypad and fingerprint scanner. Did you need a code and a fingerprint to open it? Or just one or the other?

	She glanced down at Brock. 

	He’d rolled over and was lying on his left side, near the bars. 

	Oh-so-carefully, she picked up his right hand and lifted it gently towards the scanner plate. It didn’t quite reach. 

	She stretched it out a little further, and a little further, tensing her muscles to shove the door open and run as soon as it opened.

	Without opening his eyes, Brock said, “I’m counting myself lucky you didn’t find my pocket knife. Otherwise you’d have probably just cut my finger off and used it to escape. And then had it mounted as a souvenir.” 

	Desi dropped his hand and backed off. “Says the man who has a serial-killer cell in his fucking basement.” 

	Brock sat up, pushing his hair out of his eyes. He looked scruffy and sleepy and hotter than any man had a right to. He said, “Maybe I need to lock myself in to keep from ravaging the countryside during the full moon.” 

	Desi leaned against the bars. “Fuck. We really do have to do that?”

	“No. We really don’t.” He had the nerve to grin at her. Fucker.

	“Then we are in here because…” He didn’t answer, and she added, “I can still bite your finger off and use it to get out of here.” 

	He sighed. “Okay. Do you remember going back to your house after you left me, and being captured by some yahoo in a black van, named DiSantos?”

	Desi concentrated until more memories surfaced. It wasn’t Brock who’d attacked her. She’d caught a glimpse of a guy in black… 

	“Sort of?” She tried to think back. She’d been in her room, packing. And she remembered hearing glass breaking, and then a sting like a giant horsefly had bitten her, and looking down to see a dart sticking out of her arm. 

	“He shot me with a dart,” she said softly, rubbing the place on her arm. “I couldn’t move. And then I saw him coming into my room, and I must have passed out.” 

	“Yeah well. I got there just as he was throwing you in the back of his van.”

	He waited—for what, Desi had no idea.

	He sighed again. “You’re welcome?”

	Seriously? “My bad. Thank you for saving me from my evil abductor, so you could abduct me yourself and lock me up in your own prison.”

	“Well, if you’re going to put it like that…”

	“And I’m still hazy on why you locked yourself in with me. Unless it’s a werewolf sex thing?” She arched her eyebrow at him. 

	He flushed slightly and looked away from her, his voice low. “I thought if you woke up alone in a cell, you’d be scared.”

	That stopped her for a second. It was so unexpectedly… sweet. And it felt sincere, which gave Desi an odd feeling in her chest. But she couldn’t show feelings. Feelings were weakness.

	“Scared? More like pissed off,” she said.

	“Or that.” Brock gave a half-grin. Damn. He really was sinfully sexy. Maybe he wasn’t evil?

	He went on, “So I figured if I was in here with you, maybe you’d be more likely to trust me.”

	“Nope.” 

	“Or listen to me?”

	“Probably not.”

	“That’s too bad. Because I’m not going to open the door until you hear me out.”

	Desi considered. She’d run last night, only to run into more trouble, which meant she needed more information. “Do I get coffee after?” 

	That little grin turned wicked. “If you’re good.” 

	She snorted. “Keep dreaming, Spanky Boy.”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 11

	 

	 

	 

	Desi sat down on the floor cross-legged, keeping her distance from Brock—not that the distance would help if he really wanted to attack her. But she figured if he hadn’t done it last night while she was asleep, he probably wasn’t going to do it now. 

	But she didn’t believe in his ‘I just want to help you’ story either. Because men always wanted to use you for their own reasons. And if they didn’t get what they wanted, they turned on you and took it. 

	Brock was just watching her, not saying anything. 

	Waiting. 

	Desi said, “You can start explaining any time you’re ready. Because we’re not getting any closer to coffee, here.”

	That got a little smile. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll stick with the short version, for now. First off, like I said before, you’re not a werewolf. You’re a shifter wolf—short for shapeshifter—and when you learn to cooperate with the wolf inside you, you can Change whenever you want. None of this full moon bullshit. Downside: until you learn to communicate with her, you’ll Change whenever she wants. Which is not good. In fact, it’s very, very bad.” 

	“Because of hunting cows?”

	“That’s the least of it. Shifters are a secret. Humans can’t know, because they’ll hunt us down and kill us, exploit us, or experiment on us.” 

	Desi raised her eyebrows. “That’s pretty extreme.” 

	Brock said seriously, “It’s happened to people I know. It came this close to happening to me.” He held up his fingers a fraction of an inch apart.

	That took her aback. Then she said, “But you capture humans to make them into… mates.”

	Brock’s mouth hardened. “No, we don’t. We never Turn someone without their consent. It breaks one of our strictest laws—and it usually carries the death penalty.” 

	Whoa. If he was telling the truth—and that sixth sense was telling her he was—then that made Jered and his gang outlaws. Desi gave a soft whistle. “No wonder Jered is so anxious to get me back.” 

	“Yeah. If anyone on the Wolf Council or Shifter Council finds out—”

	“Hold up,” Desi said, not sure she’d heard right. “Councils? You all have a government?”

	“We,” Brock said, gesturing at the two of them. “Yes, we have a government. With laws and police. A government that I used to work for. If they find out what Jered’s done, he’s screwed. And if they find you running around out of control and causing trouble, so are you.” 

	“What about what you’ve done?” She waved her hand at the cell. “Imprisoning me? Isn’t that against your laws?”

	“Nope.” He fucking smirked at her, the ass. “That’s completely legal. New shifters can’t be allowed to run around loose until they can control their Changes and have agreed not to out us to humans. If you’d been trapped or killed last night, you would have Changed back to human at some point, and then every shifter everywhere could have been completely fucked.”

	It made sense, but she still hated it. “So my rights don’t matter.”

	“Not against our survival as a whole. Welcome to the shifter world.”

	Great. Another trap. Every time she loved or trusted someone, it turned out to be a trap. Not that she loved or trusted Brock. But she’d liked him. 

	And now he had her locked in a cage. But if he was telling the truth, there was also a way out. 

	“Okay,” she said. “So what do I have to do? How do I learn to control the wolf? I mean, other people have done it, right?” 

	Brock sighed. “New shifters who consent to be Turned are the responsibility of the person who Turned them. Ones who are Turned without consent get found—usually pretty quickly—and turned over to the Shifter Council. A lot of them are insane, because the Change is so physically and emotionally disorienting, especially when you have no clue what’s happening. A specially trained healer works with them to try to get them to accept the animal and learn enough control to be allowed to go live their lives.”

	Desi was watching his face. “But not all of them make it.” 

	Brock shook his head. 

	“How many?” Desi asked. “How many make it?” 

	Brock looked away. “Seventeen point three five percent.”

	Desi’s stomach went cold. “That’s… oddly specific,” she said. And it was not very many. She had about a one in six chance of getting out of this cage. At least, of getting out the easy way. 

	Brock shrugged. “It’s what I do. What I used to do, anyway.” 

	“No offense, but your success rate sucks. Ever thought of going into a different line of work?”

	That got a huff of rueful laughter. “Yeah well, the percentage was a lot less before I got there.” 

	So he was good at it. Maybe she’d lucked out after all, and been found by someone who could teach her what she needed to know. “So why aren’t you still doing it?”

	His lips went tight. “High burnout job.” 

	She guessed so, if the success rate was that low. But she’d beaten worse odds. “So what’s it going to take to convince you to take one last job?”

	“Nothing,” he said. “I’ve already decided to do it.”

	She’d figured as much, since she was here. She just didn’t understand his motivations. “Why?” she asked. 

	“Why do you think?” He met her eyes and she got that feeling again, like there was some kind of connection between them. 

	Oh, hell. She said, “I’m figuring you think I’ll be so grateful, I’ll be your wolfy sex toy.” 

	Might as well just get it out there.

	He snorted. “Judging by that kiss last night, that would be awesome. But get this straight: I don’t expect you to buy my help with sex. Ever.” He shook his head. “What kind of guy would even want that?”  

	That little sixth sense tried to tell her he was sincere, but nobody was that much of a Boy Scout. She rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell me you believe in meaningful sex or love at first sight or some other Valentine-y shit.” 

	“What can I say?” he said dryly. “I’m a romantic.” 

	She rattled the cage door, then turned to him and lifted one eyebrow. “I can see that.”  

	That got a reluctant smile. Making him smile gave her a little warm spot inside her chest, which immediately made her suspicious he was playing her. 

	But for the moment, it was in her best interests to play along. If he really could teach her how to get a handle on this wolf thing, she needed him. And he was hot as sin—she wouldn’t be against a little side action, if things played out that way. 

	She said, “Okay. Would you believe me if I say I’ll be a good wolf and obey all the rules?”

	He laughed. “No.”

	“Then you won’t let me out of this cage.” Dammit.

	Brock gave her a long, steady look. Then he got to his feet and reached through the bars to put his finger on the cage lock scanner. 

	The lock clicked, and he pushed the door open, standing back so she could leave.

	Was this a trick? It had to be a trick. She’d probably get to the top of the stairs and the door would be locked. 

	“What if I run?” she asked. 

	He shrugged. “I’ll just have to follow you and keep you out of trouble. I count at least three, maybe four groups who are out to kill you, or take you prisoner. Your ex and his friends, who may or may not be the same as the guy in the van and his friends, the Bubba wolf hunters, and the Shifter Council.”

	She shrugged. “Fair warning—I’m pretty good at escaping. It’s kind of my superpower.”

	Brock said, “I’ve found you twice so far. Three times if you count waiting for you outside the back door of the bar. I’m thinking the odds are in my favor.”

	She wanted to stay on her guard, but just like last night when she’d sensed when the people in the bar were lying, she sensed now he was telling the truth. He’d follow her—leaving whatever life he had—and try to keep her safe.

	“Why would you do that?” she blurted out. 

	“I’m a fucking soft-hearted idiot. Ask anyone.”

	“Huh. Here I thought you were a dangerous predator.”

	“That too.”

	He gave a gesture, ushering her out, and she walked out of the cage.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 12

	 

	 

	 

	Brock stood back, waiting to see what Desi would do. If he was going to be able to help her at all, he had to somehow persuade her to trust him.

	After a moment’s hesitation, she walked past him and straight up the stairs. When she reached the door at the top, she rattled the doorknob as if she expected it to be locked. 

	Like he was some warped serial killer who was going to dangle escape in front of her, and then break out in maniacal laughter when she realized it was all just to torment her. 

	Either she watched way too much TV, or her life up to this time had really, truly sucked. 

	That made his heart hurt. 

	Don’t get involved, he told himself. As if he wasn’t already way past ‘involved.’ 

	One day, he reminded himself. Maybe two. 

	Even though he knew he was lying. He was probably going to spend a large part of his time in the near future watching her escape, then chasing her down and bringing her back. 

	Or not. Hell, more likely he’d end up having to go on the run with her, like Bonnie and Clyde.

	By the time he got upstairs to the kitchen, he was already expecting to find the back door open and her gone. 

	He was wrong. She’d found the cereal and was drowning a bowl of it in— “Is that orange juice?” he asked.

	She shrugged. “Your milk is chunky.” 

	She was probably right—the carton was sitting on the counter and he could smell it from across the room. He didn’t spend a lot of time here. 

	“And I couldn’t find your coffeemaker,” she added. “Although without the milk…”

	She hiked herself up on the countertop and dug into her cereal. Brock shuddered. “You could always put orange juice in your coffee,” he said.

	He found the French press and put water on the stove to heat, then got the bag of coffee grounds out of the freezer and dumped some in the press. He had to search the cupboards to find the box of emergency shelf-stable restaurant-type creamers. 

	There were sugar packets too, in a baggie, so he got them out and tossed them to her. “In case you like it sweet.”

	She smirked. “Yeah, no. ‘Sweet’ and I don’t really go together.” 

	That was totally true. He’d never really been attracted to abrasive women, but for some reason this one got under his skin. He liked her wild-colored hair, and her attitude, and the way she managed to adapt to any situation. 

	Adaptability was key with Turned shifters. They had to accept their animal, and the fact that their life had changed forever. If they were too rigid or too scared, or too angry at having their world upended…

	They were part of the eighty-two point six five percent who didn’t make it. 

	Brock shoved that thought away and pulled the box of eggs out of the fridge. Eggs lasted a long time—they were probably still good. And there was bacon in the freezer. 

	The water on the stove boiled, and Brock poured it over the coffee grounds and put the lid on the press before starting the bacon and eggs.

	When she saw how much he was cooking, Desi said, “You don’t have to cook for me. I have orange Cap’n Crunch.” 

	Brock shook his head. “Your wolf needs protein.” 

	She didn’t have an answer for that. In fact, she didn’t say anything else until well after he’d finished the scrambled eggs and bacon, and dished it out onto plates. 

	She didn’t move to the table, just stayed on the countertop. Like something as small as sitting down at the table with him would normalize this—give him the idea that they were some kind of couple. Or even friends. 

	So he ate standing up, leaning against the sink, not saying anything either. What did you say to someone who really was your captive? He’d put her in a cage, for fuck’s sake. No matter what kind of spark he’d felt between them last night, it didn’t override that. 

	And anyway, he didn’t want it override it, right? The absolute last thing he needed was to fall for yet another of his patients. Twice was too many. 

	After eating in silence for a while, she said casually, “How did you get Turned into a shifter?”

	“Didn’t,” he replied. “I was born one.” 

	Desi almost dropped her bacon. “People are born like this?”

	Hell, of course she hadn’t known. “Yeah. Most shifters are born. Turned shifters are rare.”

	She chewed the bacon slowly. “So, I could still have a kid, even as a werewolf?” 

	She wanted kids? He thought about all the IDs he’d found, how long she’d been on the run. He wouldn’t have pegged her as someone who wanted to settle down. 

	She added, “But then they’d be one too, right?” 

	“Yeah. But that’s not a bad thing. It’s different from growing up human, but it’s still good, if you’re in a stable shifter community.” 

	There was another silence, and then she said, “Are they cute? Baby werewolves, I mean.” 

	He gave a half-laugh. “They’re cute as fuck. Want to see?”

	He didn’t want to turn his phone on, because he didn’t want the crew to find him yet, but he put his plate down and fished a couple of hard-copy photos out of his wallet. He went over and showed them to her.

	“This is a picture of me and my family, when I was little. And this one is of a friend of mine, from my home pack. They’re old photos, obviously, but I like to keep them around.” 

	She took the pictures, one in each hand, looking back and forth. The picture of his family had been taken not long after he and his mom and stepdad had joined the Silverlake wolf pack, just before he turned five. His mom was holding him, in wolf form, and he was reaching his head up to lick Noah’s face. 

	They’d been so happy. Looking at it always made him smile. 

	The other one was taken a few years later when Michelangela Connors, Brock’s honorary little sister, had Changed for the first time. Her mom had caught the shocked look on her little wolf face, and her dad Rafe crouched next to her, laughing, his expression full of love and pride. 

	Brock watched Desi’s face. She was an expert at hiding her feelings, and the emotions he was sensing from her were such a complicated mix he couldn’t get a read on them. 

	“Are you okay?” he asked. 

	She looked up, her eyes cool and guarded. “Sure,” she said. “I’m always okay. I adapt.” 

	It sounded sad, though. And lonely.

	He said gently, “That’s probably why you’re still alive.”

	“Because I roll with the shit life hands me? What choice do I have?”

	There were plenty of other choices. Terror. Insanity. Refusal to accept what was right in front of a person. Total collapse, or looking for anyone or anything to cling to.

	He didn’t say that though. He just said, “Because your mind is flexible. You couldn’t totally accept the wolf, but you didn’t keep fighting her either.”

	“What happens when people fight?”

	Brock didn’t want to go back to those memories. “The wolf takes control,” he said shortly. “It goes rogue, and if it can’t come back, then they have to be caged up.” He hesitated, but she had to know. “Or put down.”

	She put the pictures slowly down on the counter, staring at him. “They kill them? They can get away with that?” 

	“If you’re a shifter.” He said quietly, “It’s a violent life. Not what you’re used to.” 

	He heard her mutter softly, “Don’t bet on that.”

	Hell. He didn’t know what kind of background she came from, but at least it seemed to have prepared her to be a shifter.

	She might be one of the ones who made it. 

	He said, “The first thing we need is for me to do a preliminary assessment of your wolf. I have… I guess you’d call it a kind of psychic ability that lets me communicate with people’s shifter animals, even if they’re not manifested. I have to come inside your mind to do it, though.”

	She smirked, folding her arms. “Really? Can’t you use a condom in there? Or just pull out before you come?”

	He laughed. “You’d fit right in with my crew.” At her questioning look, he said, “The group of shifters I live with.”

	He began to move toward her, and stopped. “Before I try it, though, I need to know how you did that crazy pain-zapper thing you did to me last night, to get out of the car.” 

	She shrugged, looking away from him. “It’s just a thing I can do.”

	There was more to it than that, but he clearly had to go slow with this one. “Since you turned wolf?”

	She shook her head. “Since always.” 

	Huh. A latent psychic ability? Or maybe witch blood in her family? 

	“Why?” Desi asked. “What difference does it make?”

	Brock said, “If you have any kind of innate magical or psychic abilities, it could affect your wolf. It might make it easier for you to learn to control her, and work with her. Or it might make it more difficult. And also, I’d really, really like it if you would try not to do that while I’m inside your mind.”

	“Bet that would get you to pull out,” she murmured. 

	Brock winced. 

	“I thought you were a big tough wolf,” Desi teased. 

	“Wouldn’t you be surprised to find out I’m really just a sensitive little flower.” 

	That made her laugh. “I’m waiting to see that side of you.” 

	“Don’t hold your breath.” He went over and leaned against the counter next to her. “I’m going to put my hands on your head, and then I’m coming in. Close your eyes and relax, and it won’t hurt.” 

	She muttered, “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 13

	 

	 

	 

	Brock put one hand on the back of Desi’s neck and one on her forehead. He expected some resistance as he eased inside her mind, but he was surprised to find a smooth, well-worn path. 

	Like someone had been in there many, many times in the past. He’d never seen anything quite like it. 

	He wondered who’d made the path, and how often they’d invaded her brain. What they’d done to her. And most important—why.  

	He followed the path, which gave the image of being a smooth-sided tunnel, almost like a slide, sloping downwards. Unlike other minds he’d been in, there were no branches or intersections, no images of buildings or forests or the other ways that people presented their interior space. 

	He moved to the bottom and looked around. He was standing on a stone terrace, bounded by a low wall on one side. He walked over and looked down.

	Below him was a dark, sludgy pond that looked vaguely familiar, as if he’d seen something like it somewhere before. The not-quite-there memory sent a little shudder through him. 

	To his left he saw a thick door, bound in iron, halfway open. He could see shadows moving inside, and hear faint voices. But as he walked toward it, it slammed shut, and he heard bolts locking into place on the other side. 

	Okay then. That was somewhere she didn’t want him to go. 

	He turned away from the door and saw that a tree had appeared by the low wall. Growing out of a crevice in the rock, it looked like it belonged on a windswept cliff over the sea—like it had been twisted and sculpted by gales and storms. 

	His first instinct was to call it warped and misshapen, but the more he looked at it, the more he could see the graceful lines in its shape. All at once it seemed perfect and whole, uniquely beautiful.

	It was a manifestation of her spirit, he realized. 

	Brock blinked, and suddenly Desi’s wolf was there, standing by the base of the tree as if on guard. 

	She was beautiful too. Created out of Desi’s spirit, as an adult. Not malleable the way baby shifters were, growing with their humans. She was strong and wild and free, unconstrained by whatever had happened to Desi in her life. 

	I can set her free, the wolf said to Brock. I am her freedom. 

	Not if you take over her body without her knowledge and use it for yourself.

	The wolf growled. I protect her. She must submit to me.

	You’re putting her in danger, Brock replied. You need her to show you the ways of the human world. 

	She cocked her head and studied him. I know you, she said. You are the wolf from before. Submit to me, and perhaps I will let you show me this world. 

	Brock grinned at her. Still a ‘no’ on the submission. Just came to see if you’re okay in here. And if you’ll consider working with Desi? Like a partnership?

	He was reaching out to her with his mind, hoping she wouldn’t notice. She seemed stable, coherent, only minimally angry at the moment. Not insane.

	I do not submit, she said loftily, and disappeared.

	Nope. Not insane.

	Just stubborn. 

	 

	After telling Desi the good news—that her wolf seemed stable enough to work with, if not exactly cooperative—Brock got her things out of the car and sent her upstairs to settle in and clean up.

	Or rather, he took her stuff upstairs and politely suggested maybe she’d want to do all that, because he already knew that this was a woman who could not be ordered around. 

	Not that he’d want to, of course. Order a woman around. 

	I would want to, his wolf grumbled. Because she is very annoying and contrary. She will not listen to us. 

	Yeah, I know.

	You broke your promise. You promised no more. 

	I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to do. If we don’t help her, she’ll probably get killed. 

	As he walked back down to the kitchen, he could hear, underneath his wolf’s accusation, the echoes of all that pain he’d absorbed over the years, trying to protect Brock. 

	Brock still felt guilty for not realizing that—until the wolf was too damaged, and the pain had turned to a burning rage that never stopped. And who the hell was going to heal him? There was no one.

	He’d already suspected he was going to have to leave the crew before it all came crashing down, and he went completely rogue. Helping Desi just might be the last straw for his wolf. But he couldn’t make himself turn her in. 

	Brock poured himself another cup of coffee, contemplated for a minute, and then pulled a bottle out of the cupboard and added a big slug of whiskey. 

	This was what it had come down to. Breaking promises to his wolf, and whiskey for breakfast.

	He took his mug out to the front porch, hoping that the fresh air would help ease the claustrophobic sensation in his chest. 

	It didn’t. The whiskey didn’t help it either, but it started him on the way to numb, which was the next best thing. 

	At least he had a little while to get his shit together.

	Or not. He wasn’t even halfway through his whiskey-laced coffee when Phantom Nick appeared on the porch, sitting in the rickety Adirondack chair Brock kept out there, one of its legs propped up with cinder blocks. 

	Nick crossed his translucent arms. “Where the fuck have you been?”

	Brock rolled his eyes. “Gee, Mom, did I miss curfew again? Am I going to get grounded?”

	“You should be. You just disappear. You never call, you never write, you turn your phone off so Remy can’t track you…”

	He was talking out loud instead of in Brock’s mind the way he usually did, so that meant Dragon Boy had done one of his special spells that made the ghosts audible. 

	“For fuck’s sake,” Brock said. “It’s been less than twelve hours. I even stayed until the end of speed dating last night.” Almost. “Plus, I left with a girl.” Kind of. “What the hell else do they want?”

	“I’m not sure they know,” Nick said. “The girls are torn between worrying that you’re in trouble, and hoping you’re getting dick kisses and wild howling wolfgasms.”

	Typical. “What about the guys?”

	“Colt and Remy ate your share of the bacon during crew brunch.”

	“Figures.”

	“But Titan’s getting worry vibes, which makes Brandon edgy. You know how he gets.”

	Brandon was the alpha, and he worried about everyone. Even when they’d rather he didn’t. 

	“So he sent you to look for me?”

	“Not really. DB and I thought we’d just take a walk through the spirit world, and see if we could find you and make sure you didn’t come down on the trouble side of the equation.”

	“Well, I’m sure as fuck not getting any dick kisses.” Not that he wanted them. This wasn’t about that.

	Disagree, said his wolf. If you’re going to break your promises, we should at least get dick kisses.

	Brock resisted the urge to facepalm. 

	Instead, he told Nick about Desi, the rogue alert, Jered, DiSantos, and the fake IDs. 

	Nick pursed his lips. “Well, fuck. You had a busy night.” He thought about it. “And you don’t know if this DiSantos is working for Jered or the Enforcers?”

	“Or both. Or someone else,” Brock said. “I’m debating calling my old contacts in Special Projects to see if they know anything, but I don’t want the Council to find out about Desi.”

	Nick gazed levelly at him. “Because…?”

	“Because what if the Enforcers do have some black op going with the dark wolves? And even if they don’t, you know what they’ll do to her.”

	“Take custody of her and hire you back to help her?”

	Brock looked away. “They might give her case to someone else.”

	“Which is what you wanted when you quit, wasn’t it?”

	“Shut the fuck up.” But there was no heat behind his words; Nick was right. Brock sighed. “Yeah well, this one landed in my lap. I feel responsible.”

	More silence. That was Titan’s trick—Nick had obviously been spending way too much time with the big guy.

	Brock said, “I’m waiting for you to say, ‘You always do.’”

	“I wasn’t going to say that. I didn’t even know you before you quit working for the Council.”

	“You were still going to say it.” 

	Nick grinned. “I think you’re hearing an echo of the voices shouting in your head.” 

	“Fuck you.” 

	“So I guess that means you’re going to keep Desi here and try to help her learn to control her wolf?”

	“I guess so.”

	“Are you going to tell Brandon?”

	Brock said, “Why do you think I brought her here instead of home? I don’t want to drag Brandon into this. My license is only good when I’m working under the Council’s orders, so technically what I’m doing is illegal. You know he’ll tell me to bring her to the territory, and then he’ll be responsible if I fuck it all up.”

	He rubbed his hand through his hair. “I have this habit of fucking things up even when I’m trying to help. I just don’t want to let anyone else down.” 

	Nick said, “I’ve never heard anyone say you let people down.”

	Brock snorted. “You’ve never been to Silverlake. I’m a failure—the kid who was magic, who could heal anyone and befriend any shifter animal, even the fucking Darkwing Dragon. And then I grew up to be a hot mess with a wolf who’s six inches from rogue, who can’t even help himself. The kid who saves everybody turned into somebody people have to be saved from.” 

	He was surprised to hear the bitterness in his voice. 

	Nick said quietly, “Then why this one? If you really don’t trust yourself, then why her?”

	Brock shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t seem to walk away. And she’s been hurt enough. The thought of anyone or anything hurting her more…” He couldn’t even stand the way that felt. “I just have to, okay?”

	Nick gazed at him for a moment, a small smile starting on his face. Then he said, “Okay.” 

	That was unexpected. “Okay? You’re not going to try to talk me out of it?”

	Nick shrugged. “She’s your mate. You make the call.”

	Brock stared at him. “She’s not my mate. I just feel like—she was thrown in my path, like… by fate. I can’t not help her.”

	“But she’s not your mate.”

	She couldn’t be. Not one of the broken ones. Not one he might lose. “This is not like you and Brittany,” he said, trying to keep the desperation out of his voice. Please, no. 

	Nick shook his head, not even trying to hide the grin now. “You just keep telling yourself that. From where I’m sitting, she might as well be stuck by the side of the road wearing a Kraken costume.” 

	Brock’s mouth said, “And you all wonder why I don’t bring women home with me. Just stop.” 

	But his mind kept echoing, She’s your mate… mate… mate… 

	And if she was, what the hell was he going to do with that?

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 14

	 

	 

	 

	Desi’s shower was pure luxury. After the blood and the mud and the cage, it was amazing to be free, with hot water warming her skin, and a fluffy towel and clean clothes waiting. 

	Well… free-ish. 

	Her instincts were still warring inside her—the new one that kept insisting she could trust Brock, and the old one that told her not to trust anyone and to run like hell.

	Logic said that since she was definitely a werewolf, and Brock could teach her enough to keep these Councils and the farmers with pitchforks and hunting rifles off her trail, then she should take advantage of that.

	She could always run later. 

	She finished her shower and dressed, wondering what it would be like if she could be a wolf whenever she wanted.

	And what it would be like to hear another personality inside her head. 

	And if it would make things different, for her. If these shifters were a secret, maybe she could find a group to live with and stay off the grid. Stop moving around, trying to outrun her past. 

	As long as they weren’t going to force her to be someone’s mate. 

	That weird little voice inside her said, Brock is strong. A good hunter. He might be a worthy mate. 

	Help. Someone please tell her that being a werewolf chick wasn’t going to suddenly make her turn into the wolfy version of a 1950s Stepford wife. 

	Because no. 

	Forget the shifter community. Lone wolves were a thing, right?

	Still rubbing her hair dry with a towel, she walked into the bedroom and stopped dead. The closet door was open, and a boy of about twelve or thirteen was moving stuff off a shelf into a cardboard box. 

	Desi grabbed her knife out of the mess of half-unpacked stuff on her bed. “Who the fuck are you?” she demanded. 

	He whirled around. She registered messy black hair and a metal band t-shirt, but the thing that stopped her cold was his eyes. They were bright green—too bright to be human—and the pupils were vertical slits, like cats’ eyes. 

	Holy hell. Was this some other kind of shifter person? “What are you doing here?” she said. 

	He bent over and put the box on the floor. When he stood up again, his eyes were still bright green, but they were normal human eyes. 

	“Oh. Hey,” he said, not noticeably disconcerted by her weapon. “I’m DB. Brock’s a friend of mine. I stay here sometimes.” He nudged the box with his toe. “This is my stuff. I was just going to move it to the basement so it wouldn’t be in the way.” 

	Desi narrowed her eyes. That spidey-sense—or wolfy sense—said he was telling the truth. Just maybe not much of the truth. 

	“Brock didn’t mention you staying here,” she said. 

	DB cocked his head. “Um. He doesn’t actually know about it?” Desi waited. DB sighed. “Are you going to rat me out?” 

	Desi studied him. She recognized the tough stance, the look on his face. She’d seen it so many times—many of them in the mirror. 

	Runaway kid. 

	She put the knife down and asked casually, “Did you take off from home for good? Or do you just leave now and then, when wherever you’re living is a bad place to be?” 

	He didn’t answer. She hadn’t really expected him to. Desi added, “I was about your age when I ran away from the people I was living with. I’ve been on my own ever since.” 

	That brought his eyes back to her face, and he narrowed them as if trying to get a read on her. Maybe using his own spidey-sense. Then he nodded. “Sometimes where I live isn’t a good place to be. They… want me to do things I don’t want to do. But I’m good at escaping.” 

	Desi suppressed a shiver. It was almost like hearing an echo of her own voice. She wondered what the ‘things’ were that they wanted him to do. But she knew better than to ask. He wouldn’t say. 

	“Been there,” she said. “Do you really think Brock would be mad if he knew you were staying here?”

	DB shrugged. “Brock’s okay.” She sensed that was high praise. “It’s only, sometimes it’s better if people don’t know too much. Especially if you’re a kid. They all think they know what’s best for you.” 

	“News flash—they still think it, even after you grow up.” 

	“Well, that sucks.” He gazed at her speculatively. “So are you going to rat me out?”

	“Is that stuff really yours?”

	“Yeah.”

	She could hear the truth in his voice. “Then I have no reason to.” 

	He nodded. “Cool.” 

	Desi said, “So can I ask you something?” 

	DB shrugged.

	“Aside from not telling Brock you stay here—do you trust him?”

	He tilted his head, and she could almost see the gears turning in his mind, wondering what her deal was. Finally he said, “Don’t you?”

	“I don’t really know him. I’m having some shifter issues, and he said he could help me.”

	“Oh. Then yeah. Brock’s good with shifter issues. Like, a genius. If he says he’ll help you, he will.”

	She nodded. Good to know. “So then I guess the next question is, what’s he going to want in return?”

	DB said, “Nothing, probably. Jaeda says he’s too nice—he gets burned way too often.”

	“Who’s Jaeda?” See, Brock probably did have a girlfriend. Or a wife. 

	“She’s in our crew—she’s mated to Remy.” Ah. One of the Asshole Twins. DB went on, “Jaeda and Brock have been friends for like, ever. Since they were kids.” He tilted his head, considering. “You should give Brock something, for helping you. If you can. Jaeda says Brock is always giving, but he’s not good at accepting stuff from other people. Even love. It’s why his wolf is messed up.”

	Before she could ask any more questions, he changed the subject in true kid-like fashion. “Want to see a trick?”

	Why the hell not? He probably didn’t get any attention at home. “Sure.” 

	DB grinned. “I just made it up.”

	He bent down and pulled a stray piece of paper out of his box. When he straightened up, his eyes were glowy and slit-pupilled again. He took a deep breath, and… he blew a fucking flame out of his mouth, setting the paper on fire. He let it burn for a minute, and then as she watched, his hand freaking turned into a scaled, taloned forepaw. He tilted his head back and held the burning paper above his face. His nose and mouth elongated into a scaly snout, and he opened his mouth wide and drew in his breath. 

	The burning paper was sucked into his mouth, flame and all, and he swallowed.

	And it was gone, leaving only a wisp of smoke. All his parts turned human again, and he looked pleased with himself. “Cool, huh?”

	Desi sat down on the bed, her knees feeling suddenly weak. “Holy fuck. What kind of shifter are you?”

	“Dragon,” he said, sounding surprised. “Couldn’t you tell?”

	Desi swallowed. “Maybe I could have, if I’d known dragons existed. How many kinds of shifters are there?”

	DB came over to the bed and sat down on the other end, bouncing a little. “All kinds. Lots of regular animals, mostly predators, plus some magical ones like me.” 

	“Wow.” She paused to let that sink in. “So what are teenage dragons into?” 

	He glanced down at his t-shirt. “Metal bands. Soccer. Twinkies.” He glanced sideways at her, mischief glinting in his eyes. “Porn.”

	Desi burst out laughing. She was starting to like this kid. He was trouble, but in a good way. A survivor, with a sense of humor.  

	She said, “So where’s Brock, that he didn’t see you come in?”

	“Oh. He’s downstairs talking to Nick.” He caught Desi’s frown—she’d thought Brock wasn’t going to tell anyone about her—and interpreted it correctly. “Nick’s okay,” he assured her. “He’s in our—in Brock’s crew. They’re worried because Brock took off and didn’t come back, and his phone is offline.”

	Desi said, “I would have thought Brock could take care of himself.” 

	“Oh, yeah, he can kick ass with the best of them. But…” He ducked his head, and a slight flush stained his cheeks. “He’s had kind of a hard time lately, and it makes his wolf kinda wonky, so…” He broke off. “Anyway. This house used to be Nick’s, when he was alive. No one else in the crew knows about it, so we had to check it out ourselves.” 

	Wait, what? “When Nick was alive? What the hell is he, a vampire?”

	DB laughed. “That would be funny as fuck.” In a fake deep voice with a Slavic accent, he said, ‘I am Drrracula. I vant to suck your blood.’” He shook his head. “Nah, he’s a ghost.” 

	“Excuse me?” Desi’s head was spinning. First werewolves, and now dragons and ghosts? What the fuck alternate reality had she fallen into?

	Suddenly a strange voice came from downstairs. “DB! Where the hell are you?”

	DB yelled back, “Upstairs.” 

	There was a muttered “Fuck” that Desi could barely hear, and then, “You’re not perving on that poor girl in the shower, are you?” 

	“Yes!” DB yelled back. He rolled his eyes at Desi. “Yeesh. They have no faith in me.” 

	Desi said, “You’re a thirteen-year-old boy. And then there’s the porn thing.” 

	He grinned. 

	“Come on,” Desi said. “Let’s go down. I want to meet this vampire ghost.” 

	DB bounded down the stairs, sounding more like a herd of rhinoceroses than a single dragon. Desi followed more slowly.  

	She heard Brock say, “I hope you didn’t scare Desi.” 

	DB said, “Nope. She had a knife.” She could hear Brock’s snort halfway up the stairs.

	She called down, “Don’t give the kid a hard time. He was a perfect gentleman.” Then she got further down the stairs, and… whoa. 

	Nick really was a ghost. She could see through him and everything. 

	She got her legs moving again and walked the rest of the way down. Brock was giving DB a mock glare. “A gentleman? I’ll believe that when I see it.” 

	DB casually flipped him the bird. It was easy to see he was comfortable with Brock—with both of them. That was a good thing—at least he had a couple of people he could turn to if he needed them. Well, kind-of people.

	Desi said, “It’s true. Unlike some people I could mention. He didn’t lock me in a cage, or dive on me naked in the back seat of a car, or anything.” 

	Nick and DB both folded their arms and turned identical interested looks on Brock. 

	Brock rolled his eyes. “It’s not the way she’s making it sound.” 

	“Uh-huh,” DB said. 

	Nick said, “Of course not. Well, we’ll just leave you to it, then.” 

	He walked over and clapped Brock on the back with his transparent hand. “See you when we see you. Keep in touch.” 

	He pulled a necklace from around his neck and handed it to Brock—a gold coin hanging from a leather thong. Desi was interested to see that it somehow turned real and solid when Brock took it. 

	Brock said, “What are you going to tell the crew?”

	“That you’re shacked up with a hot babe, of course.” Nick winked at Desi. “What else?”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 15

	 

	 

	 

	After his interfering sex-and-mates-on-the-brain crew members left, Brock cleaned himself up, grateful that he always kept several changes of clothes here. 

	He was also grateful for his crew, even when they gave him shit. It was good to know they had his back if he needed them. Which he wouldn’t. 

	Because Desi wasn’t his mate. Couldn’t be. He would help her, she’d move on, and it would be over. 

	When he was clean and presentable, he settled down in the living room with his computer and an untraceable internet hotspot he kept at the house. 

	According to his tracking software, Michael DiSantos’ van had been moved from Desi’s rented cabin in the middle of the night. He traced its route about three-quarters of the way to Louisville, and then… it disappeared. 

	So either DiSantos or his people had found the tracker and removed it, or the van had been destroyed, or it had been taken to a secure location where electronic signals were blocked. 

	Interesting. 

	He pulled up a map of the area. Mostly strip malls, but there was also a small industrial park with a number of warehouses and factories that could hide a van or three—and an Enforcer operation, rogue or otherwise. 

	Once more, he debated cautiously checking his Enforcer contacts to see if there was anything classified going on in his area, but decided to hold off. 

	That would connect him with Desi, and might bring awkward questions. 

	Next he tried checking the van’s rental plate. It traced back to a no-name rental company, owned by what looked like a shell company. Owned by another shell company. 

	Great. An internet rabbit hole. 

	As he prepared to start digging, Desi came down the stairs, carrying a carved wooden box he remembered seeing in her bag. It was about a foot square and maybe three inches high. On top of it he saw the scarf-wrapped bundle he’d made out of the broken remains of her pottery dish. 

	As he watched out of the corner of his eye, she put the box on the dining table and unpacked what looked like small tools and a pot of some kind of glue, and set about repairing the dish.

	So it did mean something to her. Brock was glad he hadn’t thrown the pieces away. 

	He went on with his internet search, but he kept getting distracted by Desi. She worked with quiet intensity, concentrating totally on what she was doing, her movements deft and economical. 

	She’d obviously done this many times before. He wondered how she managed to break that much china. 

	He also wondered if Jered and DiSantos were connected, or if they were two separate enemies. It would sure as hell help to know that. 

	It would also help to know more about this Jered person in general. A lone wolf? But she’d called Brock ‘one of them.’ So… a group, that weren’t above capturing women as mates and Turning them? And—considering her pain-shock talent—were they specifically targeting women with witch blood? Maybe thinking it would give them a better chance of surviving the Change?

	He got up and went over to the table. Desi looked up as he sat down, but didn’t say anything. 

	Brock said, “I wanted to ask you some questions about this guy Jered. The one who Turned you.” He looked at the work in her hands. “Maybe this is a bad time, though.” 

	Desi was using a thin pointed tool to spread the glue on the raw edge of one of the pottery pieces. “Give me a sec—this is the last piece.” 

	She finished applying the glue, then pressed the broken piece carefully into place, making sure all the edges lined up perfectly. A little bit of glue oozed out of the crack, but that didn’t seem to bother her. 

	She turned the dish and ran her fingers over the cracks, making sure they were as smooth as possible. Too bad you could still see them—and there were some gaps where tiny fragments were missing. 

	It was a shame—the piece looked handmade, with a beautiful glazing pattern in shades of red. Desi said, “Can we turn the heat up? This needs to cure for an hour before I trim off the excess epoxy, and it really should be at seventy-five degrees or higher.” 

	“Sure,” Brock said. “The heat pump isn’t the best, but I’ll bring in some wood and fire up the woodstove.”

	To his surprise, she came out to the woodpile with him to help. As they loaded up with logs, he said, “I know you don’t like to talk about your past or where you came from, but it would really help to know Jered’s last name and where you met him. It might help us track him.” 

	“His cellphone number would help more, wouldn’t it?” 

	“Yeah. But I don’t want to fire up your phone right now—he could track it here. Let’s start with the location where you met and any names of other people who knew him. If he’s part of a group that’s making a habit of kidnapping women and Turning them against their will, they need to be shut down.” 

	She didn’t say anything more, but after they got back in the house she grabbed a pen and paper off the kitchen counter and sat down at the table to make a list while he put wood and kindling in the stove, and got the fire started. 

	Apparently she’d decided to trust him with some of her past. He tried to smoosh down how ridiculously good that made him feel. 

	When he went back to the table, she shoved the pad across to him. “This is all I remember.” He took it as he sat down and looked it over. Names, dates, locations. A phone number. Even vehicle info. Nice. 

	“How did he approach you?” he asked. 

	Desi sighed. “We hung out at the same bar in Denver,” she said. “Sports bar. A lot of regulars. We talked sometimes. Got to know each other. Hooked up one night. Thought he wouldn’t call after, but he did.”

	Brock nodded, doodling on the pad while she talked so she wouldn’t feel so put on the spot. “And then you started dating?”

	“We went out sometimes. Mostly I hung at the bar with him and sometimes his buddies, then went back to his place after.”

	Not her place, he noticed. The habit of caution seemed to be ingrained in her. 

	“Then, after six weeks or so, he asked me to this Halloween party his friend was throwing at his lake house that weekend. He persuaded me it would be fun.” Her voice got hard. “It wasn’t.” 

	Brock waited, still doodling. 

	“I didn’t drink that much, but at some point I passed out. I learned later he’d given me some kind of drugs.” She shook her head. “I should never have let my guard down.” 

	He hated hearing her blame herself. “It wasn’t your fault he’s an evil traitorous douchebag.” 

	She didn’t answer that, just gave him a ‘you’re kidding, right?’ look. “I should have known.” 

	Without waiting for him to object again, she said, “Anyway, I woke up in the middle of the night—or at least, I think I did. Everything’s kind of hazy. I looked out the window—there was this full moon—and I saw what I thought was a pack of big dogs, milling around in the yard. And then I heard a sound behind me and I figured it was Jered, but instead this big scary dog—a wolf, I guess—was there. And its eyes—it was like a bad photo, they looked all red in the moonlight. It growled and lunged at me, and I put my arms up to defend myself and it bit me.”

	She rubbed her right forearm absently. “And then I guess I passed out again.”

	That fucking bastard. He’d drugged her, and then just gone in there and fucking bit her. Brock held out his hand. “Can I see?”

	She looked into his eyes, and then slowly pushed up her sleeve and held out her arm. 

	Brock took her wrist, turning her arm over and running his fingers lightly over the scars. It had been a deep bite—it would have to be, to Turn her. No tearing of the skin, so it wasn’t a rogue attack. The bastard had known exactly what he was doing. 

	He laid his hand gently over the bite for a minute, trying to control the soft growl growing in his chest. He hated that someone had done this to her, and he wanted desperately to make it go away.

	And he hated that another male had bitten her and put his claim on her. 

	She should not belong to him, his wolf said.

	Brock snarled inwardly. She doesn’t, he said. She’s free. 

	Desi was staring at him—or, more accurately, staring at the middle of his chest where the sound was coming from. He forced the growl back. Then he forced himself to let go of her arm, which turned out to be harder.

	“He had no right to do that to you,” he said. 

	“Well, he did.” Desi pushed her sleeve down. “I was sick for a long time after. A couple weeks. I wanted to leave but he wouldn’t let me. I thought he was still giving me drugs, because I’d have these blackouts and bizarre nightmares…” 

	She broke off. Brock said softly, “And then they turned out to be true. You were Changing into a wolf.” 

	“Looks that way.” 

	“How did you get away?” he asked. 

	Desi eyed him. “I told you. It’s my superpower. I watched. I waited. I faked being sicker than I was. I found his knockout drugs and I gave him a taste of his own medicine—and a little pain to go with it.” She held out her hand, palm out. 

	“And then I hotwired his car and got the hell out of there. Sold the car to a guy I knew on the street, and just kept on running.” 

	He noticed she’d left out the fake IDs. 

	He looked down at the list. She’d given Jered’s last name—though that might not be real—and the names of all of his friends she could remember. The bar they’d hung out at, his apartment in Denver, and an approximate location of the ‘lake house.’ 

	She said, “I can show you where the lake house is on a map, or close to it. I was kind of out of it when I was driving away, though.” 

	He nodded. “Thanks,” he said. “Once your wolf stabilizes, I can turn this over to my contacts on the Shifter Council, so they can go after these guys.” 

	She growled. “Happy to help.” 

	He wanted to tell her how brave she was, how proud he was of her, but he knew she didn’t need or even want that kind of praise. The kind of life she’d had, people fought for their lives every day, and nobody gave you applause for it. You either survived or you didn’t. End of story.

	Instead, he touched her pottery dish lightly with his finger. He said, “I’m sorry this got broken. I guess I missed a few fragments when I picked up the pieces.”

	She gave a little smile. “I don’t care. It doesn’t matter.”

	Brock frowned, not understanding. “Then why are you putting it back together?”

	She said, “Kintsugi.”  

	Which meant absolutely nothing to him. His confusion was obviously clear on his face, because she explained, “It’s a Japanese art form.” 

	She pulled another piece out of her box—a small pot a little bigger than her fist. It, too, had once been broken and repaired—but all the cracks looked like they’d been filled with gold. The golden lines glowed in contrast to the blue-green glaze, making an asymmetrical spiderweb of beauty.

	He took it from her, turning it gently in his fingers. “That’s amazing.” He looked up at her. “Did you do this?” 

	She nodded. “After the epoxy is cured, I put a layer of filler over it to get any other gaps. When that’s dry, I put on lacquer for however thin or thick I want the line, and then I apply gold dust while the lacquer is still sticky.”

	“And you get this. Out of a broken piece of pottery.” Reluctantly, he handed it back to her. It called to him—he didn’t want to let it go. “Where did you learn to do it?” 

	Her face went shuttered again. “From an old man I used to know, when I was a little girl. He taught me how to make pottery, but he also taught me kintsugi. For the Japanese, it’s not just art. It’s a philosophy.”

	Brock waited, sensing this was something she felt deep inside, and not wanting to break the spell. He wanted to know this piece of her, that had kept this one thing from a childhood she’d slammed the door on. 

	Desi said softly, “The idea behind it is that things don’t have to be perfect and pristine to be valuable. They can be used, dropped, even broken—and still be just as precious and beautiful. In fact, their cracks and flaws are the pathway to even greater beauty.”

	“So now your dish will be even more beautiful,” he said. 

	“If I give it the care and attention to make it that way. And if I choose to see its beauty.”

	Brock didn’t know what to say. He’d waded into her life, assuming she was broken, and that she needed him to fix her. 

	And she was broken—he sensed she’d been hurt and broken many times. But she’d learned how to put herself back together, stronger than before—and she even knew how to pour gold in the cracks and make them into a work of art. 

	Kintsugi was her hope that she was still worthy, still had value. 

	Brock had put a lot of people back together in his day. But he suddenly wondered if he’d ever been able to make them feel that they were still precious. Still beautiful. 

	He sure as fuck hadn’t been able to do that for himself. 

	He was struck with a powerful yearning, pulling him toward this woman. A desire—a need—to see if she could put his broken pieces back together, somehow turn him back into something whole and valuable. Treasured.

	Mate. 

	And for the first time, instead of filling him with fear, the sound of the word gave him a little glimmer of hope. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 16

	 

	 

	 

	Later that night, when Desi was getting ready for bed, Brock knocked on her door. She told him to come in, but he didn’t—not really. Just far enough to lay a large manila envelope on the chair by the door. 

	Her stash envelope. She’d figured—hoped—it was still hidden at her rental. 

	He said, “I forgot to tell you I had this in my safe. I thought maybe you’d feel better if you knew where it was.”

	After a second’s hesitation, she went over and picked up the envelope, looking inside. Her cash and all her IDs were there. 

	She didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t believe he’d found her hidey-hole in the cabin—or even that he’d been smart enough to look for it. She really couldn’t believe he was giving this all back to her.

	It was everything she needed to run. Was this his way of telling her he trusted her?

	As if he were reading her mind, Brock added, “Please don’t run away in the middle of the night. I need a good night’s sleep before I have to chase after you.”

	“Um. Okay? It’ll be more fun in the daytime anyway. More of a challenge.”

	That got a lopsided grin. “Good to know.” He hesitated, like he was going to say something else, but he didn’t. Just kept looking at her until she could feel the heat coming off him. 

	And rising in her. 

	Time seemed suspended for a long moment, and then they were moving towards each other like they were magnetized.

	Slowly, Brock raised his hand until his fingertips were lightly touching her cheek. All Desi could see were his eyes, hazel flecked with gold, like his wolf was just under the surface. 

	She heard a faint growl, but she didn’t know if it was her or him. 

	Then their lips were together and their arms wrapped around each other. Warmth spread through Desi, radiating from her chest. She could still feel the rumbling growl between them—not angry, but more like a hum of satisfaction. 

	It wasn’t like last time, with its wild desperate heat. Brock’s lips moved against hers, tasting, his tongue stroking, tangling with hers, drinking her in like a man dying of thirst. 

	She had no idea how long it went on, but he was the one who broke the kiss, closing his eyes and resting his forehead on the top of her head. “Fuck,” he whispered softly. 

	Which could mean anything. Desi was so breathless she couldn’t say anything at all. 

	And before she could gather herself, Brock let go of her and stepped away. “Sleep well,” he said. And he was gone. 

	 

	It turned out neither of them got a good night’s sleep. About two hours after she went to bed, Desi woke to the sound of Brock’s footsteps downstairs, like he was pacing back and forth. 

	Then, finally, she heard the door bang open. 

	Was Jered here? Or DiSantos? 

	She went to the window and moved the shade, looking out at the yard. The moon was still almost full, bathing the landscape in moonlight. 

	Brock was standing out there in his wolf form, staring into the woods. After a few minutes he went into a slow trot, around the side of the house. Another minute or two and he reappeared from the other side. 

	He was circling the house. Patrolling. Trying to make sure she didn’t leave after all?

	She stayed at the window, watching him make another circle, and another, and another. Each time, in between, he stopped and stared.

	Staring outward, she realized. Not trying to keep her in. Making sure nothing could get in to hurt her. 

	She stood and watched him for a long time, but when she finally went back to bed, he was still out there.

	Standing watch. 

	 

	The next morning Brock woke late, feeling groggy. His wolf had spent half the night patrolling, and the other half curled up in the hallway outside Desi’s room, sleeping fitfully. He’d finally gone human and crawled into his own bed towards dawn. 

	Desi slept in too, and was unusually quiet. Once they’d both had something to eat, she badgered Brock about wanting to Change, but he wasn’t going there until he’d managed to bring her and her wolf together in her mind, and her wolf had agreed to some form of communication. 

	Desi grumbled, but went along with him more easily than he’d expected. 

	This time he avoided the easy path and found his own way into her mind, ending up in a forest glade. Her wolf was there before he called, at the edge of a clearing. Desi was there too, but she was asleep, curled up on a sunlit rock. 

	Desi’s wolf said, You again. Are you ready to submit to me? 

	Not a good start. She still wanted to be in charge, and she didn’t seem to feel any inkling of a mate bond. Unless this was her way of flirting with him?

	Give it up, gorgeous, he said. Never happening. I’m not the submissive type, and you wouldn’t want me if I were.

	Who said I wanted you? But she flicked her tail in a way that was definitely flirtatious—if you were a wolf. 

	Brock’s wolf appeared beside him. I would enjoy making her submit, he said.

	Oh, fuck. This could get complicated. He hoped the two of them weren’t going to fight. Because he wasn’t ready for submission battles and virtual wolf makeup sex. 

	Brock didn’t know if Desi’s wolf could hear his, but she gazed at him with interest. Brock’s wolf yawned elaborately and scratched his flank.

	Fuck. Him. They were flirting. 

	Trying to keep this on track, Brock said to Desi’s wolf, You don’t need to submit to anyone. But you do need to form a partnership with your human. If you don’t help and protect each other, you’ll probably end up dead. 

	I will protect us, she said. I will kill all our enemies. 

	Right. Stronger shifters than you have tried, he told her.

	He put his hand on his wolf’s neck, and together they used their mental powers to project images into her mind—things that had happened to other shifters who’d gone rogue. 

	Things that might have happened to her if DiSantos had gotten to her. What would happen if the Council found her. 

	She shook herself briefly, as if unconcerned, but underneath he could feel her uncertainty. She asked diffidently, How do you keep these things from happening? 

	Brock said, We work as partners with our animals. We’re smart about when and where we Change. We’re careful about killing things. And we have friends at our backs. A pack.

	Pack? Her ears perked up slightly. 

	Interesting. Maybe not as much of a lone wolf as she liked to think she was. 

	Brock and his wolf showed her images of the Silverlake wolf pack and the Wild Blood Crew. They projected how it felt to be bonded to a pack or crew. How it made them strong. 

	He could tell she was intrigued. Wolves, more than almost any other shifters, yearned for connection, for a pack. Lone wolves were rare. 

	She said, I speak to the human, but she does not know it is me. I will tell her. She went up to Desi’s sleeping form and nosed her face. Wake up, human. 

	Desi’s eyes flew open. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 17

	 

	 

	 

	Desi came suddenly to consciousness, with a wolf nose inches from her face. She gave a gasp and sat up. 

	She was in a sunny clearing in the woods, except… not. It was more like being inside a dream. Brock and his wolf were there—both at the same time, which supported the dream theory—but that wasn’t the wolf whose cold nose had left her cheek damp. 

	That was a cream-and-brown wolf, who she could tell was smirking. 

	Holy hell. It was her wolf. “Hey there,” she said faintly. 

	It is time you listened to me properly, her wolf said—inside Desi’s mind. She recognized the voice—it was the little voice that had been in her head ever since Jered Turned her. 

	Wow. She’d been hearing her wolf all along. 

	She said, I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was you. The man who… who put you inside me didn’t tell me that he did it. 

	The dark wolf, she said. He wanted us to submit. I did not like him.

	Me neither, sister. If we see him again, we should bite him. She looked at Brock, who was watching them, a small frown between his eyebrows. She asked, Can he hear us?

	Her wolf said, Not unless I wish him to. 

	Another voice said, I can hear you. It had to be Brock’s wolf—he was staring right at her.

	Desi’s wolf gave a little sniff. 

	Desi gazed at the black-and-white wolf. He was beautiful—magnificent, really. But she also sensed something wrong with him. 

	He was in pain, she realized. She could feel it inside him, barely contained.  

	You’re hurt, she said to him. Where are you hurt? Did I do that to you, the other night when I zapped Brock and left the car? 

	He shook himself, looking almost amused. You cannot hurt me—not like that. The pain you caused is nothing to what I carry. 

	That sounded awful. And, she realized, whatever pain the wolf carried, Brock carried it too. She asked, Can I see?

	The wolf looked startled, and then thoughtful. Desi held out her hand, sensing somehow that this was important. Her own wolf said nothing, just watched. 

	Brock’s wolf walked over and thrust his head under her hand. His fur was soft, though she could feel the powerful muscles under his skin. But deeper than that, she sensed pain like a giant gray lake, spreading off into the distance. Like hers, only wide instead of deep.

	How did this happen? she demanded. Who gave it to you? Because someone had done this to him. Just like they’d done it to her. 

	It comes from the ones the man healed. 

	She was shocked, Brock gave you all this pain? How could he do this to you? 

	The wolf gave a little growl. He did not ‘do it’ to me. I took it, to protect him.

	Desi bit her lip. She couldn’t imagine voluntarily taking on something like this. You must really love him. 

	We are together, the wolf said. He must fix the wounded ones, and he can’t do it without me. I have always protected him. From the beginning.

	And she was swept away into a memory. 

	 

	It was night, and little boy of about four or five with curly chestnut hair and wide hazel eyes stood by a window, looking outside at a wooden shed across the yard. 

	The door was open and a huge man was crouched in the doorway, shirtless, bleeding from dozens of deep gouges. A white wolf hurled itself at him and he braced himself to catch it, stopping it from getting out. He held its jaws shut so it couldn’t bite him, and threw it back into the shed, talking the whole time. 

	Then she was inside the boy’s head, and she realized the little boy was Brock and the man was a grizzly bear shifter called Tank. The white wolf was named Tristan, and he’d forgotten how to be a person, and Mr. Tank was trying to help him remember because they were best friends. 

	Mr. Tristan White Woof was mad and scared and kept attacking Mr. Tank to try to get away, but Mr. Tank didn’t care that he was bleeding, he just kept catching Mr. Tristan and talking to him to help him remember about being a person. But it didn’t work, and even though Brock finally fell back asleep, he dreamed about the white wolf all night, and about Mr. Tristan all trapped inside because he couldn’t remember. 

	And when he woke up in the morning, he knew what to do. It was very early and nobody was up, not even the sun really, and he climbed out of bed very quiet and went to the shed. Mr. Tank was gone and the door was locked, but he saw where the key was hanging and he could just barely reach the padlock but he did, he unlocked it and opened the door. 

	The white wolf was awake. It was still angry and scared, but Brock didn’t mind that. “Hello, Mr. Tristan White Woof,” he said.

	Behind him he heard his mom’s voice. She must’ve woke up when he left—she always knew when Brock was doing something he wasn’t s’posed to. She said very soft, “Don’t go near him, Brockie. He’s dangerous.”

	But he had to. Mr. Tristan was watching him, and Brock couldn’t leave without fixing him. Not looking away from the wolf’s pretty gold eyes, he said, “He’s just scared. And sad. People hurt him.”

	Brock’s friend Mr. Noah Gray Woof was there too, with his mom. “How do you know?” he asked. 

	Brock could feel it, but he couldn’t ‘zactly explain. “I don’t know,” he said. “I just do.”

	He went to Mr. Tristan White Woof and started to pet him, hoping that would make him feel better. He tried to put good feelings into Mr. Tristan’s head instead of bad ones. “You’s a good woof,” he told him. “A nice woof. But people hurt you and you’re mad about that. That’s okay. It’s okay to be mad. You can kill a rabbit when you’re mad and eat it all up. But not if it’s somebody’s pet, okay? Because that would make them sad. Mr. Noah Gray Woof says so.” 

	The white wolf was all stiff at first but now his body went kind of softer and he closed his eyes. Brock could tell he liked the pettings and the good feelings. Brock put his arms around the wolf’s neck and leaned on him, still petting him. 

	The white wolf started to feel better and it was easier for him to listen, so Brock whispered in his ear that he could be a man or a woof, whichever he wanted, and he really needed to be a man now because he might get lost forever if he didn’t. 

	He could tell Mr. Tristan was listening but he was still confused, so Brock said it all over again like the teacher did in preschool when someone didn’t understand. 

	Mr. Tristan still didn’t come out though, so Brock decided maybe he needed more help. He whispered, “I’ll show you and then you’ll know.” 

	He knew it would be hard because he’d just learned to turn into a wolf himself, but he had to do it to help Mr. Tristan. So he asked his wolf to help him and he tried really hard and he did it! Then he Changed back, sitting down on the shed floor and looking up at the big wolf looming above him. “See?” he said. “Like that.”

	The wolf shook really hard and his bones made cracking noises, and he started to Change but he still couldn’t get out. He was stuck, his skin bulging and his bones breaking over and over. He gave a horrible howl.  

	Brock put his hand on the heaving, monstrous shape of the white wolf. He could tell Mr. Tristan was trying to come back but he was hurting a lot. In his head Brock could see all kinds of awful things that bad men did to him, like a movie on TV fast forwarding.

	Brock started to get scared because he could feel inside him how much all those things hurt Mr. Tristan, and he didn’t know what to do and he was afraid he might get lost too.

	Then he felt his wolf next to him somehow in his head, and they were all together and then the pain wasn’t so bad, it went away like it was draining out of a bathtub and all of a sudden the white wolf turned into a dirty naked man with long silvery hair. He looked sick, but he wasn’t lost anymore. 

	Brock had fixed him. Everything was okay now.

	“See, Mr. Tristan,” he said, patting him on the shoulder. “I knew you could do it.” 

	 

	The memory faded, and then a parade of others flickered through her mind. Brock growing, helping more people. His innate sweetness, his innocence, and the kindness of his heart.

	And how all of those qualities struggled to survive as he got older, and was forced to confront the world’s darkness—and his own. 

	Oh, Brock. Her heart ached for that little boy, and the man he’d become. She reached out her hand and Brock’s closed over it. 

	And then she was back in the real world, in the living room of the cabin, standing face to face with Brock, holding his hand. 

	She could see the little boy behind his eyes now, and the wolf, and the man he’d become. Tougher, more wary, his spirit exhausted and his heart broken.

	They stared at each other for a long moment, and she could see the naked vulnerability in his eyes—and then the anger. 

	He pulled his hand away. “You shouldn’t have gone there,” he said. “You had no right.”

	And he walked away.



	




	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 18

	 

	 

	 

	For the rest of the afternoon, Desi couldn’t get Brock to talk to her, or even come near her. 

	She felt sick and shaken. She knew what she’d done—she’d gone into the memories Brock kept locked away in his mind. Just like the ones she had herself—the ones no one was allowed to see or know about. 

	The ones she never talked about. 

	It was a huge violation, even if she hadn’t meant to do it. And she didn’t know how to say she was sorry. 

	She tried to keep herself busy by finishing her kintsugi, but she couldn’t concentrate. She tidied up her room and moved DB’s box to the basement, since he hadn’t had the chance. She caught a tantalizing glimpse of notes about spells and magic and building some kind of magical fortress, but she steadfastly refused to look. 

	She’d invaded one person’s privacy today. That should be enough for anyone. 

	She found herself wanting to somehow make it up to Brock. Normally she left people to deal with their shit on their own, but this time she couldn’t seem to. He wasn’t getting over it—he was feeling worse as the day went on. Desi could feel his growing agitation like it was happening inside her.

	His wolf had wanted her to see those memories, but now that Brock was so upset, the wolf was getting upset too. 

	Brock had spent most of the afternoon on the porch, sitting on the warped floorboards with his back against the wall, shirtless in the cold, a bottle of whiskey clutched tightly in his hand. 

	Not drinking.

	She knew why. Because of her.

	If she hadn’t been here, he would be drunk by now. But because he had to protect her—from Jered or the Council or anyone else who might come after her—he couldn’t allow himself that escape. 

	Even though she could feel how much he wanted it. 

	She watched him until the sun went down and the night grew dark and frosty. For dinner, she microwaved something out of the freezer for both of them, but when she offered Brock his share, he just snapped at her. 

	She waited until she couldn’t stand it anymore, and then reheated the food and took it out to him.

	“Brock, you have to eat.” 

	“I’m fine.” 

	“Don’t be an idiot.” 

	“Go the fuck away.” 

	She knelt down beside him and stuck the bowl under his nose. He flinched away, growling at her. Desi froze.

	His head jerked up, and she could see his eyes were full wolf gold. He growled louder, a constant sound like a frightened, angry dog.

	“Brock?” 

	He slammed the dish out of her hand, beef stew spattering across the porch floor. Then he reached his hand out and flattened it across her chest, just below her throat, pushing her slowly back against the wall. 

	He leaned in, the growl never ceasing. For a long minute, she didn’t know if he was going to bite her or kiss her. And she didn’t know which one she wanted. 

	He kissed her, long and hard, and then brought his mouth right up next to her ear.

	His voice was low and harsh and not his own. “Run.”

	Then his face changed and his hand slid off her chest, his nails gauging her painfully through her shirt. And he was a wolf. 

	Desi scrambled to her feet and ran inside the house, slamming the door behind her. 

	Not that that would keep the wolf out, if he wanted in. She could hear him growling outside the door.

	This was not the friendly wolf she’d met that morning. This was like his evil twin. She leaned against the wall, shaking. 

	He would not hurt us, her wolf said. Even when he is angry. He thinks we are his mate. 

	His what, now?

	His true mate. The wolf paused, obviously searching for words Desi would understand. His… soul mate?

	Oh, hell. And then, as the words sank in, she said, Are we?

	Outside, Brock’s wolf let out a high, wild howl. There was a world of pain and frustration and fury in it, and it cut straight to Desi’s heart.

	He sounded so mournful, so lonely. 

	Her body responded with that feeling she’d begun to recognize, of going every which way inside. This time she let it happen. There was agonizing pain, and popping sounds as her bones broke and changed. 

	And then she was a wolf. 

	She pushed the door handle down with her paw and opened the front door. Brock’s wolf was in the front yard, and he whirled to face her as she appeared. 

	He needs to run, her wolf said. So we run. 

	And they shot across the porch and past Brock, heading for the woods. 

	 

	Desi’s wolf passed Brock in a flash of cream-colored fur, and was away into the forest before he could react.

	His wolf gave an outraged snarl. She runs from us! She must submit!

	And they were off. 

	She was fast, but his wolf knew this territory and she didn’t. He knew the obstacles that would slow her down or make her have to change direction, and gained ground by short-cutting around them. 

	Brock could feel the anger simmering inside his wolf. Wolf liked control. Being responsible for something that went out of control scared him, which pissed him off. Which made him lose it.

	And he’d already been losing it, because Brock couldn’t keep a lid on his emotions. 

	They caught up with Desi a couple of miles from the house, near the edge of the National Forest. Brock put on a burst of speed and circled around from the downwind side, coming in perpendicular to her path and herding her into a rocky dead-end at the base of a small cliff.

	She turned on him, yipping defiantly, but he didn’t stop—just leaped on her and took her down, maneuvering his jaws to the back of her neck. 

	Submit! he demanded. 

	Somewhere inside, his human side told him this was a bad idea, but his wolf paid no attention. He was angry and… hurt? That she didn’t trust them?

	Desi bit and snapped, drawing blood with her teeth and her nails.

	His wolf barely noticed—they’d shed more blood than this in recreational brawls with their crew. 

	He was a much more experienced fighter, bigger and heavier, and he was the more dominant wolf—though not by much. 

	He closed his jaws around the back of her neck—the wolf way of asserting physical dominance over a pack member. 

	Her wolf responded instinctively, going limp and submissive. 

	That’s better, his wolf said. He got slowly to his feet, letting go his grip. She was still on the ground, head bent submissively. She was a beautiful wolf, her creamy fur blending to brown up her back and into the top of her head and her ears, and she smelled so, so tantalizing. 

	Want, his wolf murmured. He began growling. 

	Oh, no. 

	Desi’s wolf scrambled to her feet, flicking her ears. And then with a flip of her tail, she made a run for it. Before she was out of sight she turned once, looking back at him, tongue lolling as if she were laughing at him. 

	Brock bounded after her, but she wasn’t running away this time—she was headed back to the house. Running home? Or just back to the place she knew? And why? Was Desi the woman even conscious of what was going on?

	When he got back to the house her wolf was there, on the porch, watching him with those eyes that seemed to see right into him. 

	He knew he should reach out with his mind. Persuade her to trust him. Pull her in, and get her to Change back.

	But instead she was pulling him in. His wolf was walking toward her, step by step, like a spaceship being pulled toward the sun. 

	Warm. Light. Powerful. Life-giving. But also burning, irresistible, dangerous. If he got too close, she would consume him until there was nothing left. 

	But he couldn’t turn away, couldn’t stop, couldn’t find escape velocity. Step by step he was pulled into her gravitational field, until he could see nothing but her. 

	And then they were both suddenly Changed, and he was pressed against her, skin to skin, the front door shuddering with the impact of their bodies crashing into it. 

	Brock reached behind her and turned the handle, and then they were inside, up against the wall, mouths and bodies tight together, tongues and hands searching and stroking, trying to touch all of each other at the same time. 

	Her mouth sought his, hot and wild, searing his lips with a kiss that permeated his very soul—and his wolf’s. 

	Her hands were everywhere—around his neck, pulling him into the kiss until he tasted blood. Around his ass, grinding his erection against her hot core; around his shaft, driving him and his wolf both crazy with pleasure. 

	He plundered her mouth with his tongue, felt her answering growls. He slid his hands over her curves, finding the slickness between her legs, stroking until she moaned.

	She was everything he’d ever wanted, the heat and the strength and the honeyed temptation. He moved against her, feeling the hot desire rise in him, the need to conquer and take and dominate until she was totally his. 

	Brock receded into the background, his wolf in the forefront, taking over his voice. “Submit,” he said, his voice gravelly with the wolf. “Submit to me.”

	She looked up at him, her eyes pure gold, her chest vibrating with her wolf’s answering growl. She sank slowly to her knees, her soft breasts moving down his body.  

	His own legs trembled, and he throbbed with the intensity of his passion. Yes! Submit!

	Desi licked his shaft, slowly, and he smothered a howl. It was the most exquisite pleasure he’d ever felt, on the edge of a desire so intense it felt like pain. She licked him again, and then he was in her mouth, wet and hot and feeling like the world had narrowed down to this place, this time, this sensation. 

	He threw his head back, losing himself in the feeling, thrusting and retreating, moving with her. 

	And he realized that she’d never submitted at all. He was the one who was bound, bewitched, becoming her devoted slave with every kiss, every touch, every thrust. 

	He was completely in her power. 

	He pulled back and lowered himself until he knelt in front of her, claiming her mouth as his. He slid his hand between their bodies, finding her slick core, teasing her clit. 

	She gave a growl, and he laid her back on the floor, his fingers sliding into her, his thumb still stroking her center of pleasure. Her growl turned to a soft snarl, and then a whimper as he coaxed her near her climax. 

	She writhed underneath him in a rush of heat, her hand finding his shaft and stroking to the same rhythm. 

	Brock was near to exploding, but he needed this, needed to make her come, to surrender, to crash over the edge of this fucking cliff with him so he wouldn’t be alone. 

	Not now. Not when he belonged to her. 

	He felt her muscles tense, felt her walls crumble, and suddenly he was inside her mind, watching as that well of toxic pain he’d seen inside her rose up behind her, threatening to overwhelm her. 

	He saw her terror, felt it, and wrapped his arm around her, holding her close. Don’t let me be alone.

	For a moment they were frozen in time, and then a tsunami of light crashed into the wave that was about to overtake her, dissolving it. 

	They came together, in great shuddering waves, clinging together.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 19

	 

	 

	 

	For a long time, Brock could hear nothing but the pounding of the blood through his veins and the thundering of his heart; he could feel nothing but her. Her skin, her heat, her heart beating with his. 

	Then something made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. 

	Danger. Outside. 

	Immediately he pulled away from Desi, his head going up, sniffing the air, trying to sense what lay behind the scent of her. 

	Enemies. 

	Shifter wolves. But they smelled wrong, like DiSantos. And there were more of them. 

	Brock came to a crouch, a snarl curling his lip. His wolf was still near the surface, taking over his mind and his senses. He grabbed a pair of jeans hanging from the coat rack by the door and shimmied into them, and then opened a drawer in the sideboard and pulled out a pair of handguns.

	Teeth and claws, his wolf said. That’s all we need. 

	We might need more. Brock willed himself to focus. He checked the magazine on the first gun, slammed it back in place, and handed it to Desi. 

	The other he kept for himself.  

	“Stay out of sight,” he growled, low and quiet. “And for fuck’s sake, watch your back.”

	She glanced over her shoulder towards the kitchen, and the back door. She nodded. Then she grabbed Brock’s chin and pulled his face around. He gave another soft snarl, knowing his eyes were full gold. Desi said, “I’m watching both our backs.” 

	The front door was still half open, and Brock flattened himself against the wall next to it before pushing the screen door open. There were no lights on in the house to illuminate him, but that didn’t mean he had to make himself a target. 

	He edged slowly out onto the porch.

	Five wolves materialized out of the darkness of the trees and walked into the small front yard, their eyes glowing red in the darkness. They stayed far enough apart that it would be impossible for him to shoot more than a couple of them before the others were on him.  

	Two of them melted into human form, dressed all in black. Brock hit a switch by the door and the outside spotlights went on. The men squinted in the sudden blinding light. 

	One was DiSantos. He didn’t recognize the other, but from Desi’s hiss of breath behind him, he could guess who it was. That fucker Jered.

	“DiSantos,” he said, holding his gun at the ready and wishing he had something with more firepower. “Don’t tell me. I’m under arrest again.” 

	“Still,” DiSantos said. The other guy made a sharp gesture to silence him, which seemed to piss DiSantos off. Trouble in the ranks? 

	Brock turned to the other guy. “Who the fuck are you?”

	“You don’t need to know who I am. All you need to do is turn over my mate—who you abducted from DiSantos—and we’ll be gone.”

	“What, that girl in the van? I cut her loose. She’s probably in Vegas by now. And even if she wasn’t, there’s no way I’m turning her over to mutant wolves for your weird mating experiments. Because you sure as fuck aren’t Enforcers.” 

	“This is a Council Special Project, Reilly,” DiSantos snarled. “Way above your pay grade. Or your uncle’s.” 

	Brock opened his mouth to answer, and got a familiar cold prickle down his spine. Magic. A dragon? A sorcerer? The mutant puppetmaster? 

	It felt like someone was calling him from far away. No. Not him. Desi. The fucker was trying to compel Desi to come to him. 

	He didn’t hear her move, though, so she must be resisting. 

	A second later he felt the echo of a sharp pain slice through him. Dammit. Now the sorcerer was trying to break her resistance by accessing her pain centers. “Desi?” he said.

	Her answer was a soft murmur. “Still here. Pissed off now.” 

	He almost grinned. “That’s my girl.” 

	DiSantos was talking again. “You might as well give her up, Reilly. We’ll take her one way or another, but that way we won’t have to kill you to do it.” 

	“Yeah?” Brock said. “I was thinking more like you should get the fuck off my land. Although, if you want me to shoot you and dump your bodies on the other side of my property line, that works for me too. As long as you’re gone.” 

	Jered snarled, “I’m not leaving without my mate.” 

	“You don’t have a mate here.” 

	He took a step forward, his nostrils flaring. “Yeah, I do. And I can smell her all over you.” His eyes flashed red. 

	Brock’s voice was colder than the February night. “Get. Out. Last warning.” Nobody moved.

	Well, it wasn’t like he’d really thought they’d go. But he and Desi needed backup, and he had to buy them time for it to get here. 

	He reached up to where the amulet Nick had given him hung around his neck. It was from DB, who’d made it so Nick could call him through the spirit world. Brock gave it a yank, breaking the elastic it hung from. He sent his thoughts out to the dragon. DB, grab the others and get here ASAP. Mutant wolf and sorcerer alert.

	Brock said to Jered, “It seems your so-called mate has shown a preference for me. I challenge you.” 

	 

	Desi pushed through the door. No point in pretending she wasn’t here, after that. They’d known it from the beginning, anyway, judging by the bullshit pain vibes and compulsion attacks. 

	She stepped out on the porch and said to Brock, “You challenge him? What the hell does that even mean? Like, you fight and I’m the prize? Fuck that.” 

	DiSantos snapped at Jered, “What the hell are you doing?”

	Great. Nobody liked this idea, but they were still going to do it. Brock was already taking his jeans off, his gaze locked on Jered. He said to Desi, “There’s spare ammo in the sideboard drawer. And take care of this.”

	He held something out to her and she closed her hand around it automatically. Then she realized what it was.  

	The amulet Nick had given him. The one that called the dragon boy. He wanted her to use it.

	Desi didn’t know how it was supposed to work, so she called inside her mind, the way she talked to her wolf. DB! Dragon Boy! Help! Brock and I are in big trouble at the cabin! Please come. Yo! Dragon Boy!

	Brock was down in the yard now. Both men Changed to wolf and began pacing slowly in a circle, sizing each other up, growling low in their chests.

	Desi’s wolf growled in response. We should fight too. Fight for our mate. 

	I hope you don’t mean that sick fuck Jered, Desi said.  

	Of course not, the wolf said. The one who is strong and wild and kind to us.  

	Now that was something she could get behind. But they couldn’t get into the fight. We have to stay here and shoot the others if they try to interfere.

	That was apparently something her wolf could get behind. Yes. We will kill them all.

	Jered and Brock lunged at each other.  

	Desi felt the thud of their bodies crashing together as if it were happening to her—like the connection she’d felt with Brock tonight was still there, even though they weren’t touching each other anymore. 

	The fight was brutal. The two wolves would clash in a flurry of teeth and claws and blood, tearing relentlessly at each other’s flesh. Then one or the other would escape the mayhem and they’d separate, snarling, and circle before they lunged at each other again. 

	Brock was a big wolf, but the mutant wolf was bigger and scarier, with his sleek black hide and demon-red eyes. He had almost impossible stamina, hardly panting when they separated. But Brock fought with a terrifying ferocity, his eyes pure gold.

	She could feel Brock using his mental powers like striking snakes, trying to find a way into Jered’s mind. Anger radiated from him, the echo of it a dark caustic force in her body that started the well of pain deep inside her churning. 

	She let it—if things went badly for Brock, she might need it to defend both of them. 

	Jered began to make mistakes, as if Brock were keeping him from concentrating. The pain vibes and compulsion that had been directed at Desi faltered, and then moved away from her. 

	To Brock. 

	She could tell when the pain hit him. He broke off from Jered, his hackles rising, sides heaving. 

	Desi, still feeling Brock’s emotions, sensed the beam of pain intensify.

	Big mistake for the enemy. 

	Because Brock’s wolf went insane. 

	It was impossible to even see what happened next. Brock attacked in a blur and the two wolves rolled over, locked together. 

	Then Brock was struggling to his feet while Jered lay on the ground in front of him, not moving. 

	The rest of the wolves attacked. DiSantos melted to wolf and launched himself at Desi. She raised her gun and shot him twice. He hit the ground face first, struggling to get up again. 

	More wolves bounded out of the trees. Desi was still shooting, and Brock left Jered and backed up, trying to get between her and them.

	She dropped her own empty handgun and picked up Brock’s, but she knew there were too many. It took multiple bullets to even slow them down, and Brock was already tired and bleeding. 

	Two wolves jumped on Brock in a flurry of fur and fangs. Desi’s wolf gave a howl, through her mouth. Kill them! Kill them all!

	Then Desi heard a sound behind her, in the house, and saw a man in black coming through the door from the kitchen. She fired three bullets into his chest, and he staggered back. She was preparing to fire again when the Latino guy from the bar appeared behind him, dragging him back. 

	Well, hell. The cavalry had arrived. 

	More gunfire rattled out of the woods, and the dark broody bouncer ran out carrying a semi-automatic, firing at the black wolves. From the other side came a tree-shaking roar, and a minivan-sized polar bear thundered out of the forest. 

	Another gunman—gun-person, a woman—joined the battle, and then there was a screaming snarl from overhead and a freaking snow leopard with giant wings swooped down on the rolling mass of fur and fangs that was Brock and the two wolves. 

	The pain Desi and Brock had been fighting off from whoever was in the woods slacked off. She didn’t even have time to feel relief. 

	A ball of red pulsing energy streaked out of the forest. Tentacles sprang out of it, heading for all the defenders. “Watch out!” she yelled, knowing she’d be too late. 

	Suddenly, a bolt of lightning forked down from the sky and hit the red ball, blasting it and its tentacles apart.

	Desi looked up, and a piece of the night hurtled down at them. 

	A dragon. Dark as midnight, the edges of his scales glimmering faintly. One of the black wolves melted into human form and shouted something in a language Desi didn’t recognize. 

	The wolves ran, some of them Changing to human form and picking up the dead and wounded. A strange red glow outlined all the bodies, and then they began to disappear with soft pops. 

	In less than a minute, the clearing was empty of enemies.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 20

	 

	 

	 

	There was a moment of stillness, broken only by the labored panting of Brock’s wolf. The winged leopard changed to human—one of the twins from the bar. Naked, of course. It seemed like only the bad guys kept their clothes when they Changed.

	The gunman—who must be Brandon, the alpha—started rapping out orders. 

	“DB! Titan! Do a perimeter sweep and make sure we’re clear. DB, keep an eye out for that sorcerer, whoever the hell they were. Bring back any dead or wounded.” 

	The dragon turned into the boy Desi had met earlier. For some reason, he was wearing clothes. He and the polar bear went off into the woods together. 

	Brandon raised his voice. “Damien! Clear the house.”

	From inside came a man’s voice. “Already doing it. Kitty’s with me.” 

	“Roger that.” Brandon fixed his eyes on Desi. “Are you okay? Were you hurt?” 

	“I’m fine,” she said. But she was shaking—the aftermath of the fight adrenalin. She couldn’t seem to move. Brandon said, “Remy, go help her.” 

	Great. Send the naked guy. 

	Apparently Brock’s wolf felt the same way, because Remy wasn’t even all the way up on the porch before he raised his head and snarled. 

	Everybody froze. 

	Brandon snapped, “Brock. Cut that out. There aren’t any enemies here.” 

	Brock paid no attention. He took a slow step forward, eyes on Desi and Remy. The snarl morphed into a low growl. 

	Remy said, “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Change back and help her yourself, if it makes you feel better.” He backed off.  

	Brock took another step forward, his muscles bunching. 

	Brandon said in a commanding voice, “Brock. Stand down. Change back!”

	Some kind of energy rolled out through the clearing, pressing on Desi, making her want to do what this person said. 

	Oh hell no. She fought it.

	Brock did too. He stopped, but he didn’t Change. His head swiveled toward Brandon, transferring his animosity to him. With a sigh, Brandon unbuckled his holster and shrugged off his tactical vest. 

	Remy muttered, “Oh, fuck. Here we go.” 

	And Brock leaped at Brandon. 

	By the time their bodies collided, Brandon was in panther form, his clothes shredded on the ground. He was huge, as big or bigger than Brock, with wicked teeth and lethal claws. 

	Brock was already hurt. He was going to get killed. 

	They rolled on the ground in a storm of fur and claws. Desi strode down the porch steps and punched Remy in the shoulder. “Stop them, you fucking idiot! What the hell is wrong with you people?”

	She could feel Brock’s wolf, still hyped up and out of control. Seeing everyone as the enemy. Didn’t they get that?

	They rolled over again. Brandon had maneuvered himself so that his jaws were around Brock’s neck, his weight all on his rib cage. Brock was struggling to breathe, and Desi could swear she heard a crack of bones. Remy was just standing there watching, the fucker. 

	Fury raged through her. These were supposed to be his friends? His alpha? Before Remy could stop her, she hurled herself at the two animals, reaching deep down inside her for the well of pain. She flung herself on them, sending the pent-up pain lancing through the panther. 

	He let go of Brock and yowled, heaving her off him and scrambling to his feet. His glowing yellow-green eyes were fixed on Desi, and he was pissed. 

	Desi didn’t even care. “Get away from him, you overgrown pussy! He’s been through enough! Were you trying to kill him?” 

	The panther reared up and Changed to human with a popping of bones. Same ‘I’m going to kill you’ look in his eyes, but now there was a dangling dong in front of her as well. Fucking awesome.

	Brock took in a great gasp of air and Changed too, getting as far as one knee before giving up on standing. He had new wounds from the panther fight, and most of him was filthy and bleeding.

	“Are you okay?” she asked him, glaring at Brandon, who glared back.

	“Oh, sure,” Brock said. “He only killed me a little.” 

	“I should have killed you all the way,” Brandon snapped. He glared at Desi again. “And what the hell was that? Stun gun?”

	“Fuck off,” Desi told him. “Or I’ll do it again.” 

	Brock started laughing, and then coughing. He held his right side. “Oh. Hell. Ribs.” 

	“Broken?” Desi asked. 

	He shook his head. “Cracked. I think Brandon did it.” 

	“These people are fucking lunatics.” 

	“We’re lunatics?” Brandon’s eyes were glowing with outrage. “Fuck. Me. He deserves to have his ribs cracked. Fucking around with mutant wolves and sorcerers and secret rogues, and does he give me even a tiny little warning? Hell fucking no. I’m just his alpha. Not like I could do anything, with a whole crew and weapons and allies and shit. Who’ve been standing by in shifts since yesterday, I might add, to come save your asses. But no, you two have to do it on your own. What is even the matter with you people? The only person in this goddamn crew who gives me a heads-up when he’s about to do something that could get him killed, is the one who’s already dead!”

	He picked up his cargo pants—what was left of them—and jammed his legs into them one after the other. “DB!” he bellowed. After a minute, Dragon Boy came out of the forest, followed by the seven-foot serial killer bouncer. 

	Naked. Sheesh. 

	DB looked around the clearing, eyebrows raised, clearly taking in the emotional tone. “Um, yeah?” 

	“Make me a doorway,” Brandon demanded. Then he took a deep breath, closing his eyes briefly. “Please,” he added. “I need to take these idiots home. Or maybe dump them on a desert island.”

	“Which one?” DB asked.

	“Either one,” Brandon snarled. “Surprise me.” 

	Wait, he thought he was just dragging her off to places unknown? Desi had had enough of that. “Hello? What if I don’t want to get taken to your evil lair?”

	Brandon gave her a look that could melt iron. “I give exactly zero fucks what you want.” 

	Brock said, “Hey, don’t—”

	Brandon turned the look on him. “Shut up, or I really will suffocate you.” 

	Dragon Boy murmured, “Oooookay, then.” He made a downward slashing gesture with his hand, and a sparkling rift appeared in middle of the yard. Like—well, like a doorway. In mid-air.

	Brandon said, “Let’s go.” 

	Desi said, “Do I at least get to bring my clothes?”

	“Titan and Damien will bring them.” 

	She looked at Brock. “We might as well,” he said. “There are bandages there. Somebody please grab my laptop and my notes along with Desi’s stuff?”

	Desi grabbed his forearm and hauled him to his feet, and they went. 

	 

	The evil lair turned out to be a four-story mansion with warm, welcoming lights in the windows, a wraparound porch, and vehicles parked haphazardly in the gravel parking area and spilling over onto the lawn. 

	They went in through the back, into a big mudroom full of coats and tools, with a couple of benches and a table of craft supplies. Also a full cabinet of medical supplies—bandages, sutures, the whole nine yards.

	So apparently this fight-to-the-near-death thing was a common occurrence. That was just great. 

	To Desi’s surprise, Brandon himself took charge of fixing up Brock’s wounds, despite his glares and mutterings. Something about Bali, so apparently he was still considering the island thing.

	Brandon pulled Brock into a small bathroom off the mudroom, even going into the shower with him to hold him up while the water sluiced off the blood and mud that coated them both. 

	Desi sank down on one of the benches, not knowing where else to go, or if this was a hostile environment or not. 

	In a few minutes the gunwoman—Kitty—brought Desi a cup of hot tea with sugar through an opening that clearly led to the kitchen. She was also the voluptuous blond waitress from the bar, Desi realized. The rest of the crew seemed to be gathering back in the other room. 

	“Here,” Kitty said, sitting down next to her. “This will make you feel better.” 

	It was warm and comforting, but it didn’t really make her feel better—except it showed that the environment wasn’t totally hostile. 

	Kitty stayed next to her, not talking, but sitting so her leg was lightly touching Desi’s. Oddly, that was more comforting than the tea. Kitty was another wolf, she realized. She could tell by the scent.

	When Brandon and Brock were clean and dry, Brandon stitched and butterfly-bandaged the worst of the wounds, and then strapped up Brock’s ribs. He was surprisingly gentle, especially considering how angry he’d been. 

	They didn’t talk, though. Brock looked exhausted and sick, and at one point his face went green and Desi thought he was going to throw up. Which would have been super-painful with those ribs, and might even have done more damage. 

	Brandon called her over with a peremptory gesture. “Touch him,” he said. He gave her a sharp look. “Without the shock treatment thing.” 

	Desi let her wolf give him a little snarl, but she sat down and put her hand on Brock’s leg. It seemed to help, just like Kitty’s presence had helped Desi. After a minute Brock’s color returned and he took a breath and relaxed a bit, covering Desi’s hand with his. 

	Brandon gave a little snort. 

	When he was finally finished, he put the medical supplies away, and then he turned to face them. 

	“Okay,” he said. “Now we’re going into the other room, and you’re both going to tell me everything.” 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 21

	 

	 

	 

	Brock sat on the couch in the great room, trying not to breathe too deeply, while the whole fucking crew piled in. Desi sat next to him, her leg touching his. 

	Shifters needed touch—especially wolves—to keep their animals settled and allow them to feel their pack bonds. Now that Desi had managed to get in touch with her wolf, she’d obviously figured that out, but Brock wasn’t sure whether she was touching him for her comfort, or his. 

	Maybe both. 

	He wished he could tell what she was feeling. The roller coaster of today—her accessing his memories, the heat and emotion of their sexual encounter, and the fight with Jered—had left him not even knowing what he was feeling. 

	Except that he needed her—and he was pretty sure he hated it. He was used to being the one who was needed. 

	And she didn’t seem to need him at all. She didn’t need anyone. 

	Between the two of them, he and Desi managed to cover their whole story. From Desi being courted and Turned by Jered, to DiSantos’ attempt to abduct her, to what had just happened at the house—minus the finger-bang/hand job-on-the-floor part.

	He also threw in the near-altercation with the Bubbas, and the farming communities’ being on the alert for rogue wolves. 

	Brandon said, “So anyone who’s a wolf better stay in our territory for awhile.” He looked pointedly around the room. 

	“I feel singled out,” Kitty said.

	Brandon gave her a little smile, his face softening the way it only did for Kitty. “You shouldn’t,” he said. “Apparently, you’re the only wolf in this crew who hasn’t been parading around the countryside wreaking havoc.” 

	“Hey,” Desi said. “It’s not my fault my asshole ex turned me into a wolf. I didn’t even know.” 

	Brandon turned a ‘What’s your excuse?’ look on Brock. He said wearily, “Just needed a little excitement in my life, I guess.” 

	Brandon shook his head. “Before I abandon you all and move to Bali to save my sanity, what have you got on these people?” 

	Brock rubbed his temples with his palms; he had a headache the size of Minnesota. “It’s in my notes and my laptop. Titan should be bringing them with Desi’s stuff. Can we do this tomorrow? Because quite frankly, I’m fucking done with today. It sucked.” He gave Desi a quick glance. “Most of it, anyway.”

	Because the sex on the floor was the only part of the day that hadn’t sucked. It had made him more confused, but it definitely hadn’t sucked. 

	He saw the corner of her mouth quirk. Maybe she thought so too? Apparently, she’d handled this day better than he had. She even still had her sense of humor; his was lying somewhere in the blood and dirt in front of the cabin. 

	 

	Brock took Desi upstairs to his living quarters—a former guest suite with a spacious bedroom and kickass bath, and a big living area with a kitchenette. Brandon had started to offer one of the actual guest suites to Desi, but Brock had shut him up with a single look. 

	Whatever the hell was going on with him and Desi, his wolf couldn’t handle being separated from her right now. He’d never sleep, and he and his wolf needed sleep so they could heal.

	Not to mention he needed the fucking oblivion. 

	While Desi took a shower, Brock poured himself a drink. A big one—good Kentucky bourbon, straight up. 

	Just the thing to wash down the painkillers. He fucking hurt all over. 

	He opened the glass door to the balcony, not caring that cold air blasted into the living area. It felt good on his bruised and torn body. 

	Desi. What the fuck was he going to do about Desi? How did he even talk to her about this?

	She was his mate. He wanted her, he needed her, he wanted to love and protect her. All she wanted to do was get enough control over her wolf so she could get the hell out and disappear. 

	She hated being trapped above all else. Wouldn’t she see a mating bond as the ultimate trap?

	Or would she? He couldn’t forget what she’d said about having kids. She wanted a family, someday. Could he possibly be the one to give that to her? Would she ever trust him enough to want to stay?

	He stared out into the night, but no answers came to him. Only memories—her scent, her touch, the fever of her kisses, her exploding around him in an orgasm. 

	He was hers. He’d known it from the minute her naked skin touched his. No, longer. Maybe even since seeing that first photo of her wolf.

	It had only been a couple of hours since they’d been together, and he craved her like a drug.

	Not just her body, but her fucking attitude. Her smart mouth. The way she made him laugh. 

	The way she was whole, unto herself, even with everything she’d gone through. He admired that. Envied it. 

	He’d never been able to hold onto the boundaries of who he was. Too much time spent in other people’s heads. 

	The water shut off, and a couple of minutes later he heard her soft steps behind him on the carpet. Her scent filled him and he wanted to turn around and wrap himself in her, bury his face in her hair and let her warmth surround him. 

	But he didn’t. He just stood there with his drink, every muscle tense, wishing he was someone other than who he was. 

	Then her hand was resting on his back, right where someone had clawed him. Brandon? Jered? Didn’t matter. 

	Her touch took some of the sting out of the wound, and warmth spread through him. His muscles relaxed, and the pain receded. He let out a deep breath. 

	“You okay?” she asked. 

	“Sure. All the time.”

	Her hand moved gently, touching his wounds with feather-light caresses. The warmth spread further.

	“Liar,” she whispered. He wanted to deny it, but he was too fucking tired. She added, “I’m going to bed. Are you coming?”

	Get in bed next to her? He’d never get through the night, wanting her the way he did. And he sure as fuck didn’t want her to feel obligated to do—well, anything. 

	“You can have the bed,” he said. “I’ll take the couch.”  

	“Don’t be an idiot.” 

	He turned around then, and she let her hand slide around to his chest, still touching him. She was wearing nothing but one of his t-shirts, and her hair was damp from the shower, sticking up in defiant spikes. But her eyes were surprisingly uncertain. 

	He said, “I didn’t even ask if you’re okay.”

	She shrugged, the way she did when she was deflecting sympathy or concern. “Obviously I am. Nothing happened to me.” 

	“We were in a battle. You had to shoot people.” 

	“Wasn’t the first time.” 

	Fuck. “That’s supposed to make me feel better?”

	She looked up at him, giving a little shake of her head. “You’re not responsible for what happened to me in the past. Or what I do. Or what other people do to me.” 

	He gave a little snort. “Didn’t I ever tell you? I’m fucking responsible for everything.” 

	“You need to get over that shit.”

	That made him laugh, which made his ribs stab him with pain. “Ow,” he said. “Don’t make me laugh.” 

	To his surprise, she ducked her head and dropped a light kiss on his wounded ribs. “Come to bed,” she said again. “Stop trying to figure everything out. Whatever the right thing is, you don’t have to do it tonight. Just rest.” 

	He felt something inside him unclench. He hadn’t rested, really rested, in so long. There was always something he felt like he should be doing. Always something he was avoiding. Guilt. Pain. The disappointment of other people. 

	He looked down at her. “What do you really want, Desi?” he asked. 

	“Honestly?” She raised her eyes to his. “I don’t know. My wolf wants… this.” She gestured between the two of them. “But me… I don’t know. Relationships—they always go wrong for me.”

	“Me too. In a different way.”

	She shook her head. “In the same way. The people we get with, they’re takers. Mine might be assholes and yours might be damaged, but it’s the same. They take everything, and they give nothing back.”

	She was right about that. Brock said, “I don’t know if I have anything left to give.” 

	She reached up and briefly cupped his cheek with her hand—awkwardly, as if it wasn’t something she was used to doing. Then she closed the balcony doors, slipped her hand into his and led him to the bedroom. 

	It felt amazing to let his body relax into the mattress. He lay on his good side, to take the pressure off his cracked ribs. After turning out the lights, Desi slid under the covers and spooned him from behind, her arm resting lightly over his waist, careful not to hurt him. 

	He knew he needed sleep, but now that he was here with her, he couldn’t sink into darkness. He didn’t want oblivion anymore. He wanted to lie here with Desi, her warmth surrounding him and her scent filling him, because even with everything hurting, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this good.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 22

	 

	 

	 

	After a while Desi said softly, “Are you still mad at me? For looking at your memories?”

	Brock hadn’t expected that. “No?” he said. Then, “Yes.” And finally, “I don’t know.” 

	He felt her nod, her lips against the center of his back. As if he were actually making sense.

	“I didn’t mean to,” she said. “Your wolf showed them to me. But I’m sorry. I should have known you wouldn’t want anyone to see. I wouldn’t either.” 

	He put his hand over hers to show her he wasn’t really mad. It was just so fucking hard, to have all that pain and struggle laid bare to someone. He was always the one in other people’s minds—no one came into his. 

	So he focused on the good memory—not all the ones that came after. 

	“That first memory he showed you?” he said. “That was the first time I ever used my abilities to help another shifter. I was four.”

	Desi nodded. “The white wolf.” 

	“Yeah,” Brock said. “But you didn’t see it all.” He told her then about the rest of that night: the night he learned that his dad—the man he thought was his dad—was an evil bastard who was willing to sell him to shifter hunters. It was also the night he found out shifters were a real thing—and that it wasn’t bad or wrong to be one. When he found out he could help them. It made the horror of what his dad had done less, somehow.

	“It was good then,” he said. “It was only later that I realized where the pain was going. And I tried to take it on myself, but…”

	“But you couldn’t,” she said softly. “You weren’t built for it. Not like me.” 

	Brock felt something inside him grow very still, like his wolf when he was stalking something and didn’t want to scare it away. A picture of that smooth passageway into her mind came back to him.

	“What do you mean?” he asked, trying to keep his voice steady. 

	She spoke softly, her voice floating up on the darkness. 

	“I never knew who my parents were,” she said. “As far back as I can remember, I lived in a monastery. Gray stone everywhere, cold under my feet.”

	Her voice grew dreamy. “The purpose of the monks’ order was to help alleviate suffering and evil in the world. They would meditate, all together, reaching out into the world and literally sucking in pain and negative energy so that human misery would be lessened, and—in their beliefs—humanity would be less evil. They’d been doing it for centuries. According to them, they helped lift humans out of the Dark Ages and bring the Age of Enlightenment.”

	Brock said, “It sounds okay. On the surface. So what was really going on?” Because there had to be a downside. 

	“The thing is, they can’t ‘defile themselves’ with all that darkness and pain. Eventually, it would turn them evil. So they had to have someplace to put it.”

	Brock began to see where this was heading. He suppressed a growl.

	“They learned, way back whenever, that there are some people who naturally attract darkness and negativity, but somehow don’t succumb to it the way other people do. They have the ability to form… sort of a psychic barrier, I guess you’d call it. So the monks find them, as children, and they train them to be Vessels of Darkness.”

	It was all Brock could do to keep himself still. “These bastards tried to put all the world’s pain into you?”

	She nodded.

	“So they could remain clean and godly.” He couldn’t believe it.

	“I guess.”  

	“That’s sick.” But it explained the smooth pathway, and the dark, putrid well he’d seen by the stone courtyard. How could they do that to an innocent child? On purpose?

	Brock couldn’t help it; he was shaking with anger. “Where the hell are these people?”

	She put her hand over his. “Brock. Don’t. I got out.” 

	“No thanks to them.” His wolf growled. “I want to go there and rip every last one of them limb from limb.”

	“I can tell,” she said. She paused. “I’m not used to people wanting to do things like that for me.” 

	Of course he would. She was his mate. Anyone who hurt her deserved to die. 

	“Don’t you want them to pay for what they did?” he asked. 

	She shook her head. “I had to let it go. The pain they gave me didn’t hurt me.” He wasn’t so sure about that. “But I figured out pretty quick that holding onto my own anger would be corrosive enough to burn through my defenses. And then everything they gave me…”

	It would spill out and destroy her. He said, “I don’t know how you survived that.” 

	“You survived too. Bad things.” 

	“That was different. I had my mom and my stepdad, and my pack. And I was helping people.”

	“Yeah,” she said. They were silent for a minute. Then she said, “What ever happened to the white wolf? Tristan? Was he okay?”

	 That was a good memory too. “Yeah,” Brock said. “He’s okay. For awhile he lived in the same pack as my family and I did, in Idaho. Then he met his true mate and moved away. But his niece Michelangela is one of my best friends.” 

	Desi laughed. “Michelangela? What the hell kind of a name is that?”

	“Don’t look at me, she picked it,” Brock said. “Her dad kept messing with her mom when she was pregnant, lobbying for all the different Mutant Ninja Turtle names. From that old TV show? Except for Rafael, because that’s his name. And Terin was like, ‘Hell no.’”

	“I can’t imagine why.” 

	“But one night I was talking to Terin’s preggo belly with my head against it, and I heard the baby. Or her wolf. And she said she liked the turtle names, and she wanted to be Michelangela.” 

	Desi raised herself on one elbow, her hand on his shoulder. “Get out. Before she was born?”

	“Swear. So when she turned out to be a girl like I predicted, that’s what they named her. Her brothers are Leonardo and Donatello. Otherwise known as Neon and Donut.”

	At Desi’s snicker, he said, “Michelangela had trouble with her ‘l’s’ when she was little.”

	Desi said a little wistfully, “You always sound happy when you talk about living with the pack.” She went quiet. “I guess I’m trying to put that together with them letting you go inside all those broken minds and deal with all that trauma.”

	“It wasn’t like that,” Brock said, a bit defensively. “It wasn’t hurting me—or we thought it wasn’t. I would see someone, like Tristan, and just know I had to help. It would make me upset if I couldn’t. So they started calling me in once in a while with really messed-up shifters that no one else could reach. They worried about me, but I kept telling them I was okay. I thought I was okay.”

	“Because your wolf took it all.”

	“No one knew,” he said helplessly. “I wouldn’t have done that to him if I’d known.” He could hear the desperation in his voice. I wouldn’t have, he said to his wolf. 

	“Shh,” Desi said. “He knows that. He told me.” 

	I did, his wolf said. I told her. I protect you. But she needed to see, so she can heal you.

	Desi kissed the center of his back, a soft feathery kiss, and then began stroking his skin—his arm, his chest, his hip. Gradually he began to relax again.

	Until her hand moved from his hip to his belly, the curve beneath his pelvic bone. The top of his thigh. The backs of her fingers brushed his dick, which was growing and hardening.

	Finally he made himself say, “Um. Not that I don’t like what you’re doing, but it’s giving me a raging boner. So if that’s not your intention, maybe you need to… um.”

	She’d moved her hand to his dick, and was stroking her fingers up the underside, through his sweats. 

	He managed, “I guess that answers that question.” 

	She trailed her fingers up and down his shaft. “I can stop if you want me to,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to take advantage of your weakened condition.”

	“I—fuck. I appreciate that.” 

	Her fingers lingered at the top of his sweats, stroking the skin just above the waistband. “I’m waiting for the word ‘stop.’” 

	Brock swallowed hard. “I’m told that can be ambiguous. Especially when French maid costumes and spankings are involved. It’s better to have a safe word.” 

	“Mmm. What’s yours?”

	“Banana.” 

	“Okay.” She moved her hand to the base of his dick, stroking up its length again. “Do you want a banana?”

	“Hell, no.” 

	He turned on his back, and her hand slipped down inside his sweats. Fuuuuuck. “I definitely do not want a yellow, dick-shaped fruit.” 

	Her hand closed around his bare dick, and his eyes rolled up in his head. 

	She kissed his mouth, and then whispered. “You’re supposed to be resting.”

	“Mmm hmmm.” He could tell he was going to agree with whatever she said.

	“So you need to promise me that you’ll stay still.”

	“How is that any fun for you?”

	She grinned wickedly. “I’ll manage.”

	He reached over to the bedside table, groping to open the drawer and grab a handful of condoms. He tossed them on the bed. “Just in case you decide you need them.” Not that he’d ever brought anyone here. They were just part of Colt and Remy’s relentless campaign to get him laid. 

	He’d never thought he’d be grateful for that. 

	Desi said, “I thought I told you to stay still.”

	“Fine. I submit.” She had no idea he’d already submitted. 

	She pulled off his sweats, and then her own t-shirt. He couldn’t help but suck in his breath at how beautiful she was. 

	He’d seen her naked before, but he hadn’t had the chance to just look. Her small, perfect breasts, her lean abs, her strong soft thighs. 

	She feathered kisses all down his body, taking her time, stroking his skin, her tongue making lazy circles and stripes down his skin, giving him goosebumps. He felt like he was slowly sinking into a lake of warm caramel, every muscle melting. 

	Except his dick, which was rock-hard and throbbing. He wanted her so bad. 

	But even that was a strange, unexpected sensation—just lying there, receiving her attention, feeling the anticipation build, and build, into an exquisite mix of pleasure and frustration. 

	He felt like he was supposed to be doing something, but every time he reached for her, she moved away. “You’re bad at following directions,” she said teasingly. “I might have to spank you.” 

	“I think I’ve taken enough punishment for one night.” 

	“Maybe you’re right. I guess I’ll have to hold off on that.”

	But she tortured him in other ways, until he was writhing and moaning. 

	“Fuck,” he muttered. “Woman, you are making me crazy.” 

	She just smiled, finally reaching for a condom. Oh, yeah. 

	Brock pushed himself up so he was sitting against the headboard, sticking a pillow behind his damaged ribs. Desi opened the condom with her teeth—which was hot as fuck—and then licked his shaft all the way from the base to the tip before beginning to sloooowly roll the condom down. 

	Her eyes went wide. “Glitter condoms?” she asked. 

	Fuck Colt and Remy. “Don’t ask,” he said. And then, in case she thought he was talking about another woman, he added, “The twins. Doing everything they can to rescue my sex life. The condoms are flavored, too, if that interests you at all.” 

	“Not at the moment.” Moving carefully, she straddled his lap and guided herself down on him. 

	Oh, hell.  

	He sank deep, deep into her, losing more of himself the farther he went. Finally he was able to touch her, and he couldn’t get enough—cupping her perfect breasts, teasing her nipples, finding her hot wet core and caressing her clit as she slid herself up and down his shaft.

	He felt her reaching out tentatively with her mind, and met her halfway, suddenly wanting her to understand what he was feeling. 

	Their minds slid together, and then he was lost in sensation and emotion. She loved giving to him, he realized with a small shock of surprise. She wanted to make him stop hurting. Needed it, the way he needed to make other people stop hurting. To make her stop hurting. 

	He pulled her to him in a deep kiss as they moved together, needing to touch every part of her he possibly could. Now he couldn’t tell where he ended and she began—all he could feel was heat and light and the caring that flowed between them, giving and receiving equally, reveling in each other’s pleasure, kissing away each other’s pain. 

	The emotion built and built until it was almost too much for him, and then it turned into a great, rolling, unending climax, going on and on until he crumbled into nothing, all his boundaries gone. 

	But she was there, holding him together, putting all his pieces back together, making him whole. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 23

	 

	 

	 

	Desi woke the next morning to a repetitive tapping sound. 

	She rolled over and opened her eyes, trying to figure out where it was coming from. Brock was still dead to the world—which meant that either he really needed the recovery sleep, or he felt safe enough here that odd noises didn’t register as dangerous in his sleeping mind. 

	Or both. 

	The noise came again. Tap, tap, tap, along with the whir of a small motor. It was coming from the balcony door—turned out the bedroom also had balcony access.

	Desi got quietly out of bed and found her t-shirt on the floor, slipping it over her head. If someone was trying to break in, she’d rather not be naked when they did. Standing to the side, she gave a quick yank and pulled up the blinds that covered the door. 

	There was a drone hovering on the balcony. Hanging from it in a little harness was… a rubber duckie? Wearing a ninja costume and a mask. To conceal its duckie identity?

	The drone moved slightly, which made the duckie’s bill hit the glass door again. Tap, tap, tap.

	What the fuck? 

	Desi called softly, “Um, Brock?” 

	At the sound of her voice, the drone shook—as if it were excited—and the duckie tapped harder. Brock stirred and opened his eyes. 

	“Whaa—”

	He broke off as a fleet of about half a dozen drones rose above the balcony railing. Mini-blimps, to be exact. 

	In the shape of penises.

	They started doing a little dance in mid-air. 

	“Oh, fuck.” Brock tried to jump out of bed. “Ow,” he muttered, grabbing his ribs, and then, “Fucking fucktards.” 

	Desi bit her lip. 

	Brock started for the balcony door, face like thunder, but was diverted by a sound from the living area of the suite. The hall door opening. 

	They both swiveled in that direction, and Desi backed up so she could see what was coming. 

	In through the doorway came a parade of dicks. Walking dicks, more or less life-sized. Mostly more. Under their balls they had little feet like those plastic wind-up toys, and they marched in two by two.

	Wearing brightly-colored condoms.

	Which were playing music. 

	The tinny strains of “Just the Way You Are” filled the living room. Brock seemed transfixed, staring. 

	The dicks marched faster, and the music switched to “In Too Deep.” As soon as she recognized the song, Desi started giggling. Then, suddenly, they all went silent at once. The bugle call “Charge” rang out. 

	All the dicks started jumping up and down, playing the Lone Ranger theme, like galloping horses. By this time, Desi was leaning against the wall, laughing helplessly. 

	Brock stomped out through the living room, kicking the odd dancing dildo out of his way, and into the hallway. 

	He came back inside dragging one of the twins, shirtless and holding a controller in his hands. The evil twin was yelling, “Stop! Help! Save me!” And then, “Dammit, they didn’t even get to the cannons yet!”

	He moved something on the controller before he dropped it. The dildoes started jumping even faster, and the final section of Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture rang out from their condoms. With cannon blasts.

	Daah da da da da da da dun dun DUN. Boom! A blast of glitter filled the air as a condom exploded. Daah da da da da da da dun dun DUN. Boom! 

	Desi couldn’t even move, she was laughing so hard. She didn’t worry about the twin’s pleas for help; he was barely even fighting. He obviously knew Brock wasn’t serious. 

	Brock dragged him all the way out onto the balcony, cursing the whole way. He heaved the twin up, wincing at the strain on his ribs.

	Holy shit. He wasn’t going to—

	He did. 

	He fucking threw him off the balcony. Three stories up. 

	Desi raced outside, dodging the duckie drone and a couple of blimps, and leaned over the railing. The twin was dropping like a stone, waving his arms and yelling. About three-quarters of the way down his body rippled and Changed, wings sprouting from his shoulders, and he turned into a huge snowy owl, gliding away across the lawn.

	“Well, shit,” Desi said. “You scared me there for a minute.” 

	“Fucking Remy,” Brock said, shaking his head. 

	“It wasn’t just him,” Desi said. “There’s about six people in the hallway, laughing their asses off.”

	“And filming,” Brock said. “And Colt’s in the yard, driving the blimps.” She looked down and sure enough, there was the other twin with his own controller. He waved. Titan was there too, with the Asian woman who’d been flirting with him in the bar—his mate, it had turned out. She appeared to be driving the duckie drone. 

	She flew it over behind Brock, and the ninja duckie tapped the back of his head. He batted at it, but he missed and she flew it away, laughing maniacally. 

	Brock glanced upward. “Incoming,” he said. He took Desi’s arm and pulled her back, just as a shadow flew overhead and a big owl crap splattered on the balcony railing. 

	“Damn,” Brock said, looking at it in awe. “I could swear he doesn’t crap for a week before he pulls a prank. Just saves it up.”

	Desi said, “Soooo… he gets thrown off balconies a lot?”

	“All the time,” Brock said. “Usually by Titan, but the rest of us do what we can.” 

	 

	They cleaned up as best they could before going down to breakfast. The crew helped; Jaeda even brought in the vacuum and tried to get the glitter out of the carpet. 

	Brock was just shaking his head. “That’s in there for good,” he muttered.

	While they were getting dressed, Desi, still getting intermittent fits of the giggles, said to Brock, “I’d ask if that shit was because of something I said, but this obviously was not a spur-of-the-moment reaction to me being here.”

	“Hell, no,” Brock said. “They’ve no doubt been planning it for weeks, hoping I’d bring someone home with me. I can’t imagine how thrilled they were when you showed up and kept all their hard work from going to waste.”

	“What I want to know is, where the hell did they get musical condoms?”

	“Brandon’s dad.” Brock rolled his eyes. “Xander has an online shop. Glitter novelties and sex toys. They’re always begging samples off him.” 

	Of course they were. “I’d like to see those samples,” she said. “Think they have any sexy butler costumes in there?”

	 

	Even though Brock made a show of muttering about Colt and Remy’s prank, he was glad they’d done it. It had helped Desi relax, and maybe even feel a little bit part of the crew.

	And it made him feel better too, even though throwing Remy off the balcony had tweaked his ribs, and he had to take more painkillers. 

	After breakfast, things got a little more serious. 

	Brock went into the office with Brandon, Kitty, the twins, Damien and Jaeda—the people who did the most work with Brandon’s PI company. 

	They went through all the information he’d gathered on Jered and DiSantos. Remy immediately got online, looking for any references to—or rumors about—black wolves and sorcerers.

	Since he was one of the best hackers in the business, he had access to all kinds of secret databases he wasn’t supposed to have access to. If this was a Council black op—or if it was a criminal organization that was on their radar—he’d find out. 

	Hopefully without jeopardizing Desi. 

	At least she was now in contact with her wolf, and it seemed—like last night during the battle—she could sometimes persuade the wolf not to take over her body if it was in their best interests. That was an excellent sign. 

	“I don’t like the fact that those wolves keep their clothes when they Change,” Brandon said after they’d put all the information together.

	“I do,” Colt said. “Means we don’t have to look at their hairy dicks.” 

	Brandon ignored that. “It means magic—possibly dragon magic. Or altered DNA.” 

	“Maybe,” Brock said. “I wonder, though, if it’s the clothes and not the wolves. Because Desi doesn’t have that ability. Her wolf is normal, and her eyes don’t glow. If it were inherent to the wolves, it seems like they’d pass it on to whoever they Turned.”

	“Maybe it’s done to them later,” Kitty said. “Especially if they’re originally natural shifters, not Turned ones. That could be one of the things they were trying to learn by taking mates. Whether it would transfer to someone they Turned.” 

	Brock thought about Desi being Turned into one of those hell wolves, and shivered. She hadn’t been included in this meeting. He didn’t like leaving her out, but he also didn’t like the idea of talking about her and speculating about what might be wrong with her, with her right there. So he’d asked Mari to show her around the house and the territory. 

	Now, though, there was something niggling at his mind. “They remind me of hellhounds,” he said suddenly. “You know, the ones that sorcerer Ragnor made—the guy who held Emon and Mayah captive all those years.”

	Emon and Mayah Al-Maddeiri were dragons—brother and sister of Kira, Flynn’s mate, from the Bad Blood Crew. The Bad Bloods, along with the Silverlake pack and their other allies, had fought an army of hellhounds years ago, to help Flynn and Kira defeat Ragnor and set her siblings free.

	Brandon said, “I’d forgotten about that. I was so little when it happened, though I’ve heard the story.”

	Brock said, “I wasn’t there for that battle, but I was there when those fuckers from Gen-X broke into Emon’s castle a couple of years later to get Ragnor’s research. And to get Mayah.”

	And him, though he didn’t say that part out loud. 

	“I thought Tristan and Mayah and the other dragons wiped out Gen-X,” Remy said. “When Colt and I were babies.” 

	“They did,” Brock said. “But that doesn’t mean that someone hasn’t started it up again. Or an organization like it. You know people can’t resist fucking with shifters and their abilities. There’s too much potential power to be gained.”

	“Not to mention money,” Jaeda said. 

	“I’ll keep looking,” Remy said. “We can do it both ways—look for chatter on the web about the dark wolves, and from tracking Jered and DiSantos, their phones and vehicles. We’ll find something.”

	Brock sure as hell hoped so. 

	 

	When the meeting broke up, Brandon called Brock to stay behind. Brock hoped he wasn’t going to get reamed out again; he was in no mood.

	Brandon remained standing, leaning his hips on the edge of his desk, arms folded. “How are the ribs doing?” he asked. 

	“I’ll live.”

	To his surprise, Brandon said, “I fucking hate doing that. You don’t deserve it.” 

	Brock was blindsided by the emotion that rose up in him. He must be more tired than he thought. “My wolf was losing it,” he said. “You had to. I get it.” 

	It was true. Brandon took his responsibility as alpha seriously, which meant not letting anyone in his crew spin out of control. For their own safety.

	Brandon gazed at him—gazed into him. Brock could feel his alpha energy, but it was surprisingly… gentle. Like Brandon tending his wounds last night. 

	He could have let any of the others do it, but he’d done it himself. 

	The alpha said, “I know we’re not a wolf pack, but I still feel like you belong here, with us. I just wish I knew what the fuck to do to get you to feel it.”

	That floored Brock. “I know you have my back.” 

	“And yet, when you found Desi, you didn’t bring her here. You didn’t even call me.” Brock could sense his energy. Not angry. Frustrated. And hurt.  

	Brock couldn’t meet his eyes. “I didn’t want to drag you into my mess.”

	Brandon unfolded his arms and ran his hand through his hair. “I was raised a Bad Blood,” he said, “and this is my crew. Mine. You all are mine.” 

	The fierceness of his tone made Brock look up in surprise. 

	Brandon went on, “We’re brothers now. Family. Your mess is my mess. I will take on the Council, or the dark wolves, or anyone else to help you deal with it. I’ll lay down my life.” 

	Brock had no idea what to do with the enormity of that gift. He said helplessly, “Brandon…”

	Brandon said, “I hope having a mate will finally make you feel that.”

	He stepped forward and took Brock by the shoulders, rubbing the side of his face against Brock’s in a rare cat-shifter gesture of affection. Then he left without saying another word.



	




	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 24

	 

	 

	 

	Over the next few days, Desi tried to settle in with the Wild Blood Crew. She knew she was here at least until she and her wolf for sure had an understanding, and the Council would certify her A-Okay or Reasonably Sane, or whatever their standard was for not locking her up. 

	But everybody else was acting like she was here forever. 

	It felt weird—she was so used to being a loner. 

	When she was first on the streets, at thirteen, she’d had to find other groups of kids to hang out with, for safety. She’d soon learned that there was always a price to be paid for that safety, and she’d learned to make sure the cost wasn’t too high. 

	But these people were different. They were nice to her; they provided food and shelter and beer and laughs. They included her in movie nights and games. They didn’t seem to want anything in return. 

	Desi didn’t know quite what to do with that. 

	She didn’t know quite what to do with Brock, either. Well, sometimes she did—the sexual charge between them was still so intense, it took her breath away.

	He was fiercely attentive in bed. Out if it, she’d often catch him watching her, observing, as if trying to find out everything about her by using x-ray vision. 

	It made her feel important, and also way too visible. 

	He didn’t mention the mate thing, or their conversation the night they came here, He didn’t talk at all about the future. They worked with her wolf every day, and sometimes Kitty worked with them. Desi’s wolf liked having another female wolf around, although she tried to boss Kitty, which made Kitty laugh, which then sent Desi’s wolf off in a huff. But she always came back.

	Titan also helped out sometimes. He had some kind of weird way of looking into what they called the spirit world, so he could see Desi’s wolf and talk to her, even when she wasn’t manifested. But not inside her mind, like Brock did. It was very confusing. 

	Especially because Titan was not at all what he looked like. Here was this guy, huge and terrifying-looking—man and beast—with a wicked sense of humor and an absolute adoration of his mate, Mari. She was cute and roly-poly and turned out to be a freaking panda—Titan’s total opposite. But somehow they were perfect together, pulling pranks and making each other laugh one minute, and being absolute pathetic moosh-faces the next. 

	In fact, all the guys were clearly crazy about their mates. It was like nothing she’d seen in the human world—it seemed like maybe it was a shifter thing? Part of the bond? Even Brandon, who was tough as nails and grumpy as fuck, went all soft over Kitty.

	The guys were always spoiling their mates—lavishing them with affection, bringing them little presents, and basically treating them like gold. 

	It gave her a little ache inside. Was this what she could have with Brock? How did they get from here to there?

	And sometimes she’d see him watching the others with the same look on his face. Like he didn’t know either. If he caught her watching him, he’d give her a little lopsided smile, the one that always made her heart turn over. 

	 

	The second night after she came, she and Brock were lying in bed when he asked her, “Before you were Turned, did you ever dream of a different life, someday? Like, a certain kind of job, or going to school, or a family?”

	Usually Desi shied away from stuff like that. She’d lived one day at a time for so long, she’d gotten almost superstitious about not counting on a future. 

	But maybe now things were different. At least, different enough to admit to one little dream. She said slowly, “I always wanted to have a pottery studio.” 

	She waited for him to laugh, or say, “That’s nice” and move on.

	But he asked, “What kinds of things did you want to make?” 

	Well, hell. Now she needed an answer. “Um. Pots?”

	He did laugh at that. “I get that,” he said. “But I mean, did you want to make stuff for people to use, like dishes and stuff? Or art pieces? Do you want to throw pots, on a wheel? Or use other techniques? Do you want to take classes? Or make up your own things by yourself?”

	Despite herself, she found herself getting a little flutter of excitement when she thought about the possible answers to those questions. 

	“I don’t know,” she said. “I’d love to experiment with glazes, and some of those aren’t really suitable for dishes people are going to eat off of. But then, I love the idea of making really simple and beautiful things people use in their everyday lives.” 

	“You could do both,” Brock said. “You know, Titan has a big studio attached to his cabin, up the hill. He’s a stone sculptor. He made all that stuff in front of his cabin.” 

	Damn. Chalk that up as another surprise.

	“And Damien uses it for wood carving, too,” Brock went on. “I bet Titan would let you grab a corner for pottery. We’ll ask him tomorrow.” 

	Well, she might ask Mari. She still didn’t feel comfortable with Titan. “But I don’t have any clay,” she said. “And I’d need glazes, and a kiln—all that stuff is expensive.” 

	“It can’t be that expensive,” Brock said. “We could order it online, or there ought to be an art supply store in Louisville.” 

	“But—” she started to say.

	Brock dropped a kiss on her shoulder blade. “I’ll get the stuff for you,” he said. “Just tell me what you want.” 

	He was trying to spoil her, she realized. Like the other guys spoiled their mates. He wanted to get her things that would make her happy. 

	And she was so used to making do, to not needing or wanting things because she couldn’t have them. She was used to only being able to have what she could pack in a suitcase and a backpack.

	And what if things didn’t work out with Brock, and she had to leave? She couldn’t take all that stuff with her. 

	As usual, Brock seemed to be reading her mind. 

	“It’s just some clay and a few tools,” he said. “It’s not an engagement ring.” 

	But it was more than clay, and they both knew it. 

	She could feel how much he wanted to do this for her. To do anything for her. She felt a little ache in her heart, and she turned over and wrapped her arms around him. 

	“I would love that,” she whispered. “Thank you.” 

	She felt the emotion flow through him—pride that he’d found something to do for her, happiness that it was something she wanted. 

	Something opened up in the middle of her chest, blossoming like a flower. She’d never learned how to accept things, because she’d never trusted anyone to give to her. She and Brock were the same. 

	But he was trying so hard. And maybe if she just took that first step, and let him do it—maybe this thing between them could work out after all. 

	  

	Brock went a little nuts with the giving, ordering a crap-ton of stuff off the internet, expedited delivery. 

	And he was the one who talked to Titan about the studio space. To Desi’s surprise, Titan agreed right away. He even gave her some clay to start out with,

	“I sometimes make test sculptures out of clay,” he explained in his deep, rumbling voice. “So I keep some around.” 

	“Um. Do you think I could start tonight?” she asked. “There’s… something I want to make for Brock. For Valentine’s Day.”

	Titan got a little smile on his face—the kind he got when he was thinking about his mate. “Sure,” he said. “Whenever you want. The studio’s always open.” 

	 

	When Desi first went up to the studio to get started, Kitty was there with Mari. Titan was nowhere to be found.

	She hoped they’d leave her alone to work. She’d already had a hell of a time getting rid of Brock—she’d told him she had to experiment in private, and she couldn’t have people looking over her shoulder the whole time. 

	He’d looked a little pouty, so she said that when she had something, he’d be the first to see it, and that seemed to satisfy him. 

	Mari showed her around the studio, where everything was. Titan had left her a big can of clay with some tools, and a wooden slab to work on. 

	They got her set up, but then they kind of hung around, like they had something to say. 

	Desi sucked at social shit. Especially girl shit. “Okay, spit it out,” she said, looking from one to the other. “Does Titan really not want me here? Or what?”

	“It’s not that,” Kitty said. “We just… oh, hell. We just want you to understand what’s going on with Brock.” 

	Fuck. “Is this the sisterly ‘break his heart and we’ll kill you’ talk?”

	Kitty shrugged. “From me it is. I’m half jaguar on my mother’s side, and she’ll kill you for way less than that. Mari will just guilt you to death.” 

	Mari said, “I can’t help it if I’m a peace-loving bear.” 

	“Don’t worry.” Kitty patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll kill anyone you need me to.” 

	“Including me?” Desi asked dryly.

	Kitty sighed. “I just want you to understand about wolves and mates,” she said. “Because if you’re Brock’s true mate—his wolf’s true mate—that’s a huge deal.”

	“I know,” she said. 

	“But do you? Because it means this is different from Brock’s other relationships. You’re it for him. Your wolf is it. Even if things don’t work out—if your wolf can’t bond with him—he’ll never love anyone else. As long as he lives. And if you leave, he’ll never get over it. His wolf will never get over it.” 

	Desi felt cold inside. “That’s a lot of responsibility,” she said slowly. 

	“For him, too,” Mari said. “Because he will do anything for you. Lay down his life without thinking twice.”

	“He already tried that,” Desi said.

	“He’ll do it again.” 

	Kitty said, “We like you and we’re willing to love you like a sister. But please, don’t hurt Brock. Okay?”

	What else could she say? “I don’t want to. I hope I don’t.” 

	They both touched her gently on the shoulder, and left her to her clay.

	After they were gone, Brock walked in from the other doorway. None of them had realized he was there, but from the look on his face, Desi could tell he’d heard the whole conversation. 

	“They shouldn’t have said that to you,” he told her. 

	She could feel the ache in his chest, and now she knew what it meant. It matched the ache in her own, whenever he was hurt. Whenever she thought about leaving him, never seeing him again. 

	She went up to him and slid her hands up his chest. He rested his lightly on her waist. They’d become physically comfortable with each other, but they still sucked at opening up. 

	Desi knew she had to start. She opened her mind to his—somehow this was easier if they didn’t have to talk out loud. Am I your mate? she asked.

	He bent his head until his forehead was resting on hers. Of course. Then he added, Forever and always. 

	He didn’t ask if he was hers. Is he? she asked her wolf. Our mate?

	Her wolf said, I will not submit.

	Desi said to Brock, I think that means ‘yes.’

	He gave a little smile, then said to her wolf, It doesn’t matter. We will love you always, whatever you do. 

	That brought a startled silence. 

	Brock kissed her softly and said, “Have fun with your clay. Can’t wait to see what you make.” And he left. 

	Suddenly, the studio felt cold and empty. Desi said to her wolf, I think you hurt his feelings. 

	For the first time she could remember, her wolf sounded uncertain. I did not mean to. I do not like the way it makes me feel. He should not be hurt. 

	What if nobody has to submit? Desi said. Maybe we can be partners with him, and his wolf. The other guys don’t seem to make their mates submit. Hell, they trip over themselves trying to make them happy. 

	I would like that, her wolf said. 

	I bet you would, Desi said. Little princess. She added, And I like it here. I like being with him. Hell, she might as well admit it. I think I love him. 

	Her wolf said slowly, I like it here too. And when I think of leaving the man and his wolf… I find I do not wish to. She paused. Maybe they will submit?

	Desi laughed. Maybe they won’t. I would go with partners. And he did order us all that clay.  

	I do not like clay, her wolf said. It tastes nasty. I would rather have duckies, like the bear-man gets for his mate. We could chew on them, and make them squeak.

	Oh, hell. Do NOT chew on Mari’s duckies. Or Titan will kill us. 

	We will kill him first. Or get Brock to do it for us. 

	Desi laughed, and started to dig the clay out of the can. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 25

	 

	 

	 

	The next day Brock went looking for Desi, finally finding her in the studio. She was intent on whatever she was making, working at it with a small pointed tool. 

	He watched her for a few minutes, loving how intense she got when she was working. Then he succumbed to temptation and sneaked up behind her using his shifter stealth. 

	On the wooden board in front of her was a small slab of clay, about an inch by an inch and a half. She was incising symbols into it with a delicate touch. 

	She said without looking up, “You know I can smell you there, right?”  

	“I didn’t want to startle you.”

	“Liar liar, dick on fire. You hate it that I won’t tell you what I’m working on, so you’re spying on me. I knew you were a stalker the first night I met you.” 

	“You’re right,” he said, leaning his hips on the edge of the table. “You’re my obsession. Want to come to my cabin? I have a nice cage there—you’ll love it.”

	“Maybe later, Spanky Boy. I’m busy here.” 

	“What are you working on?”

	She muttered, “No fucking privacy,” but he could tell she wasn’t really mad, because she answered the question. Not to mention the fact that she didn’t growl at him. 

	Her fingers still moved with precision as she said, “I’m experimenting with pendants. If the glazes come out right and they don’t break in the kiln, then I might start putting them up for sale.” 

	A surge of pride went through him. “Good for you. Let me know if you need any help with a website or anything.” 

	“Getting a little ahead of ourselves, aren’t we?” But he could see the tiny smile at the corner of her mouth. She liked when he was supportive—she just wasn’t used to it yet. 

	“What do the symbols mean?” he asked.

	“They’re Japanese.” She indicated each one with her carving tool. “Perfection. Innocence. Heroism.”

	Well, hell. That wasn’t much to live up to. “I thought that inspirational-type jewelry went with things like ‘Believe’ and ‘You are Enough’ and shit.” 

	“Really? You think that’s my brand?” 

	“Okay, when you put it that way… you just be you.” 

	“All the fucking time,” she said. Which made him smile. He touched her shoulder before leaving, and to his surprise she caught his hand and pressed a kiss on his knuckles. “Wait till I get this in the kiln, and then we’ll talk about that cage obsession of yours.” 

	Well, that was enough to make him hot. Brock wandered the studio impatiently while Desi finished up. Just as she was putting the clay away, Nick walked in through the wall. 

	“Hey,” Brock greeted him casually, before he saw the look on Nick’s face. “Is everything okay?”

	I hope so, Nick said into his mind. When was the last time you saw DB?

	Brock tried to think back. “Not sure. That night at the cabin? Why?”

	Nick said, Because yesterday he was supposed to come by and watch hockey with Britt and me. He never showed, and he’s not answering when I call.

	“He does disappear. Sometimes for a week or two at a time.” But Brock knew as he said it that this was different.

	I know. But… he’s never not answered when I called him directly, ever since he gave me the amulet. Not for this long. 

	Desi came up. “Is everything all right?”

	“Probably. We just haven’t heard from DB for awhile, and he’s not answering the Batphone.” He nodded at Nick’s amulet, which he was holding in his ghostly hand, rubbing his thumb over the engraving. “Nick is checking to see when was the last time we saw him.” He turned to Nick. “Have you been down to the house yet?”

	Nick shook his head. 

	“Let’s go.” 

	As they walked down, Brock thumbed a message into the group chat on his cellphone, asking if anyone had seen DB since the night of the battle at the cabin.

	He knew some of the crew were out working—Kitty at the garage where she rebuilt vintage cars, some of the others doing legwork on PI jobs for Brandon’s firm, Colt working on a construction job with Titan helping him.

	But they’d all get the message. Replies started to ping in as they walked. 

	All of them came in with a negative. 

	Again, not cause for undue alarm. But… it really wasn’t like DB, not to be where he said he was going to be, and just let them worry. He liked feeling like an honorary part of the crew. 

	Desi was reading the messages over his shoulder, biting her lips. She said to Nick, “Is there any way you can check up on him? Where he lives, I mean?”

	Nick shook his head and gestured to Brock, since Desi couldn’t hear him talk without some kind of help. Brock took her hand—as long as she was touching him, she should be able to hear Nick too.

	As they climbed the steps to the house, Brock said, “No one knows where he lives. He would never say, and none of our dragon allies seem to know anything about him, so we kind of figured it was somewhere deep in the Dragonlands.”

	She looked more worried than he’d expect, seeing as she’d only known DB for a few days. “Why?” he asked.

	Desi answered as they walked into the great room. “I’m no expert on shifters, but I’ve known a lot of runaway kids in my time. DB told me once that he left when his home wasn’t a good place to be.”

	She looked off into the distance and added softly, “He said they tried to make him do things he didn’t want to do.”

	He could tell she was thinking about her own childhood. “That covers a lot of ground,” Brock said, trying to be comforting.

	Fail. She just gave him a look that said, ‘Get your head out of your ass.’ 

	“It sure does,” she said. “Lots of ground. Crime… sex… magic…”  

	Nick said, Oh, fuck. 

	Brock said, “Do you think someone’s trying to use him for his powers?” 

	Desi said, “Could be any number of bad things. But you told me there’s a lot of uses for dragons, and their blood and parts and powers. Maybe his people have figured out he’s been getting away, and made sure he couldn’t anymore.”

	Brandon walked in from the other side of the house, Remy behind him. He was tucking his phone back into his pocket. 

	Brandon said, “Or maybe they pushed him too far, and he finally left for good.”

	As they all looked at him, he said, “I just got a call from Thorne Greystone, the Wild Dragon liaison to the Draken Council. It seems that somebody has finally owned up to missing a teenage dragon.” 
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	“You’ve got to be kidding.” Brock stared at Brandon. DB had been hanging around the Wild Blood Crew for months, and not one of their dragon contacts seemed to have any idea where he came from. Now suddenly they did?

	Nick said, It can’t be a coincidence that they put the word out right when he’s gone missing for real. 

	“I know.” Brandon had an amulet that allowed him to connect to the spirit world and hear Nick talking. Remy put his hand on Brandon’s shoulder so he could hear too.

	“According to Thorne,” Brandon went on, “the kid’s description was surprisingly sketchy as far as physical details. Only that it’s a young adolescent, just coming into his powers, and he’s unstable and dangerous.”

	“That doesn’t sound like DB,” Remy said dubiously. 

	Desi said, “It does if they want to make sure that if anyone finds him, they call his clan before they get too close. If they call him crazy and dangerous, people will be less likely to believe his side of the story—if they let him tell it at all.”

	Remy looked at her with respect. “That’s smart.” He frowned. “And disturbing. Why would they do that?”

	“In my experience with runaways in that situation, either he’s got enough on them to get them arrested, or he has something they want. Money, usually—like an inheritance or trust fund. Or in his case, magic.” 

	Her voice was hard, and Brock knew she was thinking once more of her own past. He put his arm around her shoulder and rubbed it gently.

	Hold up, Nick said. DB is the most powerful worldwalker any of your dragons have ever heard of. He’s not ‘just coming into his powers.’

	Remy said slowly, “But what if he is?”

	There was a silence as they all digested the idea of DB getting exponentially more powerful as he matured..

	“Holy fuck,” Brock murmured. “I’m glad he’s on our side.”

	Brandon said, “But if he left home for good, why didn’t he come to us?”

	Desi said impatiently, “Because he knows you have dragon allies. He’s not going to show his face here until he knows for sure that they won’t find out and turn him in.” As they opened their mouths to protest, she looked around the circle and said, “He’s only thirteen. Can you guarantee that your Council won’t give him back to the dragons to avoid some kind of international—interdimensional—incident? And could you stop them if they insisted?”

	They all looked at each other. “Yeah,” she said, with a touch of bitterness. “That’s what I thought.” 

	Brock hugged her to him. “We’ll make sure that doesn’t happen.” He turned to Brandon. “Who’s this clan?”

	“It’s an obscure one called the Habakki-ur, from deep in the Dragonlands. They look like this.” Brandon pulled out his phone and tapped on a text, showing them a picture of a silver-green dragon with golden eyes. 

	“I know, it doesn’t look like DB. But apparently the Habakki-ur have a long and disgusting history of selectively breeding captive females to create a slave class with powers they themselves don’t possess.”

	“You think DB’s the child of a captive Draken woman?” Desi said. “Fuck.” 

	The tone of her voice and the emotions coming off her made Brock want to punch something. She was seeing herself in DB—both as a woman, almost forced into mating, and as a child being used for her powers. 

	“It would explain why DB doesn’t look like them,” Remy said.  

	“We need to find DB,” Desi said. “We need to get his side of the story, and we need to make sure he has a safe place to go.” She looked fiercely around the circle. 

	“No argument here,” Brandon said. “Nick?”

	He’s not answering my calls. But I know a few places where he hangs out in the spirit world. I’ll go look.

	Desi said, “And I know a place he might be hiding out in this world. Brock’s safe house.”

	She turned to Brock. “The day I first met him, he told me that he’d been staying at the cabin off and on, without you knowing. I didn’t think you’d really mind, but he didn’t seem to want you to know, so I promised I wouldn’t rat him out.” She added quietly, “I know what it’s like.”  

	Brock gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Don’t worry. I’ll go over there now and see if he’s there. If he’s not, I’ll leave him a note.”

	“I’ll go too,” Desi said immediately. 

	Brandon said, “What about the dark wolves and the sorcerer? There’s a good chance they’re just waiting for you to step outside the magical boundary wards on this territory.”

	“I don’t care about that,” Desi said.

	“I do,” Brock and Brandon said simultaneously. Desi rolled her eyes. 

	Brock turned to her. “I get how you feel. But I can’t talk to DB and protect you at the same time. I’ll go wolf, through the woods. No one will see me leave.”

	“You should take someone with you,” Brandon said. 

	Brandon shook his head. “I don’t want to spook DB, if he’s there. If it’s just me alone, maybe he’ll talk to me. And there’s no danger at the cabin—the dark wolves are probably all watching this place. They know there’s no way Desi will go back there. It’s not secure enough.”

	Brandon tightened his lips, but he finally said, “All right. But take your phone and report back. Otherwise I’m sending in the cavalry.” 

	 

	Less than an hour later Brock was ghosting through the woods near the cabin in wolf form, his clothes, phone, and a couple of weapons in a specially-made carry pack across his back.

	He’d felt no sense of danger getting out of the territory, but for some reason, the closer he got to the cabin, the more the back of his neck prickled and his hackles rose. 

	I do not like this, his wolf said. Something is wrong.

	I feel it too, buddy. 

	He stopped about a quarter-mile from the cabin and dressed, sticking his gun in the back of his pants and feeling in his pocket to make sure his knife was there. 

	He approached the cabin from a blind spot—out of the lines of sight from all the doors and windows. He was glad he’d brought brown camo, to blend in. Winter sucked as far as cover in the woods. 

	The first thing he saw was a black van on the gravel parking pad, and he glimpsed the tops of the heads of two men in black standing on the other side of it. Brock’s insides went cold, and he heard Desi’s voice. ‘There’s a lot of uses for dragons. Blood and parts.’ And, ‘Crime. Sex. And magic.’

	He wanted to smack himself in the head. He and the crew were all fucking idiots—every last one of them. They’d assumed Desi would continue to be the target—but the sorcerer and the black wolves had seen DB the other night, as well. What if they’d set their sights on the dragon instead? 

	Keeping the van between him and the men, Brock stole noiselessly out of the trees, using his mental powers to mask his scent. When he was right on the other side of the van, one of the men spoke. 

	“How long is it going to take that fucking wizard to show up?” 

	He didn’t recognize the voice, but he did recognize the one that answered. DiSantos. “You better not let anyone else hear you call him that, Rookie,” he snarled. “There’s plenty more soldiers where you came from. He can unmake you.” 

	Brock didn’t know what ‘unmaking’ was, but he was pretty sure he’d be happy to have it happen to this guy and DiSantos both. Especially if it was painful. 

	DiSantos went on, “Once the additional drugs take full effect and the dragon is disabled, we’ll be able to transport him.” 

	Brock suppressed a growl. They did have DB, the fuckers. But he could make sure they encountered a hell of a lot more trouble than they anticipated, taking him away. 

	Very quietly, he flicked his knife open and slashed the nearest tire on the van.

	The first guy said, “Can’t happen soon enough for me. This place gives me the creeps.” 

	DiSantos said, “Maybe it’s just because you got your ass kicked here a few nights ago.”

	The man said resentfully, “You got shot almost as many times as I did.” 

	DiSantos ignored that comparison. “Yeah, but I’m the one who thought of going after the Draken. He’s way more valuable than any of the women we’ve found.”

	The rookie said, “Yeah, but is he more valuable than Brock Reilly? With all those weird mental powers? If we get the woman, we can get him. The bosses would love to get that fucker in the lab. And I’d pay to watch them work him over.”

	Oh, hell no fuck you, Brock thought. He slashed the other tire. 

	Then, just to make sure, he slid underneath the vehicle to cut a few wires and maybe some hoses.

	Mistake. 

	Because when he slid back out, a man in a black robe was standing there, his face shrouded by a deep hood, so Brock couldn’t see his face. With him were three wolf warriors, holding automatics. 

	Shit. It was like they’d just teleported in. Hell, judging by the other night, maybe they had. 

	Brock got slowly to his feet. “Weapons down,” one of the warriors barked. 

	Brock dropped his knife. “Guns too,” the warrior said. 

	He might as well, considering the number of bullets it took to take even one of them down. Brock pulled the handgun out of the back of his pants and laid that down too. Why the hell hadn’t he texted Brandon the minute he saw the van?

	DiSantos strolled around the front of the van. “Well, look at this,” he said, smirking. “I believe we have a two-for-one special today. And by the way, you’re under arrest.”

	Brock cocked his head at the warriors. “See how they keep the proper distance? I hope you’re taking notes, DiSantos.”

	DiSantos sneered.

	The sorcerer spoke for the first time, his voice deep and hypnotic. It gave Brock the shivers. “I think if we play our cards right, we can make that a trifecta.”

	“Let’s not,” Brock said. 

	The sorcerer went on as if he hadn’t spoken. He said to Brock, “Take out your phone and contact the female.” He turned to DiSantos. “What is she calling herself now?”

	“Desi.” 

	The sorcerer turned his shadowy hood back to Brock. “You will send a message to Desi, and tell her you need her to come here right away. It will be personal and compelling, and there will be no tricks.”

	Brock said, “And if I don’t?”

	The sorcerer said, “Then we’ll kill the dragon.” 

	Brock said, “I don’t even know if you have the dragon.” 

	That blank dark hole gazed at him, and then the sorcerer said, “Bring him forth. Onto the porch.” 

	The gunmen prodded Brock around the van, to the bottom of the porch steps. After a minute two dark warriors carried DB out. He was unconscious. One of them put a long knife to his throat, the blade glowing with magic. 

	Brock started to growl, and didn’t even bother to suppress it. But he said, “Don’t bullshit me. You’re not going to kill him; he’s too valuable.”

	The hood tilted slightly, as if the sorcerer were thinking. “You’re right,” he said finally. Turning to the men on the porch, he said, “Cut his arm off.”

	The blade moved to the shoulder joint. 

	Unfortunately, this was something Brock totally believed they would do. He pulled out his phone. “Fine. What do you want me to say?” 

	The sorcerer said, “Tell her you came here and found the dragon, and he wishes to speak to her. Only to her. She must come at once.” 

	DiSantos added, “And let me see the message before you send it. Otherwise he loses an arm anyway.” 

	Brock snarled at him, and started typing into his phone. 

	Found DB. He won’t come back with me—says he’ll only talk to you. He says you understand what it’s like to be a runaway.

	Then he added, I tried bribing him with Twinkies and banana splits, but no go. Can you come? Only you. No one else. 

	He held the phone out to DiSantos, who demanded, “What’s this bullshit about Twinkies and stuff?” 

	Brock sighed. “I have to make it sound real, or she’ll know something’s up. Twinkies and banana splits are his favorite foods.”

	The rookie said, “We did find all those Twinkie and Yodel wrappers in the house. Kid’s a junk food addict.” 

	DiSantos looked at the sorcerer. “My lord?”

	The sorcerer was silent for a moment, and then said, “Send it. But if it is a trick, you each lose an arm.”

	Fucking awesome. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 27

	 

	 

	 

	Desi was pacing the great room when her new crew phone pinged with a text from Brock. 

	She fumbled it, getting it out of her pocket. She’d been having stabbing anxiety in her stomach for the last ten minutes.

	But it must be okay. If there was trouble, he’d be texting Brandon, not her. 

	Wrong. 

	She read the message through twice, and then went over to Brandon’s office on the other side of the house. Kitty followed behind her. “Brock’s in trouble,” Desi said, not caring that she was interrupting a phone call.

	“I’ll call you back,” Brandon said. “What’s up?”

	She handed him the phone. Colt and Remy had been huddled over a computer in the back of the room, and they came and looked over his shoulder. 

	Brandon frowned. “I agree, it’s suspicious. Brock would never call you out there on your own.” 

	“Well, yeah. But this is the real tell.” She pointed to the part about the banana splits. 

	“What about it? Except that I’ve never heard DB mention anything specifically about them.” 

	“Banana,” Desi said.

	“It’s some kind of code word?”

	Brock was going to kill her, but she had to say it. Lives were at stake. She sighed. “It’s Brock’s safe word.” 

	There was a silence, and then Colt and Remy got identical wide-eyed looks and stared at each other. She could practically hear the prank-planning gears whirring in their minds. “That’s awesome,” Remy said.

	“Fuck you both,” she told them. “This is serious.” 

	“But after we rescue his ass, we’re never going to let him forget it,” Colt said. 

	Kitty said, “So someone must be trying to get him to lure you out there, and he’s telling you not to come.” 

	“Jered’s guys must have been watching the cabin all along,” Desi said.

	“But they had to have told him what to say,” Colt said. “Or he would have made it something romantic. He wouldn’t have drawn their attention to DB if he wasn’t there.” 

	“Fuck me,” Brandon said suddenly. “They weren’t watching the place for you at all. They’ve got DB. And now Brock. With you, they’d have a clean sweep.”

	“Well, so, we have to go get them back.” Desi looked around the room. “When do we start?”

	Colt was already on the phone, messaging. “I’m calling the crew in now.” Brandon opened his mouth and Colt said, “Yes, I blocked Brock’s phone from the message feed. Do I look like an idiot?”

	Kitty said, “You really want us to answer that?”

	Desi said, “We have to respond to the message. And we have to buy time. Tell him… tell him Kitty’s just finishing dyeing my hair, and I’ll come over as soon as it’s done.” 

	Brandon started typing. 

	She added, “And tell him he’s going to love the new color. Aquamarine.” She glared at the twins. “That’s my safe word.” Colt mimed zipping his mouth shut. 

	The crew started sending replies, saying they were coming in from wherever they were. Nick still wasn’t back from hunting for DB in the spirit world, so Britt offered to go over to the cabin and do reconnaissance. 

	Brandon was back on the phone, talking to his old alpha, Flynn. “We’re having a dragon emergency over here… Yeah… Get Kira to call in Emon and some of his clan… No, ask Emon to come himself. I still think this kid has Al-Maddeiri blood, which means he’s technically one of Emon’s subjects. If this really is a Council op, we need legal firepower as well as the other kind.”

	There was a silence, and then, “Uh huh. Oh, and tell her to ask Emon to bring whatever dragon drugs he’s got. Especially antidotes. The only way they could possibly control DB is if they doped him up.”

	That didn’t sound good. 

	Another message came back from Brock, on Desi’s phone. Come soon. Situation urgent.

	No fucking kidding. 

	It seemed like an eternity until Britt came back from her scouting mission, but it couldn’t have been more than ten or fifteen minutes. They all crowded around Brock and Brandon and Titan, using their magic to hear her report. 

	“They’ve got Brock and DB locked in a cell in the basement,” she said. “DB is unconscious. I could see them from the spirit world, but the sorcerer has the place warded up tight with magic—I couldn’t get far enough into this world to let Brock see me or hear me, or to interact with anything here.”

	At that moment, they were interrupted by the tramp of heavy feet in the outer room, and a deep voice called, “Where the fuck is everybody?” 

	The next few minutes were a jumble of new people arriving. There was a tall rangy man with dark hair and scary green eyes, who could have been DB’s cousin—King Emon of the Al-Maddieri dragon clan. He’d brought several big gorgeous dangerous-looking men and women who were apparently also dragons, plus three people she recognized. Tristan, the white wolf Brock had saved so long ago, along with Brock’s mom and stepfather, looking grim and worried. 

	With them was an enormous, bulky man with a riot of black dreadlocks, accompanied by a woman in black leather who looked like a freaking assassin from the movies. They turned out to be Flynn and his mate Kira—King Emon’s sister. 

	And a bunch of other people from Flynn’s crew, who Desi couldn’t keep straight.

	They all crowded into the great room and Brittany continued her report, helped along by a spell from Emon that allowed everyone to see and hear her. Nick was back too, standing by with his mate.

	After repeating what she’d told them before, Britt added, “I counted a dozen wolves, plus the sorcerer. I did a quick sweep of the surrounding woods, and I didn’t see any more. They have one vehicle, which they were going to use to transport DB, but Brock disabled it. They’ve called in for alternate transport—they’re expecting that about forty minutes from now.”

	Brandon frowned. “The other night, they used some kind of spell word to escape when it became clear they were outnumbered. They took their dead and wounded with them. I don’t understand why they don’t just do that now, instead of waiting for a truck.” 

	Emon said, “If it was a recall spell, it would have had to be individually cast on each of them before they left for the mission. It would have to be cast on the prisoners as well, to bring them back that way. Maybe this sorcerer isn’t the one who can do the spell.”

	“I hope not,” Brandon said. “Because if they zap out somewhere, we’re fucked.” 

	“Let’s focus on the things we can control,” Flynn said. “A frontal or aerial assault is out—too much danger of them hurting the hostages.”

	Kira added, “And a sneak attack isn’t going to work—not with those wards up. Otherwise I could worldwalk a strike force right into the basement. Emon and I can probably bring the wards down, but there’s no telling how long it will take, and once again, if they realize we’re trying, they just have to threaten the hostages to make us stop.” 

	“What about waiting until they’re in transit?” one of the other dragons suggested. “We could lift a fuckin’ van right off the road and fly off with it.” 

	“Same problem,” Emon said. “They might just decide to cut their losses, kill the hostages and bail.”

	Desi said, “So the problem is that DB is unconscious and can’t use his powers to fight the sorcerer, right?” She didn’t wait for agreement. “It makes him and Brock both vulnerable. So there’s only one solution. We have to wake him up.” She turned to Emon. “I hope you brought the antidotes Brandon asked for. Because the only person who can get inside that cabin—and inside that cell—is me.”

	 

	It took a few more minutes to finalize the plan. Desi didn’t let anyone waste any of them by arguing with her about whether she should do this or not.

	She was done with people who captured and used people for their own selfish ends. Brock and DB were her people, and these motherfuckers who took them were going down. 

	While the others talked deployment details for outside the cabin, Emon took Desi aside. He had a flat leather case that opened like a book, about two inches by three inches. In it were several crystal vials. 

	“Don’t worry about them breaking,” he said. “They’re spelled not to. If you actually want to break one, just say this word when you do.” He wrote ‘fika’ in the air in letters of fire. “Rhymes with peeka.” 

	He pointed to the different vials. “This one to wake the dragon up, this one for if they’ve blocked his magic. They’re blends, of all the antidotes I could find.” Then he pointed to the third vial. “This one is for the sorcerer, if you can get it into his face.” 

	“What does it do?” 

	His eyes got that scary look again, and he grinned evilly. “You don’t want to know. But he probably won’t bother you anymore.”  

	She nodded. 

	Emon added, “I’ve spelled the case so humans will tend not to notice it, even if they search you. Although, since all the ones there seem to be magical in some way, it might not work, so do your best to hide it.” 

	Desi nodded. “I’m good at that.” 

	Emon gazed at her for a minute, which was super-uncomfortable because he had a huge presence, and her street sense told her he was more than a little crazy. 

	Finally he said, “Are you Brock’s mate?”

	She hadn’t been expecting that. She’d never had to admit it out loud before. “Yeah,” she said slowly. “I guess I am.”

	“Good,” he said unexpectedly. “My dragon likes you.” 

	A strange voice said in her head, <I do not. She is a fur creature. A snack.>

	Holy fuck. His dragon?

	So’s our mate, doofus, Emon said. 

	<That’s different.> 

	Emon shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Like I said, he likes you.” 

	Desi blurted out, “Why are you doing this?” She was still overwhelmed by the sheer number of people who had come to help—and by the talk she’d heard, there were more they’d left behind who’d wanted to come. 

	Emon said, “Brock means a lot to a lot of people, whether he knows it or not. Did he tell you he saved my life once? When he was six.”

	“Are you serious?” How the hell had a six-year-old saved a dragon’s life?

	“Serious as fuck. Some shifter hunters—sort of like these guys, come to think of it—invaded my castle and tried to capture my sister, plus Brock, his mom, and Tristan. In the battle, I got shot in the back with a magical inhibitor that took away all my dragon powers, including my shifter healing. Then I took another bullet, and I was bleeding out, with a battle raging all around me. Guns and magic everywhere.”

	Emon’s eyes grew dark. “My mate, Trish, tried to save me, but she couldn’t. No one else was close enough. And then all of the sudden there was little Brock, with a knife in his hand. He freakin’ cut that inhibitor right out of my back. Gave me my powers back, and saved my life.” 

	He shook his head. “Six years old. And in some ways, he hasn’t changed at all. He sees the good in people—until they make it impossible. He doesn’t like to fight, but when he has to, he doesn’t flinch.”

	Desi gave a little laugh. “Well, I see the asshole in everyone, so maybe we’re a good match.” 

	Emon laughed. “I think so.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll get him back. Don’t worry.”

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 28

	 

	 

	 

	Desi’s hands were shaking as she drove up to the cabin. You can do this, she told herself. You’re good at escaping, but you don’t run from danger. 

	And this was Brock, and DB. She couldn’t let them down. She knew they had oceans of backup, but she was the one the plan depended on. 

	No pressure. 

	The black van wasn’t in sight when she drove up. They must have moved it behind the cabin—either by magic or by brute force. She parked, checked her hair in the mirror, and got out of the car. 

	No one came out. She took a deep breath. She couldn’t stand here forever, and putting it off wasn’t going to make it any easier. She walked up the steps and opened the front door. 

	As soon as she did, she was grabbed and jerked inside. Four dark warriors were there, including DiSantos, who apparently had healed from his wounds the other night. 

	She didn’t see Jered. Too bad. She’d really wanted to spit in his face. Maybe Brock had killed him. 

	That would be nice. 

	“What the hell are you doing?” she yelled, playing her part. She struggled in their grip. “Where’s Brock? What have you done with him?”

	Please don’t have killed him, she prayed. Please think he’s valuable enough to experiment on. That was a prayer she’d never thought she’d say. 

	“You’ll see him soon enough,” DiSantos said. 

	A robed man with a deep hood shadowing his face walked into the room. Ah. Mr. Pain. He looked Desi up and down, and then said, “Search her.” 

	Desi held her breath as the men patted her down—and felt her up. Jackasses. They found the gun in her waistband and the knife in her right boot.

	“Why did you come here with weapons?” the sorcerer asked. 

	Desi rolled her eyes. “Are you kidding? After you all tried to kidnap me twice? Not to mention turning me into a wolf. Duh. I go everywhere with weapons.”

	“Check her other boot.”

	There was another knife in there, which they also confiscated, naturally.  

	As she’d expected.

	The sorcerer said, “Put her in the cell with the others until the transport gets here. I will not be happy until we have the young Draken safely back at the lab.”

	You’re not going to be happy at all, Desi thought. Because he’s never getting there. And, with any luck, neither are you. 

	They dragged her downstairs. She hated the look on Brock’s face when he saw her—she knew he’d been hoping he’d kept her from coming. DB was lying on the mattress, still unconscious. 

	They opened the cell and shoved her in—she noticed that they used a code to open it, not a fingerprint. They must have reset it so Brock couldn’t get out.

	They slammed the door shut and Desi threw her arms around Brock. He hugged her hard, and then said, “Why did you come? I tried to warn you.” 

	“I couldn’t leave you in here. I had to come.” Desi glanced outside the cell. Most of the dark warriors were going back upstairs, but one was left as a guard. She hugged Brock again and whispered, “Lots to tell you. Mind talk.” 

	They sat down against the back wall, holding hands, and Desi felt Brock slide easily into her mind. 

	What the hell are you doing here? he demanded. When you texted back your safe word, I figured you’d gotten my message. 

	I did. Thanks for that. I had to explain it to the rest of the crew, though. Be prepared for banana jokes the rest of your life. 

	Fuck. Me. But the cavalry’s behind you?

	Whoo, baby, are they ever. You would not believe the size of the cavalry out there. Dragons and shit. 

	She felt him relax a little. You’re awesome, he said. I love you. 

	Back atcha. But this whole place has magic wards around it. They can’t worldwalk, and they can’t just bust in because they’re afraid of what would happen to us and DB. We have to wake him up so he can fight. 

	Using what? Brock said. 

	Antidotes. Desi put the image of the vials in his mind, in their hiding place inside her boot. 

	Risky, Brock said. I would have thought they’d search you. 

	They did, she said, trying not to smirk. They found the knives in my boots, and were so proud of themselves they didn’t look for anything else. 

	She could see Brock suppressing a grin. Nice. What about getting out of the cell? DB might not get all his powers back right away, and they reset the lock with a new code and no fingerprint file. 

	Yeah. Remy was afraid of that. He hacked into the lock company’s computer network and got the admin override code. It will open any lock the company makes. Now it’s in my brain. 

	She gave him the code, making sure he had it right. 

	So we wake up DB, and then what?

	Then we hope he can neutralize the sorcerer. Plan B, Emon and Kira break down the wards from outside. If neither of those works, Plan C is that they let them take us away, and Emon backtraces the signal on DB’s Batphone amulet to find us. 

	Brock said, I vote for Plan A. 

	You and me both. And we need to get on it. Cover me. 

	Out loud, she said to Brock in a worried voice, “Are you sure DB is okay? He’s lying so still. I think we should check on him.”

	Brock got up and gave her a hand up. She went over and knelt down by DB, and Brock crouched down so he blocked her from the view of the guard. She pulled the vial case out of her boot top. 

	Desi said, “I can barely hear him breathing.” She bent her head as if listening, and flicked the top off the first vial, moving his jaw so she could pour it into his mouth. She hoped he didn’t choke.

	The guard called, “He’s fine. Get away from him.” He got up and started coming over to the cell.

	Desi quickly pulled the second vial, but there was no time. She shoved it into DB’s limp hand before she hid the case and got up. 

	The guard pointed his gun at them. “Go sit over on the other side, both of you, and stop messing with the dragon.”

	“Fine,” Desi muttered. “He could be dying for all you care.” 

	They sat down with their backs against the wall, holding hands once more. Desi’s mind was racing, trying to figure out how to give DB the second dose. 

	Because even if he woke up, if he didn’t have his powers back, they were screwed. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 29

	 

	 

	 

	Outside, Brandon and the others surrounded the cabin, having gated straight in from his territory using Flynn’s and Kira’s worldwalking abilities.

	He’d already gotten the message that the secondary team had taken control of the transport vehicle and captured the driver and his guard. 

	The deployment groups were talking in his earbud, reporting as they each reached their assigned positions in the woods surrounding the cabin. 

	No enemy contact. Apparently, the enemy forces were confined to the house and the clearing, just like Britt had said. Twelve plus the sorcerer. 

	Finally, everyone was in place. 

	“Negotiation team, on the move,” Brandon said into his mic. He looked at Flynn, Kira, Colt, Remy, Titan, Kitty and Emon. “Let’s do this.” 

	They walked out into the clearing in front of the house, in full combat gear. Hopefully that would give the dark warriors something to think about. Emon kept them cloaked with his dragon magic until they cleared the trees, then dropped the cover. 

	The guards in front of the house were taken completely by surprise. 

	They moved for their weapons. “Don’t,” Brandon advised them. They looked around the half-circle of hostile faces and cocked weapons and dropped their guns. 

	Brandon raised his voice. It boomed out, amplified by a kickass spell Emon had done for him. 

	“This is Brandon Fierro, alpha of the Wild Blood Crew, and Emon Al-Maddeiri, king of the Al-Maddeiri Draken clan. We have you surrounded. You are outnumbered, and outgunned. Your transport vehicle is no longer coming. We know you are holding three prisoners, members of my crew and his clan. You will turn them over immediately.” 

	“Or what?” one of the guards growled, not noticeably cowed.

	Brandon gave him a feral grin. “What the hell do you think? We’ll fucking kill you, and come in there and take them.” 

	 

	DB was still out when Brock and Desi heard Brandon’s booming voice from outside, giving the bad guys their ultimatum.

	“They’re too early,” Brock muttered. “I hope like hell he can buy some time.”

	Brandon did—he bought as much as he could. They couldn’t hear what the sorcerer was saying back to him, but apparently the threats of death were going both ways. After a while Brandon went from threatening the sorcerer to demanding to see proof of life, so he was obviously trying to drag this out. 

	DB was starting to stir and he was breathing better, but he still wasn’t awake. And when Desi tried to get up and go over to him again—hopefully to give him the second vial—the guard threatened to shoot her kneecap out. 

	Finally, the basement door opened, and the creepy sorcerer came down with four of the dark warriors. “Your alpha is irritatingly persistent,” he said. “But no matter. I know how to change his mind.” 

	The guards trained their guns on Brock and Desi. The sorcerer opened the cell door, and they were marched out at gunpoint. As Brock passed the mattress, he saw DB’s eyelids flutter. 

	He was waking up. Hopefully he’d have the sense to drink the second vial. 

	They went up the stairs and out onto the porch. The cold air felt like a slap in the face, but it was a relief to see their friends standing there, ready to defend them, and to know more of them were hiding in the woods.

	But DB was still down in the cell, at the wolves’ mercy. Brock would never forgive himself if he and Desi were rescued, and DB was killed, or taken into captivity. 

	DB had saved the lives of more than one of the crew. He deserved better.  

	The sorcerer said to Brandon, “You’ve given me no choice. Since you have not done as I wish and brought our transport, to give us safe passage with our prisoners, I will have to show you how serious I am.” 

	He pushed back his hood—and Brock could immediately see why he wore it. He was some kind of hybrid—human-shaped, but with a reptilian face and scaly purple skin. There was a red jewel in the center of his forehead, and it now began to glow, the same color as the wolves’ eyes.

	The worst pain Brock had ever experienced lanced into his brain. His knees threatened to buckle with the force of it. 

	Faintly, he heard the growls from Brandon’s squad, felt the surge as they took half a step forward. 

	Inside his head, he heard a voice. Emon’s dragon. <We almost have the wards down. Can you hold on?>

	Yes, Brock said, hoping he was telling the truth. He had to be. 

	His wolf said, We can do this. We must not give up. If they attack now, the dark wolves will hurt the dragon. 

	He’s right, Brock said to the Darkwing Dragon. Don’t attack yet. We gave DB the first vial, but the guard interfered before we could give him the second. We left it with him. He was just waking up when we came out.  

	<We will do the best we can> the dragon said. <Be strong.>

	And his presence was gone.

	Brock hoped like hell they hurried, and got DB out before this fucker exploded his brain. 

	 

	Downstairs, DB surfaced out of a sea of darkness, trying to figure out where he was. 

	In the basement of Brock’s safe house, he realized. Turned out it was not so safe, ironically. He’d been captured. Drugged. But he had vague memories of his mind drifting in and out…

	Hearing people talk. Hearing Brock, and Desi, and Brandon. Was that part of a dream?

	Maybe not. He could feel something in his hand—some kind of vial. 

	He extended his senses. There was a guard down here with him, across the room. He could hear him breathing, sense his heartbeat. 

	Slowly, so as not to attract attention, he turned his head and slitted his eyes. The guard wasn’t watching him; he looked bored. DB turned his head back the other way, moved his hand slowly toward his mouth.

	He didn’t know who had given him this vial, but it probably wasn’t the bad guys. They would have just poured it down his throat or shot him up with it, like the other drugs.

	Anyway, he had to take the chance. 

	Because they’d taken away his magic. He needed it back, so he could get the hell out of here. 

	He flicked the top off the vial and tipped the contents into his mouth. Fuck on a stick, that was nasty stuff. 

	He felt it working inside him, though. Felt it starting to break down the blocks on his powers. 

	Then he heard Brandon’s voice, amplified super-loud, telling the sorcerer to stop whatever he was doing to Brock. 

	Well, hell. He couldn’t wait for his powers to come back. 

	Sneaking another peek at the guard, who was looking at his phone, DB stretched out his hand and Changed it to a claw, then back. At least that was working. 

	Then he took a deep breath. Time for a seizure. 

	He tensed all his muscles at once, bowing his body up in an arch, and then dropped down and began shaking and gurgling in his throat.

	He heard the guard drop his phone and run over to the cell, fumbling as he put in the code to unlock it. He knelt down by the mattress, trying to hold DB down. 

	DB shot his hand up, Changed it, and closed it around the guard’s neck, his talons making deep gouges. The guard started making the same gurgling noises he’d made, only these weren’t fake. He clawed at DB’s talons.  

	DB sat up, head-butting the guard, and increased pressure on his carotid until he passed out. Then he got up, dusting himself off. He might be little, but dragons were strong as fuck—even small ones. 

	People always forgot that. 

	He grabbed the guard’s weapons, slinging the assault rifle over his shoulder, and then gagged him and locked him in the cell. Then he put his dragon fist through the keypad, checked the cell door again, and sneaked up the stairs.  

	 

	Brock was still standing; he didn’t know how. He could see Brandon and the others out of the corner of his eye, and knew that it was all they could do not to jump in, not to do something to protect him. 

	It went against all their instincts.

	And Desi and her wolf were going nuts on the other side of the porch.  

	He heard the Darkwing Dragon in his mind again. <Almost… there…>

	His knees were buckling for real. Desi was yelling, and one of the guards hit her. He could feel the rage gathering inside her, a huge dark wave.

	Desi. No.  

	Suddenly it burst out through her skin, and the guards holding her screamed in agony. The sorcerer turned, stopping his attack on Brock.

	And turning it towards Desi. 

	No. If he pushed more pain into her now, her defenses would break for real. The darkness would engulf her. 

	Brock felt his wolf take over, and they leaped at the sorcerer, his jaws closing around the fucker’s arm. 

	Pain! Worse than before! All the darkness of the world…

	The sorcerer tried to shake him off, turning his reptilian face towards Brock. There was death in his eyes. 

	And then a huge boom echoed through the clearing. A flash of reddish light glowed for a second all around them, and then disappeared.

	The wards were down.

	Brock dug his teeth into the sorcerer as he reached for Desi. Run! he screamed in his mind. Get away!

	But she didn’t. The gem glowed again, and the sorcerer opened his mouth to say a spell. 

	Desi lunged forward, yelled out a spell word, and smashed the last crystal vial in his face. 

	It felt like an explosion. Brock was knocked backwards, hitting the wall. Dimly, he saw his friends running out of the woods, under fire from the dark warriors. Some of the warriors melted into wolf shape; other ones kept shooting. 

	Then the sorcerer began to morph and change. His body grew and elongated, breaking the roof off the porch. Great wings sprouted from his shoulders.

	Holy fuck. He was a dragon. 

	Before anyone could stop him, he snatched Desi in his claw and took off.  

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 30

	 

	 

	 

	Summoning the last of his strength, Brock gave a mighty leap and scrambled onto the dragon’s back just before he took off. With a flap of his huge wings, they were airborne.

	All four legs splayed, trying to hold on, he bit into the flesh at the base of the dragon’s wing, in hopes of keeping him from flying higher. He was weak—shattered—but he had to help Desi. Had to get her back on the ground. 

	The purple dragon lurched and tilted, giving a roar, and Brock dug in with his teeth. His jaw was wrenched agonizingly, but he held on.

	Below him, he saw Emon leap into the air and follow them, two of his other dragons behind him. One, a red dragon, flew low and hard, trying to get underneath them.

	In case he fell, Brock realized. Or the sorcerer/dragon dropped Desi. 

	The sorcerer/dragon dodged, almost sending Brock flying. His claws scrabbled and slid on the dragon’s scales. He caught a glimpse of the dark wolves and warriors clashing with his friends in the clearing below. 

	He just hoped to hell DB was able to get out in time. But there was nothing he could do to help him now. 

	He attacked the wing joint again, and the dragon lurched, trying to shake him off. Emon and the others were closer now. Brock didn’t know how the hell they were going to stop the purple dragon with killing him too, but it didn’t matter.

	As long as they got Desi away. 

	Emon was beating his long black wings, rising up to get above the purple dragon. Brock could see him readying himself to attack. 

	Then, even higher above them, the sky opened in a huge swirling portal, and four silver-green dragons arrowed out, trumpeting in anger. <Where is the young one? You have stolen the young one!>

	The Habakki-ur. And they were aimed for the battle, flaming as they went.

	Emon hesitated for a split second, and then headed back to intercept the Habakki-ur. The red dragon—Zakerek—stayed with Brock and Desi, until one of the green dragons broke off to follow them. 

	He turned to defend them—and the purple dragon flew on. 

	They were on their own. 

	The purple dragon was crazed, radiating pain and fury. He must have been bound in that half-human form, Brock realized. And it was somehow linked to his ability to cause pain. The sudden release of the binding had driven him mad with agony. 

	Brock could feel Desi, in the dragon’s claw. She was gathering in the dragon’s pain, he realized. Holding it away from Brock, knowing he couldn’t take any more without passing out and falling off. 

	But she was reaching her limit. And if she gave the pain back to the dragon, he might drop her. Or just tighten his claw and crush her to jelly. 

	The purple dragon lurched again, and Brock could feel himself losing his grip. As he lost contact with the dragon, he felt Desi shove all that pain back into the beast. The dragon gave an earth-shaking cry, and dropped like a stone, taking Desi with him. No!

	Then Brock was falling, falling, watching the tops of the trees come up to impale him. 

	There was a huge tearing sound, like the sky ripping open, and a small black dragon shot out of an interdimensional rift just below him. Brock landed across DB’s back, the wind knocked out of him, and watched the purple dragon crash through the trees to the ground below. 

	 

	They found Desi on the ground near the purple dragon. Bruised, battered, bleeding—Brock could feel the life seeping out of her. 

	He limped up to her, almost too weak himself to Change, but he made it back to human. He had to talk to her. She had to hear his voice.

	“Hang on, babe,” he said. But he knew she was slipping away. He had to do something for her. 

	She opened her eyes. “You’re okay,” she whispered. “You’re here.”

	“Of course. Always. I’ll never leave you.”

	But she was leaving him, and he could tell she knew it. He reached into her mind, trying to hold her with him. 

	I love you, she said. I’m sorry it turned out like this. I wanted to stay with you…

	You are not fucking dying!

	But her internal landscape was ravaged and broken, her mind and body shattered. Her wolf was broken too, lying in the stone courtyard in her mind. 

	I’m sorry, she said again. 

	He had to do something. “DB,” he said. “Do you have your magic back?”

	DB knelt beside, him, looking shaken. “Some of it,” he said. “But I can’t heal.”

	“I can. But I need more juice.”

	Brock lifted Desi’s arm, then Changed his jaws and bit into her arm, right over Jered’s bite. I claim you, he whispered into her mind. You are mine.

	He felt her smile. Yes. 

	He knew the power of the bond could heal, but she might be too far gone, especially because he was weak, so many of his neural pathways damaged. Faint blue light flickered around them, and he felt a small surge of magic, but it wasn’t enough. Not nearly. 

	Now! he said to DB.

	The dragon put his hand on Brock’s shoulder, feeding his magic into the bond. The blue light glowed brighter, and inside Desi’s mind, he could see the pieces of inner space begin pulling back together. 

	That’s it, he said, not knowing if he was talking to himself or her. 

	But he was still weak, and there was so much damage. He was barely holding on to her, barely keeping ahead of it.

	Then he felt a rush of wings, and an owl and a winged leopard landed beside him. Remy and Colt. Help me, he called to them desperately, unable even to speak. She’s dying. 

	Oh hell no.

	Not on our watch, brother. 

	They threw the power of their crew bond into the healing. Then Jaeda and Kitty arrived as wolves, and Titan and Mari. The rest of the crew, brought through gateways by Kira and Flynn: Callie and Damien and Lila, Nick and Brittany, and Brandon to pull their bond together and make them whole. 

	And then he felt others in the circle—his parents, Tristan, Emon—the people who loved him, the people he’d saved. The Bad Blood Crew, who’d shown him so long ago what it meant to put your life on the line for someone, just because it was the right thing to do. 

	He was here because of them.

	Their love and strength poured into him, helping him put the shattered pieces of Desi back together, helping him put his own pieces back together: mind, heart, body and spirit. Cementing them with love. Curing them with the heat of passion. Sealing them with magic. And decorating them with devotion, the forever kind, shining in darkness, more precious than gold. 

	When he was done, magic sparkled in the air all around them, blue with gold streaks like a spiderweb. 

	Then it faded from sight, but not from their hearts. 

	Desi opened her eyes. She tried to speak, and coughed. Someone gave her some water. She croaked, “What the hell was that?”

	“Kintsugi,” Brock said. He leaned down and kissed her. “We put you back together. Now you’re perfect.” 

	 

	It took some time to finish the cleanup. The sorcerer/dragon was dead, as were most of the wolves. The survivors had been bound with magic and were awaiting pickup from the Shifter Council, along with the dragon’s body.

	Brock sat with his family, Desi’s head in his lap, while Emon talked the dragons of Habakki-ur down from their murderous rage. DB had very intelligently worldwalked off somewhere, and the green dragons were very unhappy about the idea of leaving there without him. 

	For the first time since before he’d left his job, Brock felt comfortable with his family. He’d felt their love for him while he was healing Desi—deep and unconditional. Maybe they’d never been as disappointed in him as he’d thought.

	Maybe it was just his disappointment in himself. He’d forgotten how many people he’d helped—but they’d come here to remind him. 

	Another crack in his heart healed. 

	Finally the green dragons left in a huff, and Emon walked over to where they were sitting. As soon as the Habakki-urs’ portal closed, DB opened his own window and reappeared. 

	“Yeesh,” he said. “That was close.” 

	Emon turned his intense gaze on him. Everyone got quiet. DB’s eyes went wide as the force of the Darkwing Dragon’s presence bore down on him. Finally he said, “Um, did you want something?”

	Emon said, “As the king of the Al-Maddeiri clan—which you are clearly part of—I managed to… ahem… persuade the Habakki-ur to reluctantly agree to bring the matter of your custody before representatives of the Shifter Council and the Draken Council.”

	“More like threatened them into it,” Kira murmured.

	“Custody?” DB said. “I don’t want to be in anybody’s custody. It’s kind of the point of running away.” 

	Emon just raised his eyebrows and impaled him with his Dragon King look. “And did you think about what would happen to your friends when the Habakki-ur came after you?”

	DB shuffled his feet.

	Finally Emon said, “You’re welcome.”

	DB muttered. “Thank you.” Then he said, “Do I get to pick who I want to live with?” He glanced over at Brandon. 

	The Wild Blood alpha gave DB a little smile. “He can come and live with us. Not promising I can keep control over him, but he’s welcome.”

	DB broke out in a grin.

	“No,” Emon said to DB. “You’re a Draken sorcerer, and you need to learn how to use your powers properly. So I will officially inform the Councils of my claim on you, as one of Al-Maddieri blood. You will be released into my custody.”

	Everyone looked disappointed at that. 

	“What if you lose?” DB asked. “Hell, what if you win? I don’t want to go live somewhere weird with people I don’t know. Why can’t I stay with the Bad Bloods?”

	Emon raised an eyebrow. “I don’t lose. I’m a king. If I’m going to lose I change the rules.”

	Kira said, “He tries. Don’t let him.” 

	“I can stop him?” DB muttered.

	“No,” Emon said. “On the other hand, you’ll be in a place where the only trouble you’ll get in if you fuck up, is with me. And where I can put up proper safeguards for your learning.” Finally he relented. “But you can come here and visit whenever you want.” 

	That brightened everyone up. Brock clapped DB on the shoulder. 

	“The question was really if you could stop him from coming,” Brock said to Emon. 

	Emon’s dragon said, <I can.>

	DB just grinned. “That’s okay then. If I can visit. They need their butts whipped at soccer on a regular basis.” He turned to Emon. “So what kind of magic can you teach me? Can I make my own interdimensional country, like yours?”

	Emon burst out laughing. “Maybe when you turn eighteen.” 

	 

	 


Epilogue

	 

	 

	 

	It was Valentine’s Day, and Brock and Desi were finally alone in their suite. They’d gone by the Lynx’s Den for a little while, claiming free Dirty Drinks because they’d met each other during Dirty Speed Dating.

	Colt had given a token protest, just to be a dick, but Jaeda had loudly whispered that Brock needed to get laid, for heaven’s sake, and why was he trying to stand in the way of dirty sex?

	Not that they needed to be drunk for that. Ever since they’d bonded, they’d barely been managing to keep their hands off each other for five minutes, especially after they got their French Maid and Sexy Butler costumes. 

	Even when they were interrupted by drones bearing bananas bedazzled with blue glitter and fake aquamarines. 

	So they’d sneaked out the restroom windows at the bar, and come home for a private celebration. Desi had already opened the chocolate-covered strawberries Brock had gotten her. And the chocolates. And there were dozens of roses and champagne. 

	Which were not really presents, she had been informed. And the incredible sex they’d just had wasn’t either, apparently. 

	Brock rolled over and got a small velvet box out of the night table drawer. “This is the real present,” he said. He handed it to her, his eyes full of hope. 

	She opened it. It was a ring—a pale blue stone surrounded by diamonds. She said, “I thought shifters don’t do engagement rings.”

	“We usually don’t,” he said. “We don’t wear a lot of jewelry, because we lose it when we shift. And you and I are already bonded. But since you were raised human, I thought you might like it.” 

	“It’s beautiful,” she said. “Only—is that an aquamarine?” She looked at him quizzically.

	He gave her a crooked grin. “Yeah. I mean, I know technically, it would mean ‘stop’. But, it’s your safe word. Which really means trust. So I thought… it seemed right to me.” The grin widened. “Plus, I couldn’t find a jeweler who’d set a banana in an engagement ring.” 

	Desi’s eyes filled with tears, and she let them spill over. She still wasn’t used to showing her feelings, but she knew it meant a lot to Brock when she did.

	“I love it,” she said, throwing herself on him and kissing him. “It’s perfect.” 

	Then she said, “I have a present for you too. I made it.” 

	“Really?” He looked absurdly pleased. 

	“Yes.” She felt suddenly shy. “I hope you like it.” 

	He opened the box slowly, and she could feel his pleasure inside her, before he even got all the wrapping paper off. Just because she’d made him a gift. 

	When he took the lid off, he gazed down at the gift, and bit his lips. It was the pendant she’d been making the day he came into the studio. Only once it was finished and glazed with the blue-green glazes he’d admired in the first kintsugi she’d shown him, she’d broken it.

	And put it back together with lines of gold.

	Now he touched each of the symbols. “Perfection. Innocence. Heroism,” he murmured. 

	“That’s right,” she said. “It was for you all along.”

	“I thought I felt called out.” 

	She shook her head. “These are the things you used to be, or thought you had to be. And when all that broke you, you felt like you’d let everyone down. That you weren’t you anymore. You weren’t… anyone.”

	He felt the sting of tears behind his own eyes. He hadn’t realized she totally got it. Not like this. 

	Desi went on, “So I made this to remind you that even though those old parts of yourself broke, you’re not broken. You’re even more precious and amazing and magical.”

	She’d even put it on elastic, so he could wear it and not worry about Changing. He slipped it around his neck, then pulled her to him and held her close. “I love you so much,” he whispered. 

	“I love you too.” 

	They began to explore each other’s bodies, slowly, with care and intensity, knowing they had all the time in the world. Kisses and touches, already knowing so much about each other, but with so much still to learn. 

	As the heat rose between them, Brock asked, “Do you still want to use a condom?” She knew he would love to have a cub, but didn’t want to push it before she was ready.

	“For now,” she said, giving him a grin. “I got some of the musical ones. I want to see if we can get to the 1812 Overture.”

	“You sure you want all that glitter in your veejay? You can never get that out.” 

	“I took it out already.”

	“I bet you didn’t get it all.” 

	“Don’t care.”

	She put the condom on him—slowly, with many kisses—and then he slid inside her in a sensation she knew would always be amazing, no matter how familiar it became.

	They moved together, and Brock slid into her mind, melding their physical sensations and emotions until they lost the boundaries between them

	She reveled in him, taking his whole being inside her: his dark and his light, his pain and his joy. She could feel him holding her like a precious thing, marveling anew at the fact that she was here, and she loved him.

	Faintly, in the background, she could hear music—changing, getting faster, but it was no longer important. 

	Brock drove into her, touching her deeper, deeper, until there was an explosion between them much bigger than the music. Desi felt like she was flying—that they were both flying, but there was no danger of falling, because they were safe with each other. 

	They floated down, slowly, holding each other’s hearts in their hands: broken and put back together, with the cracks filled with gold. Beautiful and perfect.

	 

	*  *  *

	 

	 

	A Note from Anastasia…

	I hope you enjoyed your Valentine bonus! I fell in love with Brock’s character in the very first book he appeared in as a little boy (The Enforcers: NOAH), so it was fun to finally give him a book of his own. 

	 

	Don’t forget to grab the other books in these series! Here’s the links again:

	 

	Bad Blood Shifters

	Get Book 1, Bad Blood Bear, and learn how the Bad Blood Shifters became a crew, and Tank found his true mate, Lissa!

	https://www.amazon.com/dp/B072BFTW9M

	 

	Wild Blood Shifters

	Get Book 1, Brandon’s Mate, which features Brandon and Kitty (who’s the daughter of Jasmin and Brody from Bad Blood Wolf!). Find out how Brandon, Kitty and the twins avenged Nick’s death (the first time) and started the Wild Blood crew!

	https://www.amazon.com/dp/B083PWTMSF

	 

	Outlaw Wolves 

	Grab the Prequel Novella, Stolen, for 99c on Amazon, or if you sign up for my newsletter you can get it for free! 

	Get it on Amazon

	https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09YMXBXWF 

	Sign up and get it for free!

	https://dl.bookfunnel.com/n1n3fnvx5t

	 

	If you want to read more about Brock, his family, and the Darkwing Dragons, he first appears in The Enforcers: NOAH (Silverlake Enforcers Book 3) when he helps Tristan, and then again in Dark Dragon’s Mate (Darkwing Dragons Book 1), when he saves Emon’s life. See a complete list of my books below!

	 

	Happy reading!

	 

	Love and wild wolfy kisses, 

	Anastasia
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