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      I just wanted to give you a quick heads up that this series should definitely be read in order! If you’d like to fully enjoy the story, please go back and start with Bounty Hunter: Ryder (links on the previous page).

      

      Also, I wanted to say a big thank you to my ARC team who are always a big mood lifter for me! Special thanks this time to Jammie and Scott! You guys rock!

      

      Okay, enjoy Mack…
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      “What do you mean we’re out of options?”

      Mack clenched his thick jaw as his eyes narrowed on his alpha.

      “There’s got to be some lead to work with. There’s always another lead to work with. Another angle to take.”

      Grant sighed as he closed his laptop. “Not this time, Mack.”

      Mack’s chest felt heavier than ever as he stared at his alpha. How could this be the end?

      The two of them had been searching for Bryce for months. Bryce had disappeared near the end of the summer and it was already mid-November yet they were nowhere closer to finding out what happened to him.

      Grant and Mack had worked tirelessly trying to find any shred of info that would help them find the young lion shifter. They worked every contact they had, traveled to every location they could think of, but it always ended with the same thing… nothing.

      Back in September, Mack’s whole Bounty Hunter crew, with the exception of Logan, had even traveled to Northern Canada to try and find General Hunt’s secret military facility where the young shifter might have been. All they found was snow and frustration.

      And now, after all of this time, it seemed like Grant was giving up. They were sitting at the table in Grant’s kitchen with every paper, file, and note that had been meticulously combed through and analyzed a hundred times over laying in front of them. There was nothing left to look at.

      “I’m starting to think that there isn’t anything to look for,” Grant said with a wince.

      “What are you saying?”

      Grant took a deep breath, hesitating. “It was a high building.”

      “I know,” Mack snapped back. “I was there, remember? I was the one who kicked him off it.”

      Grant’s eyes softened as he shook his head. “It wasn’t your fault, Mack. I’ve told you that a thousand times. That skin shifter was trying to take over your lion.”

      “I should have been stronger. I should have been able to fight him off.”

      “You were strong! I’ve never seen an animal able to resist a skin shifter like that. It was incredible.”

      “Yeah,” Mack said with a dismissive snort. “A whole lot of good it did. I should have just leapt off the building and killed us both.”

      “Come on, Mack,” Grant said in a low voice.

      Mack shook his head as his body tensed. “At least Bryce would have been alive, and the world would have been purged of two bad guys.”

      “You’re not a bad guy.” Grant pushed the laptop away and leaned over the table. “You were completely out of it while you were fighting Caelum over control of your lion. Yeah, your lion kicked Bryce over the edge of the building, but it was an accident.”

      “You just said it yourself. I killed Bryce. That means I’m a bad person.”

      “Not everything is so cut and dry in this world, Mack. There are moral gray areas.”

      Mack shook his head as he crossed his arms over his chest. “I hurt Logan. I killed Bryce. There are no gray areas when it comes to that. There’s only black and white.”

      “You’re one of my best friends,” Grant said, staring at him in disbelief. “Do I look like the kind of guy who would be friends with a bad guy?”

      “Look around,” Mack snapped. “You, Ryder, Logan, you’re all in love. You all have someone. I’m forty-four. I’m older than all of you and I’ve never had a girl. I’ve never had someone to hold. I’ve never had someone love me. For years, I always thought that there must have been something wrong with me. When I kicked Bryce off that building, I finally knew for sure. It’s because I’m no good.”

      Mack lowered his head and cursed himself as Grant watched him.

      “Look at Amélie,” Grant finally said. “Is she a good person?”

      Mack liked Grant’s mate, the tough panther shifter. She had a good heart. “Yeah.”

      “But she worked for General Hunt,” Grant continued. “She fought and killed for him, but it was to protect her family. She’s still a good person. There are no moral absolutes in this life.”

      Mack looked back up at him with a hard, unflinching stare. “There are in mine.”

      He didn’t care what Grant had to say on the matter. There was nothing that was going to convince him otherwise. He knew what he had done.

      Back when Bryce first came onto the ranch to live with them, Mack couldn’t stand the little twerp. He was a young reckless lion—wild and stupid and constantly picking fights with the biggest shifters in Redemption Creek. Shifters like Kneecap and Mack who could have easily used the young cat as dental floss.

      There had been something about Mack that attracted the kid and for weeks, the little twerp had been following him around, annoying the shit out of him. He had latched onto Mack like a motherless baby duck imprinting on a poor sucker who now had to take care of him.

      Bryce drove Mack crazy in those early days. He asked a million questions, copied his every movement, and wouldn’t leave his side. Mack couldn’t turn around without bumping into the little twerp. And as many times as he yelled at him, threw something at him in frustration, threatened to knock his head off, or called him an annoying little twerp, Bryce wouldn’t leave him alone.

      Then one day, weeks after he had arrived on the ranch, Bryce went to the ranch next door to visit his sister, Abigail. Something strange happened on that day. Mack realized that he actually missed the little twerp. At first, he couldn’t believe it, laughing it off as ridiculous and insane, but the time alone he once loved so much suddenly felt different. It felt lonely.

      He sat on his porch, shaking his head in disbelief as he waited for Bryce to return. A few hours later, Caleb dropped off the kid and when Mack saw the little twerp waving and smiling at him as he hurried over, he knew, for better or for worse, that he had changed. He smiled as he listened to the young shifter tell him all about his day.

      From then on, he stopped fighting it. He stopped pushing Bryce away and instead took him under his wing and began teaching him everything he knew, from how to feed Sloth (it’s easy, you just dump a few giant bags of cat food into a pile and come check on it in a week), to how to grill a steak (it’s easy, you just burn the shit out of it until everyone complains), to how to make friends (you don’t. Who the hell wants friends???).

      They arm-wrestled as humans and hunted as lions. Mack began answering every one of Bryce’s questions, always answering them fully like he would to an adult. He didn’t have it in him to talk down to the sixteen-year-old kid. The little twerp was smart with a quick curious mind, and even though Mack would never admit it to the kid, he knew that Bryce would be much smarter than him one day. He had all the potential in the world and Mack felt a sense of pride as he watched him mature and grow with every day that passed.

      The world was unexplored and endlessly fascinating to Bryce and some of that rubbed off onto Mack. The old lion shifter found himself rediscovering the world around him that once seemed so dreary and bland. Bryce always asked him questions about his life, and Mack reminisced, telling him of the dangerous time when Redemption Creek was still run by the mob. Before the dragons came and cleaned it up. It was the first time that talking to another human was easy for Mack. Not only was it easy, but he enjoyed their talks and he looked forward to seeing the bright look in Bryce’s wide eyes whenever he began yet another story about the vicious shifter brawls and battles that took place while Grant, Ryder and him searched for their bounty.

      He asked about Mack’s youth and Mack told him stories of deprivation. About cold winters and having to hunt in his lion form because there was no food in the fridge. Stories about angry fathers and alcohol and wrathful lions. It soon occurred to Mack that this little twerp knew more about him than anyone else on earth.

      Nobody but Grant recognized the profound change in him, but Mack knew what watching over the kid had done to him. A vacuum had been filled. No longer was he stumbling through life, just waiting for it to end. Bryce had his whole life ahead of him and Mack was excited to be there alongside him, watching him develop, guiding his maturing mind and helping him become the great man that Mack knew he could be.

      Mack knew he was like a father figure to the little twerp and he took the role seriously. He was very protective of him and always watched over him, especially during fights. Nobody was going to hurt Bryce while Mack was around. He just never considered that Bryce might need to be protected from him.

      “I’m sorry to say this,” Grant said with a wince. “But I think we should start operating under the assumption that Bryce is… dead.”

      A painful tightness gripped Mack’s throat, threatening to suffocate him as he stared at his alpha. Grant was the most positive man that Mack had ever met. If he believed that Bryce was dead…

      He squeezed his eyes shut, holding onto the chair to stop the room from spinning. Tears burned through as he took long deep breaths to try and keep himself calm.

      When the quiver in his chin strengthened, he opened his eyes. “I won’t stop until I find them.”

      Grant raised his head, watching closely.

      “Hardy, Caelum, Irish, DeMarcus, General Hunt, his whole fucking army. I’m going to kill everyone who was involved. I won’t stop until their hearts are cold and their animals are dust.”

      This wasn’t about justice. It wasn’t about morality. This was pure revenge. They took someone precious to him and Mack was going to kill them for it.

      “Mack…” Grant reached over the table, but Mack just crossed his arms, leaning back in his chair. His eyes were as hard as his resolve. Every single last one of them was going to pay for what they did to his boy.

      And once they were all taken care of, he was going to take care of the person who was really responsible for it all.

      “I know you’re hurting, Mack,” Grant said in a low voice. “I am too, but—”

      “No buts this time, Grant,” he said as he stood up from the table. “That kid was the closest thing to a son that I’ll ever have. You’ve known me for ages. You know that me and people don’t mix. Then this kid comes into my life and suddenly the sun is a little brighter, the days a little sweeter. He loved me for Christ’s sake. Me! Of all people, he picked me.”

      Mack turned away as his chin trembled. He angrily wiped the tears from his eyes and turned back to his alpha with hard eyes.

      “Then those bastards made me… they made me…” He couldn’t even say the words. The horrible image of Bryce flying over the building, kicked by his own lion, was haunting. It haunted him in nightmares, it haunted him when he was awake. He just wanted it all to end.

      Grant just watched, not saying a word. He knew Mack too well to think he could change his mind.

      “I need some air.” Mack walked outside and took a deep breath of the damp autumn air as he looked around. The weather matched his mood. It was gray and dreary. A dank autumn day where the clouds wept, destroying the vibrant colors of the trees and turning them grim and lifeless.

      The rhythmic whack of an ax splitting logs echoed through the ranch. Ryder was chopping the wet wood in the distance, preparing for the long cold winter ahead. Tempest was beside him, laughing at something he said.

      The laughter raked through Mack like nails on a chalkboard. He stepped forward and gripped the railing of Grant’s balcony, squeezing the wet soft wood until he could feel his fingertips digging in. He closed his eyes and withdrew inward, shutting out the laughter, shutting out the somber day.

      If only I could go back and change what happened…

      He dipped his chin to his chest as his lion stirred within.

      I don’t want to hear it! He was snapping more and more at his lion. The animal he once loved and nurtured was now nothing more than a burden. A reminder of the sin that was slowly consuming him.

      His lion whimpered as he slunk back down within. Mack knew the cat felt remorse and pain as well. He could feel the guilt and shame radiating off him. He knew how much his lion had loved Bryce’s. He knew, but he couldn’t bring himself to care.

      If only he had been stronger…

      “What up, Mack!”

      Mack sighed as he opened his eyes, jerking back to reality. Logan was approaching with the mail in his hand. His dark hair and shirt were wet from the light rain, but he didn’t seem to mind. Nothing seemed to be bothering Logan these days.

      Mack’s eyes darted to Logan’s missing left arm, another casualty of Mack’s weakness.

      “Look at this,” Logan said with a laugh as he held up the envelopes in his hand. “Remember when it took a pickup truck to bring the mail in?”

      Mack remembered. The mailman had biceps the size of boulders from lugging around all of those thick overdue bills with Urgent, Past Due, and Final Warning printed all over them in large red block letters. Now that Logan and Elodie had paid off all of the ranch’s debts, they were getting nothing but junk mail.

      “I’ll never get tired of this,” Logan said proudly as he walked up the steps to the balcony. He dropped the envelopes on the table and started going through them. “Flyer from a dentist, a trashy magazine for Tempest, parking tickets for Grant, coupons for fast food, and look at that. No bills.”

      “Wait a minute,” Mack said, grabbing the envelope for Grant. “Parking tickets? For what car?”

      He ripped the envelope opened and yanked out the paper. His heart started pounding when he saw the name of the county in the top corner: Rakesville, Washington. Where the hell is that?

      The date of the parking ticket was only two weeks ago. His pulse raced as he searched the paper for the truck. Sure enough, it was exactly what he was hoping for.

      “What is it?” Logan asked as Mack burst back into Grant’s cabin.

      “Grant!” Mack shouted. “Look at this!”

      He slammed the paper down in front of him. Grant’s eyes widened as he looked over the paper.

      They had been searching for a polar bear shifter named Grease for months. The enhanced shifter had escaped from General Hunt’s secret facility and knew exactly where it was located. The only problem was, they hadn’t seen or heard from him since the summer when Grant generously gave him his truck to help him escape.

      “He must be here,” Grant said, staring up in disbelief.

      “Who?” Logan asked, looking confused.

      Mack nodded, staring at his alpha. “Rakesville, Washington.”

      Grant crushed the paper as he squeezed his hand into a fist. “Mount up!”
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      “There it is,” Grant said when he spotted his truck parked on the seedy street. It was in front of a run-down liquor store that had a couple of drunks sleeping in front of it.

      Mack followed him over with the crew following close behind. Ryder, Tempest, Amélie, and Logan were all there with them, looking for Grease.

      Rakesville was a total dump of a town and Mack looked around at all of the garbage on the street in disgust. Washington was the only state named after a President, and if the state was a person, Rakesville would definitely be the armpit.

      Grant circled the truck, peering inside the driver’s window looking for clues. “He could be anywhere,” he said as he looked around at the sketchy apartments that were covered in graffiti.

      “Well, we’re not leaving here until we find him,” Mack said as he looked through the window into the back seat. A pink sweater was bunched up on the seat next to a dog-eared Baby Sitter’s Club book.

      Out of nowhere, something whacked Mack’s leg, making it sting and burn. He grunted in anger as he jerked his head to the side, just in time to see a girl whizz by him with a bamboo stick in her hand. She ran up to Grant who was still looking in the window, raised the stick, and smacked him over the head with it.

      “Ow!” Grant shouted as the girl darted out of reach. She held the stick up between them like a sword as her wide eyes darted from one shifter to the next.

      “Get back!” she warned. “This is my Pop’s truck and unless you want a stick up your butt, I’d suggest that you keep moving!”

      Mack chuckled as he watched her. This was his kind of kid. She was only eight years old but acted like she could take the entire world on by herself.

      Something was in the air, tingling his nose. He inhaled deep and smelled what she was hiding inside: a polar bear just like her father’s.

      Tempest stepped forward with an air of confidence. “I got this,” she whispered to them. “I’m great with kids.”

      The girl watched with a wariness in her eyes as Tempest approached. She bent down in front of her with a big smile on her face.

      “We’re friends with your dad.”

      Whack. The girl moved fast and before Tempest could react she had smacked her over the head with the stick.

      “Ow, you little fucker!” Tempest said as she held her head. “That hurt!”

      “My Pop doesn’t have any friends,” the girl shouted back as she squeezed the stick.

      Mack laughed. “Sounds like Grease all right.”

      The pretty little blonde girl’s amber eyes darted toward him. “What do you know about Grease?” she asked as her eyes narrowed.

      “I know that he throws one hell of a right hook,” Mack answered with a chuckle. He could still feel the thumping on his jaw of when Grease had nailed him with a punch. Mack had only been staggered by a punch a couple of times in his many, many fights over the years, but Grease hadn’t just staggered him, he had knocked him clear across the room. And that was when the enhanced polar bear shifter was only getting started.

      The girl’s lips were pursed as she studied him, wondering if he was a friend or foe. Mack was neither. He just wanted to get the information and get the hell out of there.

      The girl raised her little nose and sniffed the air. “You guys are shifters?”

      None of them answered as she sniffed in each of their directions. “Lions,” she said, looking impressed as her eyes ran over Ryder and Logan. She turned to Amélie and sniffed again. “Panther?”

      Amélie nodded.

      She turned back to Tempest who was still kneeling in front of her and sniffed. “Not you. You’re just ordinary.”

      Tempest looked insulted. “I’m not that ordinary.”

      The girl stared back at her with a blank expression on her face.

      “I can do lots of things,” Tempest said, sounding unsure of herself. “I can run fast and I’m also pretty strong.”

      The girl didn’t look too convinced.

      “I have a cool wand that can zap people,” Tempest said, sounding pretty desperate now. “I zapped your father!”

      The girl’s eyebrow raised. “Let’s see it.”

      “Oh…” Tempest said with a wince. “I don’t a… have it on me…”

      Ryder chuckled and Tempest shot him a look, shutting him up immediately.

      “Sounds awesome,” the girl said in a monotone voice. She didn’t look impressed at all.

      “I have a throwing ax,” Tempest said, showing her the golden ax that hung from her belt.

      “To chop wood with?”

      “No! To hunt bad guys with. I’m a badass bounty hunter!”

      “You throw axes?”

      Tempest was nodding proudly.

      “At people?” The girl looked horrified and Tempest’s head slowly stopped moving.

      “Sometimes…” she mumbled.

      The girl shot her a judgmental look. “Sounds like you’re the bad guys.”

      “Sounds like you should go do your homework!”

      “It’s already done!”

      Tempest and the girl glared at each other as Grant walked over and put a hand on the frustrated bounty hunter’s shoulder.

      “Thanks, Tempest,” he said in a low voice. “Why don’t you go take a walk?”

      She shot the girl one more dirty look and then marched off with a huff.

      “Looks like Tempest met her match,” Logan whispered to Ryder who was trying hard to keep a straight face.

      Ryder chuckled. “You think?”

      Grant walked up to the girl and stood in front of her. “Look, Lily. We need to find your dad.”

      Her eyes widened as she took a step back. “You know my name?”

      “Yeah,” Grant answered with a nod. “Like I said, we’re friends with your father. This used to be my truck. I gave it to him so that he could be with you.”

      “He told me he won it in a poker game,” she said, eying him skeptically.

      Grant laughed. “Well, he lied. I helped him before when he needed it, and now, I need his help.”

      Mack could tell that the girl was protective of her father. She was probably worried that they would take him again.

      “We’re friends,” Grant said, offering his hand.

      Lily looked him up and down, studying him carefully as Grant waited patiently. She stared into his eyes for a long moment before finally sliding her hand into his and shaking it.

      “Follow me.” She turned and ran down the sidewalk. Mack and the crew followed as she darted around the corner and disappeared into an alley.

      They followed her through garbage-filled alleys and down dirty sidewalks until they arrived in the back of a grimy Vietnamese restaurant.

      “Pops!” she shouted as she opened the broken-down screen door. Mack looked over her head and saw Grease washing the dishes inside. “You have visitors.”

      He quickly popped his head outside and then looked relieved when he saw Grant and the rest of the crew. “I’m taking my break!” he shouted back inside.

      The girl was all sparkling eyes and smiles as she watched her father take off his dirty apron and step outside. The first thing he did was give her a big hug and kiss on the cheek before turning back to Grant.

      “You want your truck back?”

      “No,” Grant said with a shake of his head. “That was a gift. You can keep it. Although, I would appreciate it if you stop getting parking tickets.”

      Grease looked embarrassed. “Sorry about that.”

      Grant waved a hand as if to say don’t worry about it. “How have you been?”

      Grease turned to Lily and smiled. “Why don’t you go inside and get some of those fortune cookies you like?”

      “I’ll stay here,” Lily said in a firm voice.

      “Lily…” Grease warned in a firmer voice.

      She exhaled in annoyance and rolled her eyes as she opened the door and went inside.

      “Cute kid,” Grant said with a grin. “Has it been going well?”

      Grease lowered his head and sighed. “It’s been hard. I’m not going to lie. My ex-wife, Lily’s mother, was a little too eager to pass her off when I showed up after our meeting. Her polar bear was acting up a lot and my ex didn’t know how to handle it. Humans…” He rolled his eyes. “So I took her and we ended up here. It’s a good place to hide out. They pay me under the table, and I can take home the leftover food.”

      Grant rubbed his chin as he looked at the back of the dilapidated restaurant. A police siren was blaring in the background. “This is not a good place to raise a little shifter.”

      They all knew it was true. There wasn’t any forest for miles.

      Mack felt sorry for the girl. It wasn’t easy living with a cooped-up animal that needed plenty of forest and land to roam in. Especially, a young, energetic one like Lily surely had.

      Grease just shrugged as his head hung low. “It’s not like I have a lot of options.”

      “Come to Montana,” Grant said. “There are people who can help in Redemption Creek. Mountains and lands to roam on, farms to work. But most importantly, it’s shifter friendly. Lily will thrive there.”

      Mack felt his chest tighten, but he kept his mouth shut. The dragons who ruled the town didn’t like it when outside shifters came in, especially shifters with a lot of baggage. And with all that Grease had been through with General Hunt and the military and the police, he didn’t just have baggage, he had a whole cargo ship full of issues. The dragons wouldn’t be waiting with open arms, and they might even look at Grant and his crew to blame if there were any problems.

      “I’ll think about it,” Grease said with a nod. “So… I’m guessing this is not a social call?”

      Grant shook his head, getting down to business. “No. That facility you escaped from… We need to know where it is.”

      Grease’s wide eyes darted up to Grant’s. “Why?” he asked with a shiver. “You have a death wish or something?”

      Mack stepped forward as a swell of emotions swirled through him. “One of our own might be in there.”

      Grease quickly looked them over and nodded sadly. “The kid? The blonde one?”

      “Yeah,” Mack said as his jaw clenched. “The kid.”

      Grease sighed as his eyes dropped back to the ground. “Well, if he’s there, he won’t be a kid no more. He’ll be a monster.”

      That wasn’t what Mack wanted to hear. He cursed under his breath as he turned away.

      “That’s what they do up there,” Grease continued. “It’s a monster-making facility.”

      Mack turned back to him, narrowing his eyes as his lion stirred. “Maybe we have a little monster in ourselves.”

      Grease shook his head. “Not like that.”

      Mack knew what he was talking about. The crew had fought Grease and his enhanced polar bear shifter and it had been a rough one. He trembled thinking about how powerful the polar bear had been. He had never felt anything close to that before. And that wasn’t even taking into account the six long retractable spikes that ran along Grease’s spine. Mack shivered when he remembered the feeling of those metal spikes sliding into his lion’s body. He was lucky his lion wasn’t killed.

      “Sorry…” Grease said, looking embarrassed. “About the spikes…”

      Mack shrugged as he looked up at the sky. “Oh, yeah. I forgot all about that.”

      Grant turned to him with a knowing grin.

      “You seem like nice guys,” Grease went on, “and I don’t want to see you get hurt, so I’m going to level with you. Your friend is gone. You don’t want to go anywhere near that place. Even with that red wand.”

      He looked to Tempest and his eyes darted up to the bun in her hair that usually had the wand sticking out of it.

      “You still have the wand, don’t you?”

      Tempest slowly shook her head as her cheeks turned pink.

      Grant cleared his throat. “General Hunt has the wand.”

      “Then y’all are surely fucked,” Grease said, shaking his head. “If the Angel of Death has that thing, then there’s no stopping him. He probably has a thousand replicas by now. He’s probably improved it and harnessed the magic into something deadlier.”

      Mack was losing patience with all of this fear-based chatter. “Just tell us where it is.” He was going no matter what awaited him. Bryce, if he was still alive, needed his help and Mack wasn’t about to back down from giving it.

      Grease took a deep breath and told them. It was near a small town in Alaska.

      “We were way off,” Grant said, shaking his head. “But the town where everyone was murdered was in Canada…”

      “That’s where they caught up with me,” Grease explained. “My polar bear moves fast, especially up there in the snow.”

      The screen door creaked open as Lily poked her head back out. “Mr. Huynh wants you to get back to work.”

      She stepped out with a bunch of fortune cookies cradled in her arms as Grease stood up.

      “Can I have one of those?” Tempest asked. “I’m starving.”

      Lily’s face twisted into a mischievous grin as she cracked open the cookie and pulled out the fortune before tossing the broken cookie to her.

      “Your fortune reads… Silly woman who pretends to be badass is nothing more than an ass.”

      “It doesn’t say that!” Tempest snapped, her mouth full of cookie. “Show me!”

      Lily quickly stuffed the fortune into her pocket and gave an innocent shrug. “You can’t argue with Mr. Huynh’s cookies. They’re fate.”

      Tempest just glared at her as she chewed.

      “I gotta go,” Grease said, shaking Grant’s hand. “Redemption Creek, huh? Maybe I’ll see you guys around.”

      Grant smiled. “I hope you do.”
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      Kara stared at the dark lifeless fireplace as her whole body trembled. It was cold.

      No. This wasn’t cold. Cold would be a luxury right now.

      Cold was reserved for cool drinks on a hot day. It was the feeling you got when you stood in front of the refrigerator for too long when you couldn’t pick a snack. The invigorating chill between stepping out of a hot shower and wrapping yourself in a warm towel.

      This wasn’t cold.

      This was pain. This was horror. This was grim. Harsh. Hopeless. This was hell.

      In the past, whenever Kara thought of hell, she pictured wild flames and intense heat. That sounded like a paradise right now.

      Now, for the rest of her life—no matter how long that would be—when she thought of hell, she would be picturing this bitter place. This frozen, stinging, frigid place.

      She pulled the stiff rug around her shoulders as she stared at the empty fireplace. It was taunting her. Teasing her. It was plastic food to a starving man. A cinderblock to a drowning woman.

      Her body shivered uncontrollably as she stared at one lone cigarette butt in the fireplace and fantasized about a roaring fire. A fire so big and so hot that it would warm up this dark abandoned gas station. It would fog the windows and make her sweat. It would light up the creepy room and replace it with a warm comforting glow that only a fireplace could.

      Her eyelids crunched as she closed her eyes. She could imagine the sight of the fire, but she couldn’t feel any heat. Not even in her mind. That sensation was gone. Deleted from her memory.

      She looked out the window and saw a sliver of light. Another few hours and it would be morning. The sun would be up and she could keep moving. She would be a little farther from this place. A little farther from the wolves who kept howling all night from every direction, a little farther from this horrible fireplace that had been mocking and laughing at her all night, and a little farther from the facility.

      But a little farther from her family as well. Her parents and her two sisters were still there. Still locked inside. She pictured them together, all warm and snuggled up together in the pushed together twin beds. Her heart ached as she heard the heavy soothing breaths of her father, felt the annoyance of Henley moving her legs a million times throughout the night, and it ached as she imagined the comfort of other warm bodies around her.

      When Kara had first escaped two days ago, she had felt guilty. She had made it out of the facility that had been holding them captive, and they didn’t. She felt survivor’s guilt. She felt shame and regret. Why should I be free and they’re still stuck there?

      Now, she was realizing how stupid she’d been. They were the lucky ones.

      They were warm and surrounded by loved ones, and she was alone, cold, afraid, and about to die in an abandoned gas station in… wherever the hell she was.

      Kara pulled the frigid rug around her, trying to suck any shred of warmth from it, but it was like trying to get water from a rock.

      She thought back to the events that led her to this moment as she stared at the frozen cigarette butt with cold dead eyes.

      Life was good once. She was from a nice family in a nice town in Maine where the major concerns were the raccoons getting into your garbage and the time when Mr. Thompson painted his fence a bright blue.

      She was third in a line of four kids. Two sisters and an older brother.

      Her parents were still married and seemed like soulmates—well if soulmates consisted of flirty comments, sly grins, and the occasional ass slap while doing the dishes after twenty-five years of marriage. To Kara watching it always did.

      She went to a nice safe school and had nice safe friends. In a house of six, they had the usual fights, but they were always over things like remote controls, the phone, chores, and bathroom time. It was never serious. Never anything to shake the strong foundations of their familial love.

      Then Kara went away to Boston University to get a business degree. It was a fun and exciting time full of new friends, bad dates, and classes that opened her mind and her worldview. She missed home and partied with her siblings when they came to visit.

      It was in her third year when she was captured.

      She had just taken her last exam of the semester—a bitch of a final test in Business Law—and was feeling on top of the world as she walked to the pub with her friends to celebrate another completed year of University. It was a fun night of letting loose after a rough few weeks of finals. Her poor roommate Janice was still studying for her final exam in two days. If not for Janice missing, the night would have been perfect.

      She danced and drank all night, rapping with PitBull and shaking her ass with Rhianna. It was the kind of fun, carefree night that only occurred in College bars after final exams. Where everyone could sleep in the next morning and were partying with their friends one last time before they all went home.

      Kara stumbled out of the bar with Ally and Mitch and went to get something to eat. They sat slumped in their chairs as they stuffed the best falafel ever into their mouths while laughing about the drunk girl who fell off the bar while she was trying to do her best Coyote Ugly performance.

      It had been a fun night and one that Kara knew would be etched into her memory for a long time. Mitch was leaving the next day. Ally the day after that. She was a senior and wouldn’t return. They told each other they would keep in touch and visit often, but they both kind of knew that it probably wouldn’t happen. Ally was returning home to Tucson, and Arizona was a long way from Maine.

      They said their tearful goodbyes and to Kara’s surprise, Mitch stayed with Ally. Those two had been flirting off and on for the entire year and leave it to last-minute-Mitch to also leave this to the last minute.

      Kara smiled as she walked back to her apartment. She was going to miss this place, but she was also excited for the summer. She was headed back to Maine before she had to return for her last year in the fall.

      A tingle of nerves rippled through her as she walked along the street. A man was walking toward her with his hands in his pockets.

      She casually slipped her hand into her purse and gripped the pepper spray that her brother had given her before she left for University. “If any guy starts acting like a prick you don’t stop spraying until their eyes become permanently bloodshot,” he had said with a grin. “That way I can find him and finish the job.”

      She had laughed at the time but she wasn’t laughing now. She gripped the canister, but then breathed a little easier as he nodded at her with a polite smile as he passed.

      Kara had barely taken three steps when a hand suddenly covered her mouth from behind and yanked her back. A dark van appeared out of nowhere, screeching to a stop as the doors flew open.

      She fought and tried to kick away, but the man was so strong and he was dragging her to the van so fast. Something pricked her in the lower back and it was like someone had turned the power down. Her arms became heavy and her movements sluggish. Her vision blurred and spun as her mouth hung open. The man easily lifted her and placed her in the van, and the last thing that Kara remembered was the slamming of the door.

      Her mother was there when she woke up. At first, she thought she was dreaming. How could her mother be there?

      Then she saw everyone else. Her father was there, as well as Henley and Bethany too.

      “It’s okay,” her mother whispered as she stroked Kara’s head. She was crying. Everyone was, even her father.

      Kara sat up with an intense migraine, but the horror was only beginning. They were locked in a small apartment with two twin beds, a TV, a tiny bathroom, a kitchenette, a small table with two chairs and no windows. Her crappy University apartment felt like a palace compared to this.

      Her family told similar stories of being taken, and they all worried about her brother, hoping that he managed to escape.

      They had no idea what the hell was going on. Cold stale meals slid through the slot at the bottom of the door three times a day, but other than that, they had no contact with the outside world.

      Until one day, the doors opened and guards appeared, telling them that it was time to go outside. Kara always had fair pale skin—the kind that gave her the nickname Casper by middle school bullies—and the sun felt incredibly intense after a week indoors.

      The guards took them down to a grassy area where they were able to hang out for two hours. Kara looked around at all of the other people, wondering what was going on. It was a prison, but instead of thugs and criminals, it was families and kids. The kids ran off with each other, playing games and laughing while the parents huddled together, looking concerned and distraught as they whispered to one another.

      Kara’s father joined one of the groups and gathered some information. Some of the families had been there for years. The one common denominator between them all was that there was a family member who was always missing, and that family member was always a shifter.

      That’s why Kara’s brother wasn’t there. She wondered how they knew. Even her best friends didn’t know. They lived next to a forest in Maine and they had always hidden it so well.

      But here they were, stuck.

      The days turned into weeks, which turned into months, which turned into years. They had been there two long years when, two days ago, it had all changed.

      Sometimes they would be allowed to do jobs around the facility which would help pass the time. Kara was near the front gate scrubbing the pigeon shit from the walls of the security booth with her father. It was cold, but her father was in good spirits and they were glad to be outside. They joked around as they worked under the watchful gaze of the on-duty guard.

      Suddenly alarms blared. There was a commotion somewhere in the facility and guards rushed past them nervously clutching their automatic weapons to their chests. The guard watching them looked uneasy. He had asked a passing guard what was up and the guard yelled back, saying that B-27 was loose, whatever that meant.

      “Keep your head down,” Kara’s father warned as he continued scrubbing. The guard held his gun close as he paced nervously. The fighting broke out nearby and gunshots filled the air like firecrackers on the fourth of July.

      Kara’s father wrapped a protective arm around her as the guard took off running to join the fight. There was nothing stopping them from leaving. The gate was closed but one touch of the unguarded red button would open it for the ten seconds needed to slip through.

      “Dad,” she whispered. “The gate.”

      She could see the pain in his eyes. She knew that he would never leave his other two daughters and his wife in there alone. “It’s too dangerous,” he snapped back.

      The guard would return and realize that they were missing. They would get the dogs and find them less than an hour later.

      But then, the guard came back. He was clutching his stomach, which was bleeding heavily. His face paled and he dropped to the ground dead.

      Kara’s father exploded up, gripping her arm before she knew what was going on. He slammed his hand on the red button, opening the gate as the fighting continued around the corner behind them.

      “Go!” he shouted, pushing her toward the gate.

      Kara hesitated, not wanting to leave without him. “But…”

      He leapt forward and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her in for one last hug. “Go, Kara. Don’t stop running.” He kissed her forehead roughly and pulled away with tears in his eyes. “I love you.”

      Kara was dazed and didn’t know what to do. A part of her wanted to run from this place, but another part of her wanted to stay with the safety of the familiar, with the safety of her family.

      “Go!” her father said, shoving her out as the gate slid closed between them with a click. “Hurry,” he said, rushing back to his work area.

      Her mouth dropped open, but then she turned and ran.

      She alternated between running and walking for two days. The first cold night was spent shivering under a pine tree, so when she had seen this abandoned gas station she was thrilled. When she saw the fireplace, she was ecstatic until she realized there was no wood, no matches, no fire.

      The sun was moving up fast now and the dead chill of the dark night was starting to ease a little. She pushed the frozen rug off of her shoulders and stood up on sore, tired limbs.

      Her parents and sisters were still back there, but she got out.

      There had to be some sort of reason for that.

      Kara grabbed an old bag and filled it with frozen expired chocolate bars and chips from the gas station. She threw it over her shoulder and walked into the cool morning air as her father’s words replayed in her head.

      Don’t stop running. Don’t stop running.

      “You escaped for a purpose,” she told herself as she started walking down the road. “You escaped so you can get your family out.”

      She didn’t know how she was going to do that or what would happen, but she knew what she had to do next.

      Take a step.

      One frigid step at a time.

      So she focused on that.
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      Yesterday, Mack and the crew had finally entered Alaska after three long days of driving. The two black Ford 150’s barreled down the cold highway with Grant, Amélie, Logan, and Mack leading the way in the first truck.

      Tempest and Ryder were in the second truck, keeping pace. Mack and Logan had alternated between trucks on the first day, but that didn’t last very long. Tempest’s constant singing had them fleeing to the peacefulness of Grant’s truck where they vowed to stay for the rest of the trip. “Your loss,” Ryder had said when they told him they weren’t coming back, although he did have a look of jealousy in his tired eyes when he watched them climb into the quiet truck. Mate or not, Tempest wasn’t the best singer.

      Still, if Mack had to listen to Logan any longer, he might be willing to brave Tempest’s singing instead.

      “I wish I was there with you,” he gushed into the phone as Mack, Grant, and Amélie were forced to listen. “Me too.”

      Mack turned to the window and sighed as he watched the leafless trees whizz by. He thought of Bryce and hoped that the little twerp knew that they were looking for him.

      “You did?” Logan let out a high-pitched laugh that made Mack cringe. “I love you too. So much.” He smiled into the phone. “No, I do.” He ducked his head down low near the door. “What are you wearing?” he whispered. “No, underneath.”

      Amélie turned around from her spot in the front passenger’s seat and narrowed her eyes on him. She lifted her index finger in warning and it morphed into a long black claw.

      “Okay,” Logan said quickly when he saw it. “Okay, I gotta go! Love you too.” He hung up the phone and sank back into his seat as he stared at the claw with a fearful look in his eyes.

      Grant laughed as he drove. “She’s a little protective of her younger sister.”

      “That’s right,” Amélie said as the claw morphed back into her finger. “And don’t you forget it.”

      “She’s my mate!” Logan said in exasperation.

      “She was my sister first.” Amélie’s hard stare slowly turned into a grin as she turned back around.

      Logan let out a long pained sigh as he turned to the window. “She is so perfect.”

      “Yes, we know,” Grant said as he reached for the radio and turned it on. There was nothing but static up here. “She’s absolutely, positively, undoubtedly, emphatically, one hundred and twenty fucking percent perfect. We heard you the first four hundred times.”

      “I feel like I can say it four hundred more times,” Logan said with a love-filled grin.

      Grant pushed the radio off button a little too hard. “Please don’t.”

      All of this love talk was starting to get to Mack. He was a guy who needed his alone time and three days in the car with these people who seemed physically incapable of shutting up was starting to drive him crazy.

      I need a break or I’m going to throw Logan out the window.

      “Pull up here,” Mack said, pointing to the boarded-up restaurant that was approaching. They were driving down a quiet backroad that seemed like it was abandoned. They had been on it for almost an hour and hadn’t seen one other car.

      “We just stopped!” Logan complained.

      Mack turned to him with a challenging look. “So?”

      “So, I want to get back to my mate and if we stop every two seconds, I’ll be an old man by the time we get back.”

      Mack wanted to tell him that he would be a headless old man if he didn’t stop with all of that lovey-dovey mate shit. But they still had some road to travel so he just swallowed it down.

      “Grant,” he grunted. “I gotta go.”

      “All right,” Grant said with a sigh as he pulled over into the restaurant’s parking lot. It was an abandoned diner with boarded-up windows and a sign that was barely hanging on the last rusty screw. “You got forty-five seconds.”

      Ryder pulled up beside them as Mack stepped out of the truck. “Again?” Ryder said through the open window.

      Mack swallowed his reply with a grunt and walked around the building. He didn’t actually have to go, he just needed a break from all of the chatter.

      He leaned his back against the brick and closed his eyes, breathing in the fresh crisp air. We better find him.

      His eyes darted open when he heard a footstep followed by the smell of something sweet. He turned and saw a girl approaching. She was as pale as a ghost, but as captivating as an angel.

      Mack stood there stunned. All he could do was stare in shock as she stumbled forward, dragging her hand on the wall for balance. He could feel his heart pounding hard in his chest as she stared at him with the most beautiful amber eyes he’d ever seen—eyes that seemed to see into his soul, that seemed to be gripping it and refusing to let go. He couldn’t move. He didn’t know what was happening. All he knew was that he couldn’t breathe.

      “Mister,” she whispered in a weak shaky voice. “Can you… help me?”

      It was only then that Mack snapped out of it. Her face was pale, but it also had a blueish tint. Her lips were blue as well and her teeth were chattering. The poor girl was freezing.

      He rushed over and scooped her up in his strong arms, holding her close to his beating heart as she looked up at him with tired eyes that looked beyond exhaustion. One intense emotion was slamming into him after another, nearly dropping him to his knees. He had never felt anything like this before—such an overpowering need to protect someone. But not just to protect her, to possess her as well.

      “You’re safe now, sweet girl,” he whispered to her softly. She was so delicate. So innocent.

      Mack knew in that instant as he held the girl close to his body that she was the missing piece in his world. He wasn’t going to let anyone hurt her again. Just the thought of someone else touching her was making him crazy. No, he was going to protect her from the darkness of the world. He was going to be her shelter from the horrible things, the peace in the raging storm.

      “I’ll take care of you,” he whispered as she clung onto his sweater. “I’ll protect you.”

      She didn’t say a word as he carefully carried her back to the truck. She felt so frail in his arms and he was worried he might break her. He felt everyone’s eyes on them as he hurried to the door. Logan’s side was the closest so he went to that door first.

      “Who the fuck is that?” Logan asked, staring in shock as Mack yanked the door open.

      “Out,” Mack growled protectively.

      Logan’s shocked eyes darted from the girl up to Mack’s face. “Out!” he repeated, practically snarling now.

      Even his inner lion was growling impatiently. Mack had been so captivated by the girl that he hadn’t noticed that his lion was in full alert mode, snarling his teeth and ready for a fight. This young innocent girl had awoken the possessive beast in his lion, and neither of them were fucking around while she needed their help.

      “Okay, okay,” Logan said, gulping in panic as he rushed out of the truck through the other side.

      Mack held her close as he stepped into the truck and closed the door.

      She never took her eyes off him as he ordered Grant to turn the heat all the way up.

      No one will treat you better than I will, he wanted to say. You’re mine now and no one will ever take you away.

      Instead, he said nothing as Grant and Amélie stared at them open-mouthed. Those words were for her ears only.

      The heat began filling the truck, blasting through the vents, but it wasn’t fast enough. His girl was in pain and there was nothing else he could do. It killed him to see her like this.

      Who the hell left her out here? His lion raged inside, willing to maul anyone who would dare try to touch her.

      “Who is she?” Grant asked. He leaned over her through the seats to get a better look at her face and a flash of jealousy surged through Mack. “Who are you?”

      Mack held her tighter, turning her face away from Grant. She was weak and needed her rest and he didn’t like his alpha trying to get her to talk.

      “What’s your name?” Grant repeated.

      Mack’s inner lion let out a low warning growl as Mack clenched his jaw. He loved his alpha, but this was Mack’s territory. She was his.

      And it wasn’t like he was able to stop the reaction. She had flipped a switch inside him and he wasn’t sure if he could hold it back.

      His lion’s growling intensified and Grant’s face suddenly turned serious. The two shifters stared each other down as Amélie watched with a nervous look on her face.

      “Let’s just… Everyone relax,” she said as the tension in the car thickened.

      Mack’s lion crept to the surface and snarled. The only thing keeping him back was the sweet innocent girl in his arms who couldn’t be put in harm’s way.

      “Watch yourself,” Grant warned in a low commanding voice as he stared Mack down.

      Mack glared back at him.

      “We’re all on the same side.” Amélie’s soft voice was the only thing cutting through the tension. “We all want the girl to be safe.”

      Mack narrowed his eyes on them. “Get out.”

      Grant jerked his head back in surprise. “What?!?”

      “You heard me, Grant. Get out.”

      The alpha turned to Amélie, looking at her in disbelief.

      “Let’s just give them a minute,” she said, placing her hand on Grant’s forearm. She opened her eyes, pleading with him. “Just a minute.”

      Grant’s jaw was tight as he turned back to Mack. He looked at him for a long tense moment that seemed to drag on forever before he finally grabbed the door handle and opened the door. “You have two minutes.”

      Mack and his lion both took a deep breath as they left him alone with the girl.

      Her eyes were more alert as she looked up at him. It was hot in the truck and Mack was sweating like a roofer in July.

      He was relieved to see some color returning to her face and the blue was fading from her sweet lips. She blinked her eyes and reached up, touching her cold hand to his cheek and it instantly soothed his raging lion.

      A heated charge filled the air in the truck, sizzling between them as she ran her soft hand down his hard cheek. Her touch was both calming and exciting, and Mack couldn’t get enough of it.

      “Thank you,” she whispered in a frail voice. “For saving me.”

      Her perfect lips curled up into the faintest smile as she watched him, and all of the anger and tension that was bottled up in Mack was suddenly drained out of him.

      He realized that he pretty much just challenged his alpha to a dominance battle. He didn’t understand what had gotten into him. Did this girl have that much of a pull on him already? Was he losing control?

      It was a good thing that Amélie had been there or who knows how far it would have gone?

      “What’s your name?” he asked. He wanted to know everything about her, but she was weak and needed time to recover.

      “Kara,” she whispered. “Kara Griffin. And you?”

      “Mack Harris.”

      “Mack Harris,” she whispered back with a smile. The sound of his name on her sweet lips was stirring something within him. Something deep and primal that he wasn’t sure if he could control.

      “You’re staying with me, Kara. No one is going to hurt you ever again.” It wasn’t a question or an offer. It was a statement, pure and simple. She was his now to protect.

      “Thank you,” she whispered as she started to move around. Her body seemed to be unthawing in the hot truck.

      “How old are you?” She looked too young for him. Too innocent. People would talk, but Mack didn’t care. People could go fuck themselves.

      “Twenty-one.” Her voice was getting a little bit louder, a little bit stronger. His little bird was going to make it.

      “We’ll get you somewhere warm and get some food in you,” he said as he placed her on the seat beside him. It killed him to let her go, but he had too. “I have to talk to my friend for a minute.”

      “Okay,” she whispered. He could see her body shudder when he released her. Was she feeling the same sense of loss, the same tortuous aching that was pining through his body?

      He took one last long look at her angelic face and then forced himself to get out of the car. The bitting cold felt exquisite after being suffocated in the heat inside the truck.

      Amélie was trying to calm Grant down who was pacing angrily. His heated eyes darted to Mack when he heard the door close.

      Mack walked over with his head hanging low. He showed his neck to his alpha—a sign of submission—and then took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Grant. I don’t know what came over me.”

      Grant’s body was tight. His voice came out choppy and stilted. “You ever challenge me or my lion again like that… be prepared to…” He was breathing heavily, trying to control himself.

      Mack felt bad. Grant was a good alpha. He didn’t deserve that.

      He lowered his eyes to the pavement as Grant paced angrily in front of him. “I don’t know what happened.”

      Grant slowly stopped pacing until he was standing in front of him, taking deep labored breaths.

      “We can’t leave her here,” Mack said. “She’s not leaving my sight.”

      Grant huffed out a frustrated breath.

      “We have to double back and take the girl into town,” Amélie said, jumping in. “She’ll die out here.”

      Mack knew that his alpha wouldn’t let that happen. He was a good man with a good heart.

      “I guess we don’t have much of a choice,” Grant said as he ran his hand over his shaved head, something he usually did when he was annoyed. “Let’s go back to that town we passed a while ago.”

      “We’ll stay the night in a motel,” Mack added. “Make sure she’s okay.”

      Grant and Mack stared at each other once again as tension suddenly filled the air.

      The alpha walked back to the truck, bumping Mack with his shoulder as he passed him. “You just make sure that you’re okay.”
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      Kara studied the mysterious man’s face as he held her close to his muscular chest. There was nothing soft or delicate about it. No nice or gentle lines. It was hard. A harsh face with rough edges and rugged features.

      His name suited him. Mack. He was built like a Mack truck and Kara never felt smaller than she did at that moment in his arms.

      She was alone in the truck with this hard-looking man, but she wasn’t afraid or feeling any of the usual warning signs that bodies sent out when danger was nearby. She felt safe and secure in his arms. Like nothing would be able to get to her while this brute was protecting her.

      The other couple in the front seats had left the truck and disappeared into the motel that they were parked in front of.

      Kara was still feeling incredibly weak. Her eyes kept drifting open and closed as the strangers turned around and drove down the long secluded road until they arrived in a small town. She was exhausted and feeling powerless. All of her energy seemed to have rushed out of her the moment that Mack picked her up in his big arms. It was like her drained body gave itself over to his protection completely, leaving her vulnerable and helpless to his every want, need, and desire.

      She hadn’t slept much over the past couple of days, only drifting in and out through the long cold nights, and it had finally caught up to her. Keeping her heavy eyelids open was work and they kept sliding down.

      His eyes were always on her, looking down at her whenever she opened them back up. She knew that she should have been scared with this rough-looking stranger who had the most intense brown eyes that she’d ever seen staring at her, but even though she barely knew him, she wasn’t. Inexplicably, she felt safe. She felt comforted and secure.

      It was as if her body was attuned to his on a level she didn’t quite understand.

      “It’s okay, sweet girl,” he whispered in a deep soothing voice. “Just close your eyes.”

      She realized she had been fighting to keep them open, and as soon as he said the words, they closed on their own. His big arms held her a little tighter and she leaned into his chest, fighting back a little contented moan that was sliding up her throat.

      He smelled good and she inhaled deeply, savoring his rugged scent. It smelled like the mountains in autumn.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” he whispered as he stroked her cheek with his hand. His touch was so gentle for such a big guy, and Kara knew that he was holding back his strength for her, trying to be delicate, trying not to hurt her. It was much softer than she thought it would be and it made her body react with waves of warmth spreading through her.

      This stranger was a mystery to her. After all she’d been through, she knew she should have been fearful of strangers, to be wary of anyone she didn’t know, but this stranger, this man, felt so comforting to her. Everything about this man felt safe and dependable, and the feelings inside were getting more and more intense with every second that she spent with him.

      Kara always preferred the rough hero to the pretty boy in movies. Daniel Craig was her kind of James Bond. She preferred men like Vin Diesel to Ryan Gosling. The kind of rugged hero who took what he wanted and had nothing but wild emotions until he saw the one girl who could finally tame him.

      His grip on her suddenly tightened as the others approached the truck. He never took his eyes off her as they opened the door and called his name.

      Kara smiled when she saw the possessive edge in his eyes. She was feeling the same, like she didn’t want him to look at any other girl with that intense gaze, or hold any other girl in his protective embrace. She wanted to be his only one.

      “We got two rooms,” the guy with the shaved head said. There was an uneasiness to his voice.

      “We’re taking one,” Mack replied in a firm voice.

      The girl with the curly blonde hair and French accent who had been in the front seat stepped in front of the other man. “Girls in one room. Guys in the other.”

      Mack didn’t seem to like that answer. Kara could feel his heart pounding furiously in his chest.

      Kara didn’t like that answer either for that matter. She didn’t want to leave him. On a deep level, she knew that he would protect her at all costs, and she didn’t want to be away from that while she was in such an exhausted and vulnerable state.

      But the French girl wasn’t having any of it. “She needs to soak in a hot bath, Mack. You going to give it to her?”

      “Yes.”

      It had been a sarcastic question, but Mack didn’t take it like that. His answer was firm and direct, and the thought of his big rough hands on Kara’s naked body began stirring things inside of her.

      She didn’t want to leave him. She wanted him to carry her into the room, let him take off her clothes, and then gently sink her into a hot bath. She wanted to see the look on his face and the need in his eyes as he undressed her, but that wasn’t going to happen. How would that make her look? She had never been like this—so wanting of a man—in her life. She had never even had sex before. She was a virgin and had been saving herself for someone special. You were saving it for him, a voice whispered in her head.

      The French girl rolled her eyes. “Mack, she’ll be fine. You can come see her after.”

      “No. She stays with me. Always.”

      The guy with the shaved head was back and the air became tense once again. “Mack,” he warned in a low voice that bordered on a growl. “Watch yourself.”

      Kara swallowed hard as Mack held her close and moved toward the door. He climbed out of the truck and held her protectively to his chest as more strangers came walking over. There was a handsome one-armed man with dark features, a tall muscular man with tattoos all over his neck and arms, and a girl with bushy eyebrows and wavy brown hair who had an ax hanging from her belt for some reason.

      “Put her down, Mack,” the French girl said in a soft tone. “She’s coming with us.”

      Kara could feel a low rumbling emanating from Mack’s chest. Her ear was against his pec and she swore she could hear something growling in there.

      “I already told you, she’s mine.”

      Kara hated the tension, but something primal in her was enjoying the way he was making it clear that she was his and that it was final.

      “And I already told you,” the guy with the shaved head said as he took a step forward, “that you better watch yourself.”

      Mack’s eyes finally left hers and they hardened when they settled upon the man who was challenging him. The tension was thick between them and Kara could sense it. So could everyone else. They were all deathly quiet and shifting uneasily.

      Kara didn’t want them to fight. She wanted to stay with Mack, but she also didn’t want him to lose any friends over her. She reached up and touched his cheek, bringing his eyes back down on her where they softened.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered. Every word was a struggle. She was so weak and feeble from the past couple of days.

      She turned in his embrace, trying to put her feet on the ground. He resisted at first, not wanting to let her go, but when she tried again, he let her. Her legs were wobbly and the powerlessness of them surprised her. She grabbed onto his thick forearm for support as she looked up at him with a smile.

      She hadn’t realized how big he actually was until now. Her vision had been a little blurry when she had first seen him and then it was hard to get an accurate comparison while she was being cradled in his arms in the truck. But now, standing in front of him, she could see how big he really was. He was at least a foot taller than her and his body was massive. He really was built like a Mack truck.

      Kara reached up and touched his proud chest, and his tight body seemed to loosen a little. She liked how her touch seemed to relax him, how it calmed and soothed the raging fire inside him. She wondered if any other woman had that effect on him, and she hoped they didn’t. She liked thinking that she was the only one who could soothe the beast in him like this.

      “I’ll just go warm up inside with the girls,” she said, feeling a little bit stronger now. It was as if her body was absorbing the tremendous strength radiating off him. “Then I’ll come see you.”

      His jaw clenched. He looked unsure.

      The girl with the bushy eyebrows walked over and took Kara’s hand. “Thank you, Mack,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Your service is no longer needed.”

      Kara was suddenly flanked by both girls and she walked with them to a room in the motel. It was a dingy motel with paint chipping off the yellow doors, revealing a layer of green underneath. The curtains were an ugly plaid and the tall neon sign in the parking lot was dark and long dead. But all of this seemed like paradise to Kara after the two nights that she had spent in the cold. This place had heat and that was all she needed.

      “I’m Tempest and this is Amélie,” the girl with the ax said as they walked. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you all warmed up.”

      Amélie fumbled with the key and then opened the door. Kara felt heavy breathing behind her and when she turned around, she smiled when she saw Mack right there behind them. He looked like he was in agony, like he didn’t want to let her go. His fists were clenched and he was taking deep heavy breaths as he watched her with a pained look on his face. Kara smiled at him, relieving some of it.

      He tried to follow them into the motel room, but Tempest grabbed the doorframe and blocked the way with her arm. “Bye, Mack,” she said as she stared him down.

      “I’m not leaving.”

      Tempest leaned against the doorframe and crossed her arms. “You’re not coming in here.”

      Mack’s eyes narrowed as he stared her down.

      “What has gotten into you, Mack?” Amélie asked, sounding exasperated. “She’s going to be fine. We’ll warm her up and then you can see her.”

      The guy with the shaved head looked more upset than ever as he stormed over. He grabbed Mack’s arm, but Mack yanked it away and let out a noise that sounded like a growl.

      The guy stepped back and lowered his head, growling too. What is going on?

      Men growling? And…

      Kara wasn’t sure if her eyes were playing tricks on her, but the guy with the shaved head’s eyes seemed to be getting brighter as they stared each other down.

      Must be from the fatigue.

      “Guys!” Amélie shouted. “Will you two stop?”

      Kara rushed out before things got out of hand. She hurried over to Mack and stood between them, putting her hand on his chest. His heart is beating so fast.

      “I haven’t eaten anything good in days,” she said in a low soothing voice. His hard eyes dropped to hers and the anger was suddenly replaced with concern. “I would kill for a hot burger and some fries. Would you be so kind and get one for me? Please?”

      Mack looked at her for a long time and then nodded. “I’ll get you two.”

      “Okay,” Kara said, chuckling in relief. “That sounds good.”

      He touched her cheek softly and then looked around at everyone with hard eyes. “Don’t let anyone take her.”

      Grant handed him the keys and he got into the truck and drove away.

      Tempest was shaking her head in disbelief as Kara walked back inside. “Don’t let anyone take her? Jeez, what a psycho!”

      “He’s not,” Kara whispered as Tempest closed the door. Somehow she understood the possessive need he had. Just the thought of him out there without her was making her a little crazy.

      “Let’s get you in the bath,” Amélie said from the bathroom. She was already running it. “Do you want it warm, hot, or scalding.”

      “Scalding, please,” Kara said as she sat down on the bed. “My toes have never been so cold.”

      She felt strange. Like something was missing.

      And she knew it was Mack.

      What is wrong with me?

      It was as if she had been struck in the forehead with Cupid’s arrow or something. Here she was about to take a hot bath—something she had been dreaming of doing for two days—but all she could look forward to was seeing Mack again.

      The girls chatted to her, asking her where she came from and why she was out in the cold while the bath ran.

      “My car had broken down,” Kara answered, not wanting to say too much. Maybe these people worked for General Hunt. Maybe they would take her right back there to him.

      “I didn’t see your car anywhere,” Tempest said with a tilt of her head.

      “It was on a different road,” Kara said quickly.

      Tempest’s big eyebrows scrunched together. “Hmmm.”

      When the bath was finally finished she went into the bathroom and closed the door. She took off her freezing cold clothes and slipped into the warm bath, moaning as it burnt her cold skin. It felt like heaven. Pretty soon she was soaking in the hot tub and her body was returning to normal.

      She couldn’t help but think of Mack and smiling at how territorial he had gotten around her. She pictured him here next to her and as she did, her hand slid down between her legs. She rubbed herself until the waves in the bathtub rippled angrily and her mouth dropped open.

      “Fuck,” she whispered as she sunk back down in the water. This was crazy. She didn’t have time for a love affair.

      Her family was still captured and she had to help them get out.

      That’s when it hit her. She had escaped for a reason and she believed that freeing her family was that reason. Maybe Mack is a part of that.

      Maybe he could help her.

      Her heart was saying she could trust him, but could she?

      She pictured those intense brown eyes and wondered.
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      Mack was getting goosebumps just from watching her sleep. She was so beautiful. She looked so innocent and pure, and the sight of her angelic face full of color as she slept so peacefully was stirring all sorts of unfamiliar emotions inside of him.

      The food that he had gotten for her was sitting on the night table, leaking grease through the soggy brown paper bag as it got colder by the minute.

      She’s my mate. She has to be.

      It was the only thing that could explain the intense need in him. Just driving to the restaurant had been pure torture. The need to see her had been ripping through him, tearing him apart piece by piece. The tension had been mounting and mounting within until he nearly bit the head off the poor guy when the fries were taking too long.

      It wasn’t just need or desire, Mack had realized. It was an obsession. An obsession to see her that seemed to be taking on a life of its own as it threatened to consume him whole.

      He couldn’t go five seconds without thinking of her. He didn’t want to go two seconds without thinking of her.

      He sped home, thinking of how good she had felt in his arms. It was painful how good his sweet girl had felt.

      When he arrived, he was both happy and disappointed to find her sleeping. He knew that the delicate little bird needed her rest, but he longed to look into her gorgeous amber eyes once again. So, he watched her sleep as Tempest sat in the chair behind him, rolling her eyes.

      He knew he was coming on strong. That he had been a little intense.

      I have to calm down. I have to keep it together. She must think I’m a beast.

      But he didn’t know how to calm down or keep it together. This overpowering need to possess her was coursing through his body and he couldn’t seem to stop it. It was all new to him and he didn’t know how to handle it.

      Even my lion is acting strangely. The cat was still on full alert, even though Kara was safely sleeping in the bed. Something had gotten into him too.

      Mack closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, trying to settle his raging nerves. These feelings and sensations were all new to him. Before Kara, he always wanted to keep people away, and he was pretty good at it. He didn’t know how to keep anyone close. He had never been very good at that. Except with Bryce.

      Bryce! Shit.

      How could he forget? He had been so preoccupied with this girl that he had forgotten all about the reason why they were there in the first place.

      What the hell has gotten into me? She has to be my mate. Her scent drives me wild and the thought of her belly round with my cub is making me crazy.

      The sudden urge to kick Tempest out of the room, lock the door, and breed this sweet girl was starting to take over his mind.

      Then at least, she’ll be linked to me forever.

      Kara’s eyes slowly opened and Mack froze, sitting ramrod straight beside her. His body was tight enough to shatter until her eyes settled on him and she smiled. The air rushed out of his lungs and he relaxed a bit as she stretched out on the bed with a moan.

      “Is that for me?” she asked when she spotted the soggy brown bag on the night table.

      “It’s cold,” Mack grunted. “I’ll get you another.”

      She shook her head as she sat up in the bed. “I’m sure it’s fine,” she said as she reached for it. “After what I’ve been eating, I’m sure it’s going to taste like heaven.”

      Mack helped her take out the burgers and set up the fries in the box. “Eat it all. It will give you your strength back.”

      He watched her closely as she began to work through the burger, making sure she ate every bite. He smiled, impressed at her appetite.

      She smiled shyly when she saw that he was watching her devour it. “Are you hungry?” she asked as she offered him the half-eaten burger. “Do you want some?”

      Mack shook his head. His stomach was in knots and he wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to eat again.

      Tempest stood up from her chair. “I’ll have some fries!”

      Mack turned and shot her a warning look as she walked over. She suddenly stopped and cringed when she got a look at his face. “Or, I’ll just wait outside.”

      She left the room, leaving them all alone and Mack began to breathe a little easier. She continued eating, but she looked a little more shy now that it was just the two of them. Her cheeks were pink and she kept glancing down.

      Mack was feeling a little shy too. He wanted to make things flow a little better by talking, but what could he possibly say to an angel?

      “Are you in some kind of trouble?” he finally asked.

      Her eyes dropped as she lowered the burger. Her cheeks were blushing even more and it made Mack tense up.

      “Who is it?” His voice was shaky. A violent rage was coursing through him. He’d gladly kill anyone who had ever laid a finger on her.

      “I…” she started then stopped. “I shouldn’t tell you.”

      “Yes, you should. I meant it when I said I’ll protect you. I’m yours now. There’s nothing I won’t do.”

      He watched closely as she began moving those sweet pink lips, telling him what happened. His stomach dropped as he heard some key words.

      “Facility… family… prisoners… need my help…”

      Mack’s heaving chest burned and his lion paced as she told him everything.
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        * * *

      

      Mack burst out of the motel room like his lion’s tail was on fire. “We’re leaving now!” he barked to the crew who was lounging around the quiet parking lot.

      Grant was sitting on the back of the pickup truck. He lazily turned his head. “What?”

      Mack charged forward. “We’re leaving! Everyone get in the trucks!”

      “I give the orders in this crew!” Grant snapped back. “I’m still the alpha!”

      Mack didn’t have time for this shit. His girl’s family needed his help.

      “Then get off your ass and get this crew moving. We have to storm the facility now!”

      Grant leapt off the truck and rushed over, getting right into Mack’s face. “We’re not storming anything! We’re sticking to the plan. Scouting the place out, then sneaking in to find out if Bryce is still alive, and then sneaking back out with or without him.”

      “Plan has changed,” Mack said moving around him. He walked up to the truck and opened the driver’s door.

      Grant followed him and kicked the door closed. Mack turned with a snarl.

      His lion was pacing furiously within. His hair was up, his claws were out—he was pissed, and Grant could sense it.

      Mack lowered his head and flexed his arms when he smelled Grant’s lion coming to the surface.

      “What the fuck has gotten into you?” Grant snapped.

      Mack couldn’t answer that question even if he could unclench his tight jaw to talk. He had no idea what was happening to him.

      “Stand down, Mack!” Grant warned.

      He couldn’t. Not while Kara was in pain. Not while his sweet girl needed his help.

      “Mack!” Logan pleaded. “What the hell are you doing, man? Calm down!”

      Mack never took his eyes off of his alpha’s. “This doesn’t concern you, Logan,” he answered in a tight voice.

      “This concerns all of us,” Ryder said from somewhere nearby. “We’re a crew.”

      “We’re a family,” Amélie corrected.

      Mack knew they were right. It was true. They were the only people that Mack had ever considered family. They were the only people he had ever loved. But now, everything had changed. Kara was in his life and she needed his help. And nothing was going to stop him from helping her, not even his family.

      He grabbed the door handle again and pulled it open. Grant kicked it closed, again.

      “Stand down,” he demanded. His voice was practically a snarl. “Last chance.”

      “You guys can stay here, but I’m going. I don’t have time for surveillance. I’m storming the gate.”

      “And what about Bryce?” Grant asked.

      Deep down, Mack believed that Bryce hadn’t survived. He was hoping for the best, but a part of him already knew what he would find. He was only here for revenge, but now he had more important things to worry about than revenge. Kara’s family was more important than any need for vengeance, no matter how badly he still wanted it. “If he’s alive, I’ll get him too.”

      “You’re going to get yourself killed,” Grant answered. “And him too.”

      Mack took a deep breath and then opened the door of the truck once more. Grant didn’t kick the door closed this time. Instead, Mack heard the ripping and tearing of a shifter phase behind him.

      “What is happening right now?” Tempest shouted in disbelief.

      Mack heard the challenging growl of a lion and exhaled in frustration. I don’t have time for this shit.

      But it wasn’t something he could just ignore. Grant’s angry lion was out and his bright eyes were locked on him.

      Mack turned around and squeezed his hands into fists when he saw Grant’s lion crouched low. His golden mane was flowing around his snarling head. He looked furious.

      “I don’t want to fight you, Grant.” Mack took a step to the side, but so did the lion to block his way.

      Mack let out a huff and changed directions. He tried to get back to Kara, but the lion cut him off again. He had taken Mack’s actions as a dominance challenge and wasn’t about to let him go without a fight.

      “Step aside,” Mack warned. He was starting to lose his patience now. His girl needed his help and he didn’t appreciate this shit stopping him.

      Mack’s own lion was getting all worked up inside. He could feel him wanting to come out and straighten this threat out.

      “Guys!” Tempest shouted with her arms open. “We’re in a public freaking parking lot!”

      Luckily, there was no one around in this small shitty town, but this wasn’t like Grant to be so risky. Mack knew he must have really pissed him off.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Grant,” Mack warned once again. “But I will if you don’t move.”

      Amélie approached and stood beside her mate. She placed her hand on the top of the angry lion’s head and he seemed to instantly relax. “Just let him go.”

      Grant’s lion continued to stare him down as Amélie pet his head, trying to soothe him.

      Suddenly, he began to shake and a few seconds later, Grant was back in his human form, standing beside his mate. He was staring Mack down, his eyes full of hurt and betrayal.

      It broke Mack’s heart to see his alpha and his best friend looking at him like that, but this was beyond his relationship with Grant. This was something he had to do.

      Grant had stormed one of General Hunt’s military facilities to save Amélie’s family. So, why couldn’t he realize that he had to do the same for Kara’s family?

      Finally, Grant reluctantly stepped aside, letting Mack pass. He hurried back to the room and went straight to the bed where Kara was sleeping once again. The poor little bird was so exhausted and weak. He felt a swell of pride at being her protector as he gently touched her shoulder and shook her awake.

      “What is it?” she asked, quickly sitting up in bed.

      “Come with me,” he whispered as he slid his arms under her legs and around her back. He gently scooped her up and held her close to his chest.

      She didn’t even resist. She seemed to trust him completely already.

      It’s because you’re my mate. He knew the words were true, he just didn’t know why his lion was taking so damn long to make it official.

      “Where are we going?” she asked in her sweet voice.

      He carried her to the door. “To get your family out.”

      She didn’t say a word as he carried her into the parking lot, past the judging hurt eyes that were watching them leave. He carried her to the truck, opened the passenger side door, and gently placed her inside.

      He could feel Grant’s heated eyes on him as he walked to the driver’s side, but Mack kept his eyes on the pavement. He stepped inside and turned the keys that were in the ignition, starting the truck.

      “What about your friends?” Kara asked as she looked back at them through the window.

      “They’re not coming.”

      “Oh.”

      They sat in silence as Mack put the truck in drive and rolled away. He took one last glance at his crew in the rearview mirror, swallowed down the lump in his throat, and then turned onto the main road and drove away.
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      “You can’t just charge in there,” Kara said as she watched Mack drive down the empty road. “They’ll… They’ll… capture you.”

      A sharp stab cut through her chest just thinking about it. Kara didn’t know half of the horrible things that went on in that place, but she knew they were beyond horrific. She had heard the screams and tormented cries of shifters begging to be killed.

      She looked up at Mack’s hard stoic face and tears started to prickle behind her eyes as she pictured him in there.

      “I don’t want you to go.” Kara closed her eyes, choking back tears. None of this made any sense. She was crying over a man she had just met. Crying over a man who was as rough as a caveman and seemed as civilized as a barbarian. Maybe those cold nights spent outside had frozen the common sense part of her brain.

      But deep down, she knew this wasn’t the case. Maybe their minds didn’t know each other well, but their bodies seemed to. They seemed to be radiating on the same wavelength—perfectly attuned to one another.

      She thought back to being cradled in his strong arms and there was no denying that it felt right. It felt good to be held by him, safe, secure. Just thinking about it made her scooch a little closer to his large body.

      “Your family is in there,” he said quietly as he watched the empty road. “I’ll get them out. For you.”

      Kara knew what that meant. Going in there alone meant suicide. There were dozens of armed guards, if not hundreds, as well as weapons that belonged in Science Fiction movies. There was no way he would make it out alive.

      She studied his hard face, admiring the sharp slope of his thick jaw. This man had already given up everything for her. Those nice people back there had seemed like more than friends to him. They seemed like family.

      It had been hard for him, she knew that much for sure. Kara had seen the hurt look in their eyes as he chose her over them, and she saw the even greater pain in his eyes as he drove away, leaving them behind. It still broke her heart to picture it.

      She had begged him to turn back, told him that he didn’t have to do this, but he had made up his mind. She was in pain because her family was being held captive, and he was determined to take all of her pain away. He told her that he would do anything to make her happy and now she believed it.

      Kara watched him out of the corner of her eye as they drove in silence. His big hands were clenching and unclenching the steering wheel as his massive chest heaved up and down. His deep brown eyes were focused on the road, but he was probably seeing something else because they looked so sad. A swell of emotions bubbled up inside her and she looked away, taking a deep breath as she wondered how this man could elicit such strong emotions inside her. It’s crazy.

      “Why are you doing this for me?” she asked as she fiddled with the bottom of her shirt.

      He turned and looked at her, and the affection in his intense gaze took her breath away.

      “My whole life, I’ve had a cloud of darkness surrounding me. It traps me in. It suffocates me and I can’t breathe. The darkness pulls me down like quicksand and no matter how hard I try, I can’t get out. And it’s been worse than ever lately.”

      His right hand was resting on his knee that was bouncing up and down nervously. Kara reached over and slid her hand over his, calming him.

      “But when I saw you, it was like the dark clouds parted and a ray of sunshine came through. Your presence warmed me from the inside out and I knew…”

      Kara rubbed his hard knuckles, encouraging him to go on.

      “I knew you’d be my…”

      She leaned closer as she gazed up at his lips.

      “My mate.”

      Mate. Kara had only heard that word being used once before. Years ago, back home in Maine, an older shifter came to talk to her brother and her parents about shifters and what to expect when living with an animal inside of you. She remembered her whole body going still as he explained the connection and love that a shifter has with their mate. She could barely breathe while he explained it, and she wished that one day someone would love her like that.

      Mack turned his hand and she slid her palm over his as she felt herself moving closer to him. He looked down at her with a look of concern on his face. He had just bared his soul to her and told her his darkest secret. The poor guy was probably wondering how she was going to react.

      Kara was breathing heavily under that intense gaze. “You’re a shifter?”

      But it all made sense now. The growling, the protectiveness, her sudden feelings. She knew he was right—they were mates. It was the only thing that explained the deep connection they both felt after so little time together.

      Now she understood why she was still a virgin. It made sense now why it didn’t feel right with any of the other guys. Why she held off, why she stopped roaming hands, why she waited. She knew now even though she didn’t know it then—she had been waiting for him.

      “I am,” he answered in a low voice. “A lion shifter.”

      “Lion shifter,” she repeated under her breath. Wow. She looked over at his large heaving chest and swallowed hard.

      Her hand seemed to have a life of its own and moved up from his palm to his chest. She pressed it to his heart and felt the vibrating of his purring lion within.

      “That’s your lion?” she asked, staring in awe.

      The corner of his lip curled up in a faint smile. “He likes you. A lot.”

      There was a lion in there, and it liked her. She couldn’t believe it.

      An undeniable urge to touch his face took over her and she reached up and ran her hand down his scratchy cheek and over his chin. She gently turned his face, wanting to see that look in his eyes that he got whenever he looked at her.

      His brown eyes were gorgeous, but they held so much pain. She longed to take it all from him, to make his days a little brighter.

      The truck was slowing, but she couldn’t look away from his deep gaze to see what was happening. She was completely captivated and utterly entranced with this man. This lion shifter.

      Mack put the truck in park when it finally slowed to a stop on the side of the road.

      She gulped as he turned in his seat, facing her. Kara had never wanted anyone so badly. Her breath was starting to quicken and her fingers ached with the need to touch him.

      Maybe it was him who leaned forward first, or maybe it was her, she didn’t know, she didn’t care, but in a heartbeat, his lips were on hers as he claimed her mouth with a deep kiss.

      She grabbed onto his thick bicep, holding him like a lifeline as he took everything she gave him. His arms wrapped possessively around her as he gently pulled her closer, making her knees weak, making her heart pound, making her want him even more.

      Kara pulled away for the second it took to unfasten her seatbelt. She darted over, climbing onto his big frame as she straddled him. He was a giant compared to her. A beast. It was sexy how small he made her feel and it was turning her on. Everything about him was turning her on.

      Their lips came together once again as she settled down on his lap. She let out a tiny moan into his hungry mouth when she felt his cock, thick and hard, press up against her inner thigh.

      His possessive hands were all over her, claiming her body as his own. They slid to her ass and gripped her cheeks in a firm grip, making her gasp. She wanted him so badly. She wanted him to take her body and slide that hard cock deep inside her.

      Kara grabbed the bottom of her shirt and pulled it off in one motion, throwing it on the empty passenger’s seat as she kissed his sexy lips once again. His hands moved from her ass up to her back and he unfastened her bra.

      Her heart was beating so fast as he pulled her bra off and slid it down her arms. He was on her breasts at once, taking her hard nipples into his greedy mouth, kissing and caressing every inch of her chest.

      This was why she had waited so long. For this moment. For this man.

      She was grinding her hips on him, rubbing her pussy on his hard dick as waves of warmth began rippling through her.

      Her fingers were sliding through his short hair as she held him close to her chest. Her back was arched and she was breathing in gasps and moans as he swirled his tongue around her hard nipple while cupping each breast in a strong hand.

      There were so many clothes between them… Too many…

      She clawed at his shirt, practically ripping it off of his large frame. He grinned when she pulled it off and threw it somewhere in the backseat.

      This man was built like a God. Thick round shoulders that could support the world, a wide muscular chest, and big sculpted arms. She ran her hand down his stomach and moaned when she felt the hard ridges of his abs.

      There would be time in the future to explore every tantalizing inch of him with her fingers, lips, and tongue, but she was beyond that now. She wanted to feel him deep inside her. It was all she could think about.

      She peppered his round shoulder with kisses as he switched his mouth from one tingling breast to the other. “I saved myself for you.” She didn’t even recognize her own voice. It was so deep, so husky and raspy.

      Mack pulled his lips away and looked into her eyes. They were filled with all of the love and affection that she was feeling. “I’ll be careful with you, sweet girl.”

      Kara grinned as she cupped his cheeks in her hands. “Not too careful.”

      She gave him a soft closed-mouth kiss and then turned around in his embrace. His dick was pressing against her lower back as she frantically tried to unbuckle her jeans as fast as she could. Mack wrapped his left arm around her and grabbed her breast as she got her jeans open and wiggled out of them, pulling her underwear down as well.

      She was completely naked in the pickup truck as she kicked her feet out of her jeans. Their difference in skin color was striking and she noticed it as she looked down at his thick hairy forearm pressed against her breast. He had dark tanned skin, no doubt from his days spent outside on his Montana ranch, and her skin was as white as porcelain. They couldn’t have been more different, but somehow they fit perfectly together.

      His right hand slowly slid down her stomach and her legs parted for him as if they had a mind of their own. She gasped as his hand cupped her wet pussy. He was so hard, and she was so soft, but every touch, every rub, every gliding of his fingers between her folds was so gentle and sweet. He traced her tight hole with his fingertip and her mouth flew open, but no sound came out.

      She looked down and saw her juices coating his fingers. She was certain that she’d never been so wet in all of her life.

      “I want you too much, Kara.” His deep voice sounded pained in her ear. Like it hurt him how much he wanted her.

      She turned her head up and looked into his eyes. “I’m yours,” she whispered. “Take me.”

      He swallowed hard as she turned in his embrace and reached for his belt. She could see his chest no longer moving up and down as she unbuckled it and grabbed the zipper. He lifted his hips and she yanked his pants and underwear down, jerking her head back in shock when his enormous cock sprung free.

      Her pussy ached, wanting to feel every inch of it.

      “I don’t think you understand,” he said in a raspy voice. His face was twisted up in agony as she slid her palms up his muscular thighs. She continued higher, running her palm along his length until he pressed his head back against the headrest and grunted.

      “Once I take you, I’ll never let you go. Ever.”

      Kara stared into his eyes as she released his dick and climbed back up on him, straddling him.

      “Then what are you waiting for?” she asked as she stared at him with a challenging look in her eyes. “Take me.”

      Mack’s lips curled up in a smile as he reached down and grabbed ahold of his thick shaft. He pressed it right up against Kara’s tight opening and gently nudged the tip inside.

      “Oh, fuck,” he moaned with a wince. “You’re so fucking tight.”

      Kara had waited so long for this, but she was done waiting. She pushed her hips down, slowly taking him in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mack

      

      

      

      Mack was gripping his sweet girl’s hips, wondering how the hell a rotten bastard like him could get so damn lucky.

      Kara was perfect. Her perky tits were taunting him at his eye level and her porcelain skin was making her look otherworldly—like an angel who had come down just to bless his life with a little bit of happiness.

      She was so tight and he could barely breathe as she slowly, agonizingly slid her perfect hips down on his hard cock.

      I’m her first.

      He swelled up with pride knowing that he was the only one to see her like this, the only one to touch this pure virgin skin.

      He had warned her about what was to come and she didn’t even flinch. There was no hesitation, no stopping to even consider it. She knew that she would be his after this and she didn’t even back down.

      His cock pulsed as her virgin pussy swallowed his thick tip. His sweet girl’s face was twisted up as she slowly took him in, but he knew that after this first time, her pussy would lose some of that death grip it was squeezing him with and he would be able to take her easily whenever he had the urge.

      Kara was breathing heavily with her hands on his shoulders as his cock pressed up against the firmness of her hymen. He gave her hips a little squeeze to distract her and then popped through her cherry, moaning as he finished thrusting all the way inside.

      “Oh, Mack,” she moaned as she rocked her hips, rubbing her swollen clit on his hard pelvis. “Oh, Mack, you’re so big.”

      He just held her close as he let her pussy adjust to his thickness and size. It was squeezing him with a tight and silky warmth, and Mack couldn’t help but feel like this was a little slice of heaven.

      This girl was made for me. There was no doubt now that she was his mate. No doubt that his lion would pick her.

      “We’re going to go easy,” he said softly as he grabbed her hips and began to ease her back up his cock.

      She held her breath and tensed up, but after sliding a few inches, Kara exhaled and relaxed. After a few strokes, she was completely into it, rocking her hips and meeting him with every thrust.

      Mack was loving every second of this, but what he really wanted was to come deep inside her to plant his seed in her virgin womb. Seeing her pregnant with his cub would be the sexiest thing imaginable. He touched her flat stomach, picturing it round with his child as she slid up and down his shaft.

      Her virgin juices were coating his dick, dripping down all over them and making the inside of her thighs sticky and wet.

      Mack knew he was no good, but for her, he would try. He would always be there for her, always trying to make her life a little better. She would be safe under his protection, and he was thrilled that he was the one who got to protect this sweet girl, this porcelain angel.

      Kara’s back arched and her moans began to get a little deeper, a little faster as she dropped her head back and squeezed her eyes closed.

      She was close to coming and Mack was right there behind her. He reached down and rubbed his thumb on her engorged clit and she screamed out as her orgasm slammed into her.

      Her pussy clenched around him hard as a rush of warm juices ran down his shaft. Mack wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly as he thrust all the way inside her, emptying every last drop of his seed into her pussy. It was only then that something settled inside his chest as he released his hard grip on her.

      Kara was panting as she dropped her head on his shoulder, trying to catch her breath.

      He moaned as she pressed her soft plump lips against his neck, and then began kissing a trail up over his jaw towards his mouth. She tasted so damn sweet.

      She pulled away with a moan, and something gripped Mack suddenly, yanking at his core. His eyes flew open in shock as the sudden force wrenched his insides and tugged at his soul.

      Darkness began filling his vision, clouding out everything in black except for the sweet beautiful girl in front of him.

      She looked more beautiful than ever with her blushing cheeks and worried eyes.

      “Mack? Mack? Are you okay?”

      Then it must have hit her too because the worrying in her eyes was gone, replaced by a deep understanding that she was now his and he was now hers.

      His lion was bonding to her. Their souls were melding together, their futures entwining, their essences uniting.

      It was over too soon, and when it was they just stared at each other in awe as they took deep heavenly breaths.

      “Does that mean?” she asked as she gently caressed his cheek with her hand. “That I’m your mate?”

      Mack nodded slowly. That’s what it meant.

      It also meant all his dreams had just come true.
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        * * *

      

      The clunky bell over the door rang as Mack walked into the gas station.

      “Hey,” the male cashier with the big teeth said with a wary nod.

      Mack nodded to him and then walked into the back of the store to get Kara something sweet. He had just filled up the gas tank and would have asked her what she wanted, but she was sound asleep in the truck, leaning on the door. He couldn’t bear to wake her. It was the middle of the night and she was exhausted after her long day.

      What does she like?

      He wondered as he stared at the candy and chocolate bars. Mack felt like he knew her completely, on a level that humans usually couldn’t reach, but he still had all of the little stuff to learn—her favorite snack, what kind of music she liked, what her favorite season was, stuff like that. He knew one thing, though, he was going to enjoy learning every last thing about her.

      Guilt and shame raged through him when he spotted a Bounty chocolate bar. You left your crew. You disrespected your best friend. You nearly fought your alpha. You’re a shitty person and you don’t deserve her. You let down Bryce, Grant, and you’ll let her down too.

      Mack took a deep breath as the self-loathing thoughts filled him from the tips of his toes to the ends of fingers. They were ruthless and stronger than ever after what he had done to his crew.

      None of them deserved that. To be growled at and threatened and then cast aside like they had meant nothing to him.

      He had just lost control of everything. Kara had made him crazy. Tilted him on edge. Took over his mind.

      The need to have her and to protect her was just so overpowering and he couldn’t make sense of anything else. Hopefully, now that he had bonded to her and she was his mate, it would take the edge off. Maybe now he could calm down and try to repair the relationships he was worried he might have forever fractured.

      Once Mack rescued Kara’s family, he would return to Montana and try to make amends. The truth was he wanted to remain in his crew. He loved them, but as usual, he had taken things too far.

      He loaded up on chips, candy, and chocolate bars, and headed to the cash to pay for them along with his gas. He took a peek over the cashier’s shoulder at the black pickup truck that was parked where he had left it. He had made sure the doors were locked so no one could steal the sleeping beauty inside.

      “My favorite!” the guy said with a happy grin as he picked up the Bounty bar and ran it past the sensor. “Bounty has never gotten enough credit in my opinion. Are you a Bounty kind of man?”

      Mack frowned as he looked at him. “I was.”

      Movement caught his eye outside and he jerked his eyes up in time to see a black Humvee pulling into the parking lot. The windows were tinted and rap music was blaring so loud that Mack could feel it vibrating in his chest.

      His heart started beating a little harder as they pulled up to the pumps on the opposite side of his truck. The military facility was close by and Mack didn’t want anyone from that facility this close to his girl.

      “That’s fifty-three bucks with the gas,” the guy said as he looked at Mack.

      Mack stared at the truck, ignoring him as the two back doors opened.

      Irish and Caelum stepped out.

      Mack’s eyes narrowed on them as a sudden pounding made its way to his ears. His pulse spiked and his heart was thumping in his chest as he watched them close the doors and approach.

      “Uh, fifty-three dollars,” the cashier repeated, but Mack wasn’t listening. A violent rage was building inside him as he stared at the wolf shifter and skin shifter who were laughing and joking as they walked toward him—as they were walking toward their deaths.

      Caelum was the skin shifter who made him kill Bryce, and now here he was, a mouse presenting himself to the cat on a silver platter.

      The music from the Humvee was loud and he couldn’t hear what they were saying. Caelum said something and they both started laughing.

      That just pissed Mack off even more.

      Bryce was dead and they were laughing?

      He was going to make sure they never laughed again.

      “Uh, sir,” the cashier said in a shaky voice. “Is everything okay?”

      Mack left the shit on the counter and faced the door. His heated eyes were locked on the skin shifter through the window as they came, oblivious to the danger they were in.

      He slapped one shoulder, waking his lion up. The apex predator growled inside. He slapped his other shoulder and then the other again, over and over, alternating between the two. His inner lion hated when he did that, and the lion began pacing within, snarling viciously as Mack hit his shoulders harder and harder.

      Come on, you pussy. Get mad!

      He whacked his shoulders harder and harder like drums of war before a deadly battle until his lion was in a frenzy, savagely slashing and snarling and desperate to get out.

      His lion let out a rage-filled roar at him as Mack held him back.

      You can have the wolf when I’m done with the skin shifter. Caelum is mine to kill.

      The lion snarled and gnashed his teeth. Mack could feel the murderous hate emanating off him, and he used it to feed his own bloodthirsty rage.

      They reached the door and Irish put his hand on the handle as Mack fumed like a bomb the second before it ignites.

      “Yeah, right,” Caelum said as Irish swung the door open. They were completely oblivious as they walked in, continuing their stupid argument while the rap music blared in the background.

      “Family Guy doesn’t hold a candle in the wind to The Simpsons,” Irish argued. He had orange hair and an Irish flag tattooed on his neck. “Thirty seasons. It’s going on four decades, man. You know how many generations it’s—”

      Their faces both dropped when they saw him standing there like the Grim Reaper about to take their souls.

      Mack leapt forward and grabbed Irish’s head. He slammed his skull down on the stainless steel counter with all of his might. His limp body dropped to the floor and Mack spotted a deep bloody dent in the metal counter before he turned and locked eyes with Caelum.

      The skin shifter reared back in shock, his eyes widening as his friend’s limp arms fell, splayed out on the floor.

      Mack rushed forward, tackling Caelum into the racks of chips.

      “No!” the cashier shouted. “My store!”

      They tumbled to the ground in a mess of metal and popped chip bags, and Mack used his greater strength to wrestle his way on top of him. He squeezed his hand into a fist and brought it down on the skin shifter’s cheek, slamming punch after punch into it like falling cinderblocks.

      Caelum bucked and squirmed and tried to get away, but Mack held him down easily and landed crack after crack into his face. The squirming became weaker and weaker as the punches did their damage, sucking out his energy.

      This was revenge for Bryce.

      Mack wasn’t going easy on anyone this time. There would be no stopping until this fucker’s brains were leaking out onto the dirty tiles of this gas station in the middle of nowhere.

      He cocked his fist back and let it rip again. Slam! Slam! Slam!

      Each punch sounded like a chunk of raw meat hitting the floor. It sounded like a baseball bat hitting a home run. It sounded like vengeance. There was no sweeter sound.

      Slam! Slam! “You made me kill him!” Slam! Slam! Slam!

      “This is for Bryce.” Slam! “This is for Logan!” Slam!

      Caelum’s face was a bloody mess. His body was limp, but Mack didn’t stop. He pulled his fist back, but couldn’t get that last punch off.

      Irish had recovered and the wolf shifter lunged onto him, tackling him off. He landed on top of Mack and punched him in the jaw. A thick stream of blood was dripping from Irish’s hairline and down his twisted-up face.

      The cashier was gone, probably crouched on the floor behind the counter, hiding. The music was still blaring outside, muting the sounds of the vicious battle inside.

      Mack grabbed the much smaller shifter and yanked him off, landing two hard elbows in his head as he pinned him to the floor with his knee.

      His lion was furious inside, raging like a wild monster. Mack could barely think or hear anything beyond the fierce growling and snarling of his cat.

      He couldn’t let him out while Caelum was still alive. The skin shifter could try to take him over once again and this time he might even be successful. Then, Mack would be at his mercy.

      He pushed his furious cat back down and started landing hard swift punches on Irish. The shifter was holding his arms up, blocking the brunt of the blows, but Mack hit hard and some of them were getting through.

      “Shit!” He turned just in time to see Caelum standing over him holding the blue popsicle fridge over his head. Mack got his arm up just in time as the bloody skin shifter threw it down on him. It landed with a thwack on his forearm, cracking the bone in half.

      He rolled off of Irish and grunted in pain as he held his broken arm. It fucking burned. If he didn’t act quickly, it would heal all wrong, so he gritted his teeth and yanked his wrist down and then set it as best he could. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do for now.

      He had bigger things to worry about. Irish was phasing into his huge wolf. The dog growled as he set his fierce eyes on Mack, and then lunged at him.

      The store was a mess with mangled racks fallen over and broken crap all over the floor. The rap music was still blaring from the Humvee outside and Mack thought of Kara, wondering if she was still asleep, wondering if she was still safe.

      Her image was yanked out of his head as the wolf flew down on him with his snarling jaws wide open. He was going for the kill, and Mack caught him just in time. He had no choice but to grab his sharp jaws with his two hands, grunting in pain as the dog’s teeth sank into his palms and fingers. He winced as he struggled to hold them open.

      The wolf lunged forward again, his hot rank breath washing over Mack as he turned his head and grunted in agony.

      His hands were on fire. Hot blood was leaking down his wrists as he held the mouth open. The wolf’s teeth were tearing through his fingers, burning them, shredding them. Mack gritted his teeth when he saw a white fang pierced through his palm.

      It was enough of this shit. He threw his knee up, slamming it into the wolf’s stomach and making him whimper. He did it again and again until the wolf recoiled, taking his sharp ass mouth with him. Mack grabbed him and wrapped a strong arm around the wolf’s neck and squeezed as Caelum rushed forward. Mack cracked the incoming skin shifter with a hard roundhouse that staggered him. One more hit to the jaw dropped him to his knees.

      He was about to finish him off when something caught his eye outside. Irish and Caelum weren’t alone.

      Hardy, the huge grizzly bear shifter, was at the pump, nodding his head to the music as he filled the tank while DeMarcus, the giant polar bear shifter, was washing the windshield with the squeegee.

      Mack’s stomach dropped when he saw them. Especially since his mate was in the car on the other side of their pump.

      He needed his crew more than ever.

      But he was all alone for this one.

      The two bear shifters got him so distracted that he didn’t notice the wolf slip out of his grasp. Irish’s dog caught his footing, reared back and then sunk his teeth into Mack’s shoulder.

      “Arrgghh!” he grunted in pain as he reached back and grabbed a handful of the furry wolf. He yanked him over his shoulder, flipping him and sending him flying forward. The flailing dog shot like a rocket over the counter and smashed through the window, sending cubes of broken glass raining down all over the counter and the cashier who was hiding on the floor below.

      Both Hardy and DeMarcus turned and watched in shock and confusion as Irish’s wolf skidded to a stop on the ground.

      Their eyes darted up and spotted Mack through the broken window. They immediately rushed over to join the fight.

      “Fuck!” Mack grunted as he leapt on top of Caelum. The skin shifter was still wobbly and dazed so it was easy for Mack to wrap his hands around his throat.

      He had to kill him. Not just for Bryce, but if he and his mate wanted to survive, he had to eliminate the skin shifter. He couldn’t safely bring out his lion until he did.

      Mack squeezed Caelum’s neck hard, choking the life out of him. His eyes went wide and his mouth opened like a fish out of water, taking nothing in. He squeezed as Caelum’s skin turned fifty shades of blue, all the while thinking of Bryce and Logan’s arm and everything this man had taken away from him. He deserved to die.

      Even Grant would agree there was no moral gray area in this case. It was black and white. Caelum had to die.

      Hardy and DeMarcus burst into the store as Mack squeezed until his forearms burned.

      The shaking cashier popped his head up just in time to see DeMarcus phase into an enormous snarling polar bear.

      “Holy fuck!” he shouted before ducking back down again.

      Hardy grinned as he cracked his nails and ran forward with his fist cocked.

      Mack released Caelum. He had to or that incoming fist would have sent him flying back through the wall and into the beer fridge. He ducked out of the way of Hardy’s punch just in time and jumped to his feet.

      He had fought Hardy about half a dozen times now and the two were evenly matched. Mack hated that. In his view, he was the toughest, baddest shifter in the world and anyone who came close to matching his skill needed to be shown who the real king of the jungle was.

      Hardy rushed forward, but then suddenly reared back, cocking his head to the side. “That smell…”

      All right, kitty. Your turn.

      Skin shifter or not, Mack knew he couldn’t defeat these four shifters in his human form, especially all beaten up as he was. He had to let his lion take over.

      He slapped his shoulders a couple of times, pissing his cat off even more, and was about to let him come out when he saw something that had his stomach drop.

      “No,” he muttered when he saw Kara running across the parking lot toward him. What was she doing? She should have been running the other way!

      They’ll take her…

      Mack pushed Hardy away and then leapt on the polar bear, punching him wildly and desperately trying to take the huge animal down before his mate walked in.

      But he was too late. The bell rang as Kara opened the door.

      Her eyes darted past Mack to the giant grizzly bear shifter behind him. “Hardy!”

      “Kara?!?” Hardy’s face dropped. He suddenly rushed forward and lunged at her, but instead of hurting her, he picked her up in a hug and spun her around as tears spilled from his eyes.

      Mack’s mouth fell open as he watched. “Kara?” he spat out. “Wha—?”

      His mate turned to him with the brightest smile imaginable. “This is Hardy! This is my brother!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mack

      

      

      

      Mack felt like he was going to be sick. “Your brother?”

      He couldn’t believe his eyes. Kara was in Hardy’s arms and they were crying happy tears as they hugged each other.

      “Where is everyone else?” Hardy asked, holding her at arm’s length. “Mom, Dad, Henley, Bellamy…”

      The excitement seemed to evaporate out of Kara as she looked up at her big brother with sad eyes. “They’re still locked in the compound. Dad helped me escape.”

      The huge polar bear in front of Mack began to tremble and shake, and soon it morphed into a huge black man who was staring him down.

      With a gulp, the cashier popped his head over the counter and gasped when he saw DeMarcus’s enormous body standing there completely naked. He quickly dropped his head back down with a yelp.

      “When was this?” Hardy asked, not letting her go.

      “A few days ago.” She looked at Mack and his heart swelled in his chest. “We’re going back there now.”

      Mack spotted the wolf outside. He stumbled up to his paws and shook his body, sending tiny glass cubes flying everywhere. Irish’s wolf turned back to the shop, lowered his head with a growl, and began running back toward them.

      “You’re going back?” Hardy asked, looking horrified. “Why?!?”

      “Mack was going to break in and help them escape.”

      Hardy’s jaw dropped open as he turned to look at Mack. Those two shifters had been at each other’s throat every chance they got, and now that they shared a common thread named Kara, nothing was making sense anymore.

      Suddenly, the wolf leapt through the broken window, snarling as it bounced off the metal counter and lunged at Mack.

      Mack shot his hands up to defend himself, but the wolf froze in mid-air, only to be jerked back with a yelp a split-second later. Hardy was holding his tail while still staring at Mack in disbelief.

      “You were going to help my family escape?” he asked as the wolf looked over his shoulder, growling at him.

      “I didn’t know it was your family.” Mack turned to Kara, still waiting for an answer. “That’s your brother?”

      Kara nodded proudly as she looked up at Hardy. She was looking up at him like only a little sister could. Her eyes were full of awe and pure admiration as she watched her big brother.

      Irish’s wolf lunged forward once again, but Hardy had a firm grip on his tail. He yanked him back and then grabbed the scruff on the wolf’s neck, pinning him in place. “Phase back, Keegan.”

      The wolf tried to shake his head free with a growl, but one stern look from the grizzly bear shifter had him reluctantly phasing back into a scrawny Irishman.

      “He’s with my sister, Irish,” Hardy said as he finally let go of him.

      Irish’s light eyes narrowed on Mack. He looked pissed.

      He grabbed a pack of Jolly Ranchers off of the rack and angrily threw it at Mack. They bounced harmlessly off of Mack’s hard chest.

      “Okay, then,” Hardy said, rolling his eyes. He turned back to his sister. “So, you two are friends?”

      “Mates,” Mack corrected in a firm voice.

      Now it was Hardy’s turn to look like he was going to be sick. “You… mated… with him?”

      Mack couldn’t understand it either. She deserved better.

      Caelum started to wake up as DeMarcus and Irish put on their clothes. The skin shifter was still lying on the floor, but he managed to push himself up to a sitting position. He was holding his head and moaning.

      “What the fuck did you do to him?” Hardy asked, spotting Caelum for the first time.

      Mack’s body tightened as some of his anger came rushing back. “He killed my friend.”

      Hardy’s brow furrowed. “I remember seeing your lion kick that kid off the building, not him.”

      A flash of rage surged through Mack. “What did you say?” He was seeing red as he stepped forward.

      “Your shifter hearing broken?” Hardy asked as he stared him down with cold eyes. “I think you heard me just fine.”

      Kara jumped between them as the two mountains were about to collide. She put a hand on each of their heaving chests and held them apart.

      Mack stepped back. There would be time to shut these guys up for good, but it wouldn’t be while Kara was in the room. He wanted her to be safe, more than he wanted these four shifters to pay.

      She was grimacing as she looked around the trashed shop. Ice cream was melting all over the cracked tiles beside the fridge that was flipped on its side. Broken chips coated the floor and the metal racks were mangled beyond repair. The magazines were knocked over and there was broken glass everywhere from when Mack sent Irish’s wolf flying through the window.

      “Can we go somewhere to talk?” she asked, sounding a little frantic.

      Hardy was still staring Mack down, cracking his knuckles as he sized him up. “Yeah. Let’s go talk.”

      “Stop it!” she shouted, shoving a finger into her brother’s face. “I would have died if Mack wasn’t there to help me. He wants to help our family escape, so cut it out!”

      Hardy continued to stare Mack down until Kara grabbed his shirt, huffing in frustration. “Can we just go? Please?”

      She tried to pull him toward the door, but the grizzly bear shifter wouldn’t budge. “Fine.”

      The broken glass on the floor crunched as DeMarcus and Irish followed them out.

      Irish took out a one dollar bill and tossed it onto the counter that was covered in broken glass. “For the Jolly Ranchers.”

      They continued outside and Mack followed them out. Caelum stumbled out a few seconds later, holding his ribs and grimacing in pain.

      “I know a place we can go,” Hardy said, heading toward their Humvee. “I think we all could use a cold beer. Kara, you’re with us!”

      Mack’s lion growled inside. “Like hell she is.”

      DeMarcus and Irish were helping Caelum into the Humvee as Hardy’s eyes snapped back onto Mack. “She’s my sister!”

      “She’s my mate!”

      Kara walked over and put a hand on Hardy’s arm. Jealousy flushed through Mack as he watched. He didn’t like her touching anyone but him.

      “I’ll go with Mack,” she said softly. “I’ll meet you there.”

      Hardy flashed him a dirty look and Mack had to resist the urge to stick his tongue out at him.

      They all got in their trucks and Mack followed them out, leaving the trashed gas station behind.

      He was squeezing the steering wheel as doubt swirled around inside him. “Let’s ditch them. We should just stick to the original plan.”

      “They can help us.”

      “We don’t need them.”

      “Yes, we do.”

      Mack exhaled in frustration as he stared at the back of their Humvee. That was a military grade vehicle, issued by General Hunt.

      “These guys are no good. They’re bad men.”

      “That’s my brother!” she snapped. “You have no idea what he’s been through! They took us… They took everyone he’s ever loved to get to him. Yeah, he’s probably done some bad things, but it was all to protect us. To keep us safe. Wouldn’t you do the same? If they had someone you cared about?”

      Mack sucked in a breath. If they had Kara… He knew there was nothing he wouldn’t do to keep her safe.

      “Okay,” he said, giving a little ground. “Maybe your brother is all right.” Fuck, that was painful to say. “But the others… That skin shifter…”

      “Is probably going through the same shit.” She shook her head as she looked up at him. “Just because you do bad things, doesn’t mean you’re a bad person.”

      Mack stared ahead. “That’s exactly what it means.”

      “No, it doesn’t. I know you have shifter vision and you can see everything, but you really need to open your eyes a little more.”
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        * * *

      

      The spot that Hardy brought them to was the bar area in a bowling alley. The constant crack of balls hitting bowling pins was the only sound cutting the awkward silence as they all sat in the back booth.

      Mack had his elbows on the table and was looking at the dried blood on his hands. The wolf’s bites were almost healed and he began picking the scabs off his palms.

      “Paper cut?” Irish asked with a grin.

      Mack narrowed his eyes on him from across the table. This punk was lucky that Kara made him promise that there wouldn’t be any violence. He heard Kara make Hardy promise the same thing.

      The waitress returned with the beers and a huge smile that seemed wildly out of place. “Here you go!” she said in a chipper voice, showing her molars as she placed the beers on the table. Nobody said anything. Nobody moved. You needed a chainsaw to cut through the tension.

      “Thanks,” Kara finally said as she forced out a smile. “Can you bring another round? I think we might need it.”

      “Sure!” The waitress took her tray and skipped off. The guys each took a sip of their beers, but Mack left his untouched in front of him.

      Caelum was still wincing and letting out the occasional moan as he lowered his bottle to the table. His face was black, blue, and starting to swell. Mack’s red fingerprints were still marking his throat. All of the other shifters had pretty much healed completely, but skin shifters didn’t heal quite so fast.

      Mack cleared his throat, wanting to know something that had been on his mind for a long time.

      “What happened to the kid?” he asked as he looked around the table. “The blonde one you had in the chopper?”

      They all looked away with guilty eyes and Mack’s heart seemed to slow to a stop. A dull ache hit the back of his throat and the energy drained out of him as they seemed to confirm what deep down he already knew: Bryce hadn’t survived the fall.

      “He was dead when we got in the chopper,” Hardy said in a somber voice. “Hunt brought him to the lab, but he’d been dead for hours.”

      Mack’s head swirled as he listened. Dead for hours? He suddenly leapt forward, spilling a beer as he reached for Caelum’s neck. Bodies exploded into action as his hands closed around Caelum’s bruised throat.

      Mack clenched his jaw and squeezed as hatred surged through him. Caelum’s eyes widened as his mouth opened, gasping for air that wouldn’t come. Promise or not, he made Mack kill Bryce and he had to die.

      Hardy and DeMarcus reacted fast and in seconds there were strong hands all over him. DeMarcus pushed Mack’s body back onto the seat as Hardy pried his hands off of the skin shifter’s throat.

      “Stop!” Kara hissed with hurt in her eyes. “You promised!”

      People in the bowling alley were watching, but he only cared about those gorgeous amber eyes in front of him that looked betrayed.

      Mack slumped back down in his seat and stared forward, seeing nothing as the reality hit him like a ton of bricks. Bryce was dead.

      He shot Caelum a hard look but was stunned when he saw tears rolling down his cheeks.

      “I didn’t mean for that to happen,” he said in a trembling voice. He shook his head as his chin quivered. “I was just trying to channel your lion—you know, take out your crew’s best weapon, but your lion fought me and I couldn’t slip in. It went crazy from there. I don’t know what happened… your friend’s arm… and then the kid.” Caelum wiped away the tears from his eyes, but more were coming out. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want any of that. I’ve been feeling sick over it ever since. I’ve been having nightmares…. He was so young. He was just a fucking kid…” He bit his bottom lip as he looked at Mack with watery eyes. “What was his name?”

      Mack cleared his throat, trying to get the lump out, but it just got bigger. “Bryce.”

      “Bryce,” Caelum whispered to himself. “To Bryce.” He lifted his bottle of beer and so did everybody else.

      Except for Mack. He wasn’t ready to drink with them yet.

      “So, why are you working for a monster like Hunt if you’re such a moral guy?” Mack asked him, shooting him a judgmental glare.

      Caelum’s eyes dropped to the table. “They have my girl.”

      Mack’s heart started to race. “Oh.”

      “They have my Holly,” he continued. “She’s in one of the compounds, but I’m not sure which one. There could be dozens of them. When General Hunt took her, he told me that he’d take off one of her fingers for every order that I failed to execute completely. So, I followed his orders. I hated it, but I did it.”

      Mack swallowed hard as he listened.

      Kara turned to Keegan, or Irish as everyone called him. “And you?”

      “I came here with my brother Brody when we had some trouble with our old pack over in Belfast,” he said between sips of beer.

      “He’s a dog too?” Mack asked.

      Irish locked eyes with him. “A wolf. But yeah. The General got a whiff of our scent and he took our cousin Shannon as collateral and separated us. I think he’s working for the General too, but I don’t know for sure. I haven’t seen him since.”

      Kara then put her hand on DeMarcus’s arm. The big man hadn’t said a word since they had sat down. “Do you have someone, DeMarcus?”

      He began breathing heavily as he looked down at his beer.

      Hardy spoke for him. “They have DeMarcus’s son.”

      “I’m sorry,” Kara said, looking crushed.

      “Tristan.” The polar bear shifter’s voice was deep and full of pain.

      Kara’s head tilted and her brow furrowed. “Tristan Price?”

      DeMarcus’s eyes darted up and landed on her.

      “About seven?” she asked.

      His huge back straightened as his eyes widened. “You know him?”

      “Yeah,” she said with a smile. “I used to catch bugs with him in the courtyard of the compound. He’s a cute kid. You should be proud.”

      DeMarcus glanced past them to the exit, looking like he was ready to leave already.

      “This place?” he said, looking a little frantic now. “Tristan is in there? Are you sure? How could I not have smelled him?”

      “The lab is in the front,” Kara explained. “But it’s a hike through the forest to get to the compound where they keep the families.”

      “Is Holly there?” Caelum asked with a hard swallow. “Holly Bell. Blonde, big boobs?”

      Kara shook her head, looking unsure. “I don’t know…”

      “What about a Shannon O’Reilly?” Irish said, jumping in. “About twenty years old?”

      Kara’s cheeks were starting to turn pink as they all leaned in toward her. “Maybe… I don’t know for sure…”

      “It’s time to end this,” Hardy said with a growl. “Let’s go storm it.”

      “But we don’t know for sure if our girls are even in there!” Caelum replied in a panic. “What happens if they’re not?”

      Irish sank back in the booth with a grim look on his face. “General Hunt will kill them. That’s what’s going to happen.”

      “I’m going,” DeMarcus said in a voice that was final. “Alone if I have too.”

      “Me too,” Hardy said with a nod. “But we’re going to need all the help we can get. Where’s your crew, Mack? We could use Amélie’s panther and some scrappy lions.”

      Mack picked at the label on his beer bottle as shame and remorse came rushing back. “I don’t know,” he said, hating himself. “You got me solo on this one.”

      “We can’t storm anything,” Caelum argued. “Hunt has got that magic shit now.”

      “Magic?” Kara asked.

      Caelum nodded. “He took the wand from these guys and now he’s harnessed its power. Who knows what kind of deadly weapons he has now.”

      Hardy cracked his thick knuckles. “We have deadly weapons too.”

      Mack grinned. He wouldn’t mind taking on General Hunt with these tough bastards by his side. They weren’t his first choice of crew, but they were better than nothing.

      “Storming the compound won’t work, but we have access cards,” Caelum said, thinking about it. “It’s late at night now and we’ll be able to walk in easily. Once we’re in, we can get to that building, find our families, and get the hell out.”

      “What about him?” Hardy asked as he motioned to Mack with his head. “How do we get him in? He doesn’t have an access card.”

      “I’ll be your prisoner,” Mack said. “You take me in like you would as if you captured me.”

      Hardy nodded. “That could work.”

      Mack felt uneasy about the entire plan, but there was no other way. He was going to let his enemies escort him into the facility. Was he crazy? How could he trust them already? Kara did, maybe that was why…

      No, it wasn’t just that. It wasn’t just Kara. He was starting to see. Maybe they weren’t so bad. Maybe not everything was so black and white.
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      Mack took a deep breath as he stepped into the military facility. Hardy was holding one arm with a firm grip and DeMarcus was holding the other. Irish was leading the way in front of him and Caelum followed close behind. He was surrounded by enemies. At least, they used to be his enemies. It was a little vague now…

      He stared at the Irish flag tattooed on Irish’s neck as the wolf shifter nodded to the night shift guards who let them pass without any questions.

      They walked deeper and deeper into the facility, passing checkpoint after checkpoint. The guys seemed to have full access since all they had to do was swipe cards and nod at the guards to move forward. So far it was going well.

      Kara was waiting in the truck and it made Mack nauseous to think that she was all by herself. It pained him to leave her, but he didn’t have much choice. He left the keys in the ignition and told her that if they weren’t back in forty-five minutes to start driving and don’t stop until she got to Argentina.

      “Down here,” Irish whispered as they turned down a long hallway. Mack was still unsure about this. A few hours ago, this guy’s wolf had his teeth sunk into his hand, and now, before the scars had even faded away, he was leading him through the absolute worst place that a shifter like Mack could be in.

      The plan was to stroll through the facility and come out the back. From there, they would disappear into the forest and try to find the way to the compound that was holding all of the families. Any guards would be neutralized and then they would try to find a way to get everybody out. The guy’s families would be the first priority, and then anyone they could save in addition to that would be a bonus.

      That was their plan. Mack’s plan was a little different.

      Since learning that Bryce was dead, everything had changed. That unquenchable desire for vengeance was back, eating at him from the inside out. Saving Kara’s family was important to him, but Hardy was here now and was more than capable of taking care of that. Mack had his sights set on one thing only: General Hunt.

      If he was somewhere in the building, Mack would find him, and take his life.

      So far, they all thought he was going along with the plan…

      “The door is just up ahead,” Irish whispered as he turned the corner. His back suddenly stiffened as he came to a stop.

      “Shit,” Hardy muttered under his breath.

      Mack couldn’t see up ahead with Irish blocking the way, but the four shifters around him were tense.

      “What are you guys still doing here?” a deep voice snapped. A familiar voice. A voice that had every hair on Mack’s forearms standing straight up. “I ordered you to go to New Mexico.”

      Irish cleared his throat. “We found something of interest.” Mack could hear the uneasiness in his voice.

      “What is it?”

      Irish stepped to the side, presenting their captive. Mack’s eyes narrowed with hatred and fury as he glared down the hall at The Angel of Death himself, General Hunt. He was standing there with a file in his hands and a smirk on his face.

      “I was about to deal with you and your crew,” he said with an air of amusement in his voice and on his face. “And look at this… The cat came right up to me.”

      A million thoughts came swirling through Mack’s head. Bryce. Kara. Logan. DeMarcus’s kid Tristan. Amélie. Elodie. All of these people he’d hurt and tormented. The rage took over as his hands clenched into fists and his nostrils flared. His pulse jacked up as adrenaline rushed through every vein in his body. He yanked his arms out of Hardy and DeMarcus’s grasp and began slapping his shoulders, one then the other, pissing off his lion and making him as enraged as he was.

      “Hold him,” General Hunt said as he took a step back.

      Hardy and DeMarcus tried to grab his biceps, but Mack couldn’t be held down. Not this time.

      He pushed them both to the side and then charged forward like a demon. General Hunt looked so small as Mack barreled down on him like a runaway train. He let his lion come, phasing mid-stride and then leapt into the air to take his vengeance.

      Hunt’s arm darted up as the snarling lion flew at him and Mack lurched to a sudden stop. An excruciating bubble of crackling energy engulfed him, suspending his trembling body in the air as every cell in his body screamed for relief.

      He had felt this horrible feeling before. When Tempest first arrived on the Clayton Rock Ranch, he had teased her about the wand, and she let him feel the power for himself. It sucked then, but she had only held him for about three seconds. General Hunt was continuing to hold him and it was getting worse with each agonizing second that passed.

      Mack’s lion couldn’t move. He was inside the animal, feeling the fury of the cat as the magic pinned him in place. He slowly inched his eyes over to General Hunt’s hand. The popping and crackling magical energy was flowing out of the wand and surrounding him.

      It was pure torture and he wondered why the fuck his supposed ‘friends’ were taking so long to help him.

      It was Tempest’s red wand all right, only there was something new about it. There was a metal attachment on the end. Mack was afraid to find out what that thing did. Could anything be worse than this?

      The General seemed annoyed as he looked past Mack’s lion to the guys behind him. “Do I have to do everything around here? Caelum, take control of his lion.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, General,” Caelum answered. “I failed to channel him the last time.”

      “Why?”

      “His lion fought me,” he explained. “He kept me out.”

      Hunt’s face lit up as he turned back to Mack’s lion. “Really?” He walked up to him, looking him over and admiring the cat’s physique. The wand was buzzing in his hand, surging out a constant flow of energy that surrounded Mack and crackled and popped in his ears. It was getting worse with every passing second, and Mack was having a hard time focusing on anything but the discomfort, the pain, the need to be free from it.

      “Aren’t you a formidable beast then,” Hunt said as he walked around the floating lion, admiring his muscular body. “The things I could do with you.” He bent down and furrowed his brow as he inspected the lion’s ribs. “A few enhancements, a couple of tweaks… yes, you could be quite the useful device.”

      Come on! Mack urged his lion to move, to break free, but there was nothing they could do. Even an animal as powerful as Mack’s lion couldn’t do anything against a magical hold. He couldn’t even move a whisker.

      General Hunt was nodding as he walked up to the lion’s ear. “Funny little thing this is,” he said as he glanced down at the wand. “Marcerium energy. Or, magic as the uneducated call it. I’ve made some progress in learning how to wield it. I’ve even developed some for my prison ward. Neck, arm, and leg braces that keep unruly shifters in place with a constant flow of Marcerium. Phase back and fall in line when I release you or you’ll be the first to test it out. I’m curious to see what happens if someone is left in them for a few decades. Make one move and we’ll both find out.”

      He stepped back out of Mack’s lion’s reach and released the magical hold.

      The lion dropped to the floor, choking and gasping as he struggled to stand up. Fuck. That had been rough.

      Mack phased back into his human form and took a second—sitting on the ground—to catch his breath.

      Caelum gathered Mack’s torn clothes off the floor and handed them to him. There was a look of concern in his eyes as he knelt down, and it made Mack feel a little better knowing that he had at least someone on his side nearby.

      Hunt watched with a smirk on his face as Mack struggled to get dressed with his shaky limbs. He pulled on his shredded clothes as best he could and then stumbled as he got up to his feet.

      “Bring him to my office.”

      Hardy and DeMarcus were on him at once, grabbing his arms and dragging him forward as they followed the General down the hall.

      “That wasn’t the plan!” Hardy hissed in his ear. “What the fuck?”

      Mack just let his head drop. What was he going to say? That he fucked things up again as usual?

      A few minutes later, they were all standing inside General Hunt’s large office. Mack was in the middle of the room with the four shifters standing guard all around him. He was facing General Hunt with a blank stare as the General walked around his desk and sat on it. He was talking on the phone—his voice light and happy as if he was speaking with a young child.

      “You did!” he said with a smile. “Your Pappy is so proud of you!”

      Mack’s heart was thundering in his chest as he watched. He thought this man was incapable of having a softer side, but here it was on full display.

      “Third place is great,” he said, nodding as he paced from one end of his desk to the other. “I know it’s not first, but you can’t win every time.”

      Mack quickly surveyed the room while the General was distracted. There was only one door that led in or out of the office and it was behind him to his left. There were two windows along the wall on his right side and he was about four stories up.

      “Okay, pumpkin,” he said with a laugh. “Pappy loves you too. Okay, bye.”

      He hung up the phone and tossed it back on his desk with a clank.

      “My granddaughter on the east coast,” he said as he looked at Mack. “She came third in her spelling bee.”

      Mack just glared at him with hatred oozing out of his eyes. He wondered how someone who loved one child could keep another like Tristan locked up.

      “Oh, I see,” Hunt said, tilting his head to the side as he grinned at Mack. “You have a beast inside you, but you think I’m the monster, don’t you?”

      “You’re the one holding innocent lives in captivity,” Mack said. “That’s pretty monstrous in my opinion.”

      “Your animals are the real monsters,” Hunt replied, “and they must be controlled. You think I’m the bad guy, but I’m the only one brave enough to do what needs to be done.”

      “Caging innocent families? Kids…” Mack said, shaking his head in disgust. “You think that’s brave? You think that’s noble?”

      “When it saves the lives of millions of others,” Hunt said with a nod. “Yeah. I do.”

      “You’re not saving anyone. You’re just using them for your own selfish desires. You’re mistaking fear for bravery. You want power and you’ll take it by any means necessary.”

      “That’s right, I’ll take it by any means necessary,” he snapped back. “The enemies have shifters and so must we. There’s nothing more to it than that. It’s pretty damn clear.”

      “Nothing is ever so cut and dry,” Mack answered with his chin in the air. “It’s never so black and white. Evil does not justify more evil.”

      “Sometimes it does,” Hunt answered. “The ends always justify the means.”

      “No, they don’t.” The voice was behind him. Mack looked back and saw Hardy approaching with a hard look in his eyes.

      General Hunt swallowed hard. “What?”

      “They don’t,” Hardy repeated. “Not when you have to terrorize innocent families—our innocent families—to save others. People didn’t sign up for that. On either side.”

      Hunt looked amused. “I use your families as tools to save hundreds of millions.”

      “Not anymore.”

      Mack puffed his chest out and raised his head as the four shifters flanked his sides.

      General Hunt stepped off the desk, gripping the wand by his side with white knuckles. He raised it in front of him and swung it from shifter to shifter.

      “You can only get one of us with that wand,” Hardy said with a triumphant tone in his voice. “The rest of us will rip you apart.”

      Mack’s chest hardened as General Hunt grinned. “Don’t be so sure.”

      He watched helplessly as the General flicked a switch on the metal attachment on the end of the wand and then let it rip.

      The magic zapped out and surrounded Irish, suspending him a foot off the ground. But that wasn’t it. It then flowed over and surrounded DeMarcus and then Mack. He grimaced as the painful crackling energy engulfed him once again. It quickly flowed to Caelum and then finally to Hardy, trapping them all in the excruciating hold.

      All five of them were suspended in the air, unable to move as the biting magic ripped raw through their bodies.

      General Hunt looked thrilled as he approached with a grin on his face. He had figured out how to harness the magic. He had modified the wand and now they were hopeless and in his hands.

      Mack’s mind went to Kara. He hoped his mate was driving away, speeding as far away from this place as she could get.

      He was in a horrible position, but he was thankful that his crew wasn’t there as well. Everything had happened for a reason—that’s what Kara had told him—and he was starting to believe it. If he had come here with Grant, Ryder, Logan, Amélie, and Tempest, they would be trapped too. They would be suspended in the air, having to live through this unbearable pain as well. He hoped that they were driving back to Montana. He hoped they had abandoned him completely and wouldn’t ever return.

      General Hunt paced in front of them with a grin. He was enjoying watching the look of pain on their tortured faces. “You like this little attachment I designed?” He glanced down at the metal piece on the end of the wand and grinned proudly. “This is not my only new toy. I have something else. Something better.” His face darkened. “Want to see it?”

      Mack was filled with dread as Hunt walked around the office with a spring in his step. He was a grandfather with salt and pepper hair who must have been in his sixties, but he looked like a young kid on Christmas morning the way he was so excited.

      This can’t be good…

      “I’ve been waiting for a chance to test it out,” he said as he picked up the landline on his desk. He dialed some numbers and waited. “Yeah… Send in the B-27. My office.”

      His grin widened as he hung up the phone and waited.

      Mack felt the energy leaking out of him. The longer the magical energy surrounded him, the more it seemed to suck him dry. And something told him that he was going to need all of the energy he could muster to face the threat that was coming.

      General Hunt burst back out from around his desk, practically giddy as he waited.

      “It’s my best work yet. Enhanced metal skeleton with the latest Artificial Intelligence software running through it. Tungsten spikes, ultraviolet vision, enhanced speed, enhanced strength, and that’s just what I did to the human component.” The door opened behind Mack and Hunt’s face lit up as footsteps thundered in. “Presenting my latest cyborg—the B-27!”

      Mack’s eyes were pinned forward, but he could see a man’s huge frame walking forward through his peripheries. He tried to move his eyes as he walked to Hunt’s side, but it was hard with the magic coursing through them.

      All he could see was thick sculpted muscles, giant arms, a strong chest…

      Until Mack slowly inched his eyes up the cyborg’s massive frame to his face.

      No…

      Staring back at him with a blank face was a ghost.

      Staring back at him was Bryce.
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      Kara’s mind was racing as she waited in Mack’s truck. He had parked a few miles away on a dark secluded road surrounded by frost and leafless trees, and she was waiting there, driving herself crazy with worry.

      Drive and don’t stop until you get to Argentina, he had said. Had it been forty-five minutes?

      She wasn’t sure. It was taking them a long time to return. She hoped something bad didn’t happen. She hoped they were okay.

      It was four in the morning and pitch black outside. The harsh November wind was loud and scary as it swirled around outside and Kara ducked down inside the truck still remembering how it had felt penetrating her bones the night before. She closed her eyes and pictured herself spending the night in a warm bed with Mack’s strong arms wrapped around her instead.

      I hope he’s okay…

      It would be too mean of the universe to present her with her mate only to rip him away a few hours later.

      And then there was Hardy. Seeing her brother after all of this time sparked joy and a longing to be home that she had long suppressed.

      Those two were the toughest men she’d ever met. If anyone could break into that facility and get her family out, it was Hardy and Mack. She could remember the thrill of watching her older brother playing ball on his varsity baseball team. Kara still hadn’t heard anything so loud as when the whole school exploded into cheers when Hardy cracked the game winning homer into the parking lot. Her brother had always been her hero and she hoped that he could save everybody now.

      Then there was Mack. Wild, protective Mack. He would come through for her even if he had to kill himself to do it. Kara hoped that it didn’t have to come to that.

      She still believed that she had escaped for a reason and she was beginning to believe that the reason was to bring Mack and Hardy—two bitter rivals—together so they could free her family.

      Sitting here was torture. She wished she could do something to help.

      Bright lights in the darkness caught her attention and her eyes darted up to the rearview mirror.

      “No, please…”

      There were two military trucks approaching from behind. Maybe it was Mack and Hardy returning, or, maybe…

      She straightened up in her seat and fastened her seatbelt while she kept her eyes on the trucks that were approaching.

      They slowed to a stop behind her and Kara felt nausea creeping up her throat when she saw through their windshield. It wasn’t Mack or Hardy with her family. They were uniformed soldiers from the facility.

      Her adrenaline spiked and she turned on the truck’s engine and threw it into drive. The tires squealed on the cold pavement and she was off, racing down the road with the two trucks following close behind.

      “Dammit,” she said as she sped down the road with the trucks on her tail. She might never find the boys now. What if they returned with her family? They’d be stuck in the cold like she had been.

      They’re not coming back.

      The cruel voice in her head was like a slap across the face. If these soldiers were here, it meant that they weren’t coming back for her. They had been captured and now she would be too.

      She pressed down on the gas even more, but when her tires hit a patch of ice, her truck went spinning off the road.

      Kara squeezed the steering wheel and clenched her jaw as the truck flew off the road. She braced herself as the truck crashed into a tree, taking her breath and cracking her nose as she slammed into the exploding airbag.

      Her head was thumping and warm blood was leaking down her face, dripping onto her shirt as she looked up, dazed and unsure of where she was.

      The door was yanked open and all of a sudden, strong hands were on her, pulling her out of the truck.

      She threw weak punches and wild kicks, desperate to get away, desperate to stay away from that place, but one swift hit to the back of her head had her eyes closing before she hit the cold hard road.
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      It can’t be…

      Mack couldn’t believe that Bryce was staring back at him. It was him, but he looked so different.

      When he had last seen the little twerp, Bryce had the scrawny body of a teenage boy—now, he looked like something else.

      Bryce looked like he had aged five years and had been eating nothing but steroids during that time. He had a wide powerful frame with broad shoulders and thick sculpted arms. Mack swallowed hard, thinking that the kid might be able to beat him in an arm-wrestling match now.

      Mack was suspended in the air, engulfed in the painful magic, but Bryce didn’t seem to care. He just stared forward with cold lifeless eyes. Everything about him was distant, emotionless, detached, machine-like. This wasn’t a living breathing person anymore, this was a cold uncaring cyborg.

      Even his eyes were different. Instead of the warm golden color they once were, they were now a bright green, and as Mack looked more closely at them, he was horrified to see that the green was actually little strings of computer code racing over his irises.

      General Hunt grinned as he released the magical hold on them. The five shifters dropped to the floor, wincing and gasping for breath.

      Mack was breathing heavily—clutching his chest as he looked up at General Hunt with hatred burning in his eyes.

      “What did you do to him?” Mack was furious. His pulse was speeding as he pictured ripping Hunt’s head clean off.

      “I perfected him,” Hunt replied with pride as he looked at his creation. His eyes roamed up and down Bryce’s muscular body as if Bryce were a sculpture or a painting that he had created.

      “He’s nearly indestructible.” Bryce didn’t move—didn’t even flinch—as General Hunt slapped his arms and then his legs. “His quick healing bio-tissue is the perfect component to house an AI-powered cyborg.”

      Mack was horrified at all of this. It was so unnatural. So wrong. How could any of this be real?

      “Is he still in there?” Mack asked with a hard swallow as he stared at the lifeless stony body of the boy he once knew. “Is he still alive?”

      General Hunt shook his head. “No. There’s no trace of him left inside. He’s composed of pure code and it’s all controlled by me.”

      Hunt looked thrilled as he pulled a small tablet the size of a credit card out of his pocket. The maniac could barely control his grin as he began pushing buttons on the flat screen. “B-27.”

      The cyborg silently turned to him and awaited orders.

      Mack hated to admit it, but he thought that General Hunt must be right. There seemed to be no trace of any human left inside of him. It was eerie and creepy the way he stood there, unmoving, uncaring, just awaiting orders like a machine.

      “Phase.”

      Bryce methodically began removing his shirt and then his pants. He stared straight ahead with indifferent eyes as his hands moved efficiently, unfastening buttons and pulling down zippers.

      This was beyond spooky. This was horrifying. The bright-eyed kid that Mack once knew was acting like a serial killer or something even worse.

      Mack watched as he stripped. His chest was pure muscle and his stomach looked rock hard with perfectly sculpted abs. He calmly pulled his pants down and Mack couldn’t believe how big his muscular thighs were. They were so different from the scrawny twig legs he used to have.

      Once he was naked, Bryce began to shake and morph into a lion. There were no twists of pain on his face or grunts of discomfort. His face was neutral—detached—as his body ripped itself apart, letting his lion come out.

      Mack was expecting to see the familiar lion he used to hunt and wrestle with. The playful cat who used to lunge onto his back and bite his ears, but this was no playful adolescent lion. This was a beast. He was huge.

      General Hunt had made some enhancements to his lion as well, including some new sharp metal claws.

      Mack couldn’t believe his eyes. The lion looked all grown up with a long golden mane flowing proudly around his perfectly still head. He hoped for any movement from the animal, any sign that he was still alive, but the cat just stared ahead as the bright green computer code ran over his eyes in tiny symbols.

      “You are a monster,” Mack hissed at the General. He had taken such a beautiful soul and turned it into this.

      “No,” Hunt snapped back. “I’m just a military scientist who does what everyone else refuses to do.” He turned to the lion with a look of frustration on his face. “B-27. Take out the traitors.”

      Irish, Caelum, DeMarcus, and Hardy suddenly started moving beside him. Mack had been so distraught that he forgot they were even there.

      “Once I finish with you,” Hunt said with a sneer. “Your families will be next.”

      Hardy let out a loud furious holler as he ripped off his shirt and let his grizzly bear come.

      Caelum’s eyes flashed white and then returned to normal as he stared at Bryce’s lion with a frustrated look on his face. “I can’t get in!”

      Hardy’s huge bear ripped out of him and he surged forward.

      “Attack!” Hunt screamed, pointing at the charging grizzly. “Kill-mode.”

      Mack’s knees wobbled when he heard that. He knew he couldn’t hurt the kid, even when he was like this. He just couldn’t.

      Bryce’s lion leapt forward, crashing into Hardy’s grizzly bear and tackling him backward. The bear looked stunned—like a train had just hit him—as the lion landed on top. All ten of his sharp metal claws sunk into the grizzly’s body and the bear roared in pain.

      DeMarcus ran forward as the cyborg lion opened its powerful jaws—about to sink his sharp teeth into Hardy’s neck. DeMarcus arrived just in time, slamming his round shoulder into the lion’s ribs and tackling him off.

      Hardy’s bear was bleeding heavily from the ten deep wounds. He struggled to get up, but his back paws slipped on the blood and he fell back down.

      Irish’s wolf popped out of him and he rushed over to help in the fight. DeMarcus was still in his human form, getting all scratched up as he tried to manhandle the lion.

      Mack knew he couldn’t hurt Bryce so he turned to the General instead. He rushed toward him, wanting to get ahold of his neck, but Hunt quickly raised the wand and zapped him with the magic.

      Not this shit again, he thought as the crackling energy burned him from the inside out. Hunt raised the wand and flicked his wrist, sending Mack flying across the room. The magic hold was released, but Mack slammed into the thick cement bricks that made up the back wall.

      A flash of darkness shot through his brain, sending stars to cloud his vision as he struggled to get up. He shook his head clear and then ducked just in time as Irish’s wolf came flying at him. The poor wolf slammed into the wall over Mack’s head. He smashed into it with a crunch, cracking the cement bricks and sending little pebbles raining down all over Mack.

      The wolf collapsed to the ground with a whimper. He was hurt bad.

      Mack looked over his shoulder at the others and winced when he saw DeMarcus’s polar bear and Hardy’s grizzly fighting hard, but getting nowhere. Bryce’s lion was just too fast. He dodged each swiping paw easily, and landed his own like he was playing with them.

      Irish’s wolf tried to stand up, but collapsed back down with a sad yelp. His ribs were broken and jutting out of place. He looked up at Mack in pain.

      Everyone needed his help. He glanced back at the guys as he dropped to a knee in front of the wolf. The lion was fighting ferociously, but not in a wild kind of way. He was fighting in a cold, calculated, machine-like kind of way—countering each swipe with precision, calculating each lunge and moving out of the way with meticulous speed and agility. Caelum grunted as he picked up a large metal filing cabinet and threw it at the lion. Bryce easily dodged out of the way and it crashed harmlessly beside him.

      Mack turned back to the wolf who was whimpering and kicking his paws in a bicycle motion. He was in bad shape. “Okay dog,” he said softly as he gently placed his open palms over the jutting ribs. “This is going to hurt. A lot.”

      He pressed down in a hard sudden push, popping the broken ribs back in place where they could heal properly. The wolf cried out with a pained howl, and Mack felt bad for him, but he also knew that they would probably be all hurting a lot more than this once this was over.

      Somehow, Hardy and DeMarcus had Bryce’s lion pinned into a corner when Mack turned around. The lion had his head lowered as he looked from bear to bear with the bright green computer code clouding his eyes.

      That’s not Bryce. Not anymore.

      Mack knew they needed his help, but he still couldn’t bring himself to lay his hands on him. He had made a promise to himself and a promise to Bryce to always protect him. He had broken that promise once, and couldn’t do it again.

      The two bears leapt on the lion at the same time and landed on his back, pinning him to the floor. Hardy and DeMarcus had some powerful bears, but Hunt didn’t seem concerned. He seemed excited.

      Hunt pressed a button on his tablet and a loud shlang filled the air.

      The two bears stiffened and then turned limp with a whelp. Bryce’s lion shook them off and they collapsed to the ground with several deep puncture wounds in their bodies that were bleeding profusely.

      “Oh, shit,” Mack whispered when he saw the lion stand up on four legs. Bryce had long bloody spikes trailing along his back just like Grease had. He stepped over the two still bears with a calm cold-blooded look on his face.

      “No!” Caelum shouted when he saw his friends on the floor. He charged at the lion, but a quick swipe of Bryce’s metal claws had him crumpling to the floor and bleeding from his chest.

      Irish’s wolf bounded past him as Mack stood frozen to the spot in shock and dread. The lion leapt onto the wolf as he approached, landing with a crunch as he crushed him under his tremendous weight.

      Mack’s stomach dropped as he saw the swipe of a paw and the wolf go limp.

      General Hunt was loving it. He was watching with a mad grin on his face as he checked his watch. “That was the best team I had ever put together and my new toy went through them in twenty-six seconds.”

      Hunt’s hard eyes settled on Mack as the lion awaited orders.

      “Take him out, B-27, but don’t kill him.” Hunt grinned at Mack. “You’ll be B-28, my next cyborg. Even more powerful than him.”

      The lion began to approach and Mack swallowed hard but didn’t move. He was terrified of becoming a cold killing machine like that as well. He didn’t want Kara to ever see him like that or be used to hurt her. The thought of Grant and his old crew breaking in here and having to face him as well was making him sick.

      “Wait!” Hunt shouted as the lion approached. “Let’s make it personal.”

      He grinned as he pressed some buttons on his tablet, taking control of the lion once again. The long spikes retracted into his back and he began to phase. The lion’s face was eerily still as his body shook and morphed into Bryce’s human form.

      Bryce walked over to his clothes and slowly, methodically put on his pants and shirt. Once he was done, he turned and faced Mack with a stare—a non-human stare.

      General Hunt was pressing buttons on the tablet, controlling his new toy, controlling Mack’s old friend.

      Mack’s hands were loose by his side as he stood in the office, watching Bryce as he walked over as callous and detached as ever.

      The injured and bleeding animals around them were all out of the fight, either moaning and squirming, or worse—laying completely still. Mack was on his own.

      “Bryce,” he said as the cyborg approached. “Bryce are you in there?”

      He stepped right up to him and Mack’s stomach clenched when he saw the cyborg’s cold green eyes up close. Tiny symbols were passing over his irises in long strings like a scene out of The Matrix.

      “Bryce,” Mack said in a desperate tone. “You can—”

      Mack’s head snapped back as a steel fist slammed into his face. He stumbled back as pain shot through this brain and water filled his eyes. Fuck, that was hard.

      His legs wobbled as he touched his crooked nose. Mack had thought that Hardy had punched hard, but this creature was on another level.

      Bryce came forward and hit him again. This time cracking his jaw as Mack hit the back wall, sending pebbles of concrete raining down on his head.

      He had just enough time to spit out a glob of blood before Bryce hit him again. He nailed him in the stomach, taking his breath and crumpling him in half. Mack tried to straighten back up, but the pain was too great and he fell to his knees in front of the ruthless cyborg.

      He looked up into the cyborg’s unresponsive eyes as he tried to catch his breath. Everything hurt so much. He clutched his stomach as his lungs burned. “Bryce,” he said between coughs. His fucking jaw was burning. Every word sent jolts of lightning surging through him. “Bryce… I’m sorry for what happened.” Hot tears were filling his eyes and rolling down his cheeks. “I didn’t mean to—”

      The cyborg grabbed him by the hair and Mack screamed as he got lifted off the ground. He threw him across the room and Mack slammed into a metal filing cabinet, taking it down.

      Mack grunted in pain as he pushed off the cabinet and fell to his knees. Bryce rushed across the room to finish the job. He’s so fast…

      “I’m sorry, Bryce,” Mack spit out as his body screamed in pain. “It got all fucked up. I’d never hurt you.”

      It felt good to say it to him, even though Bryce was just a cyborg now. Mack hoped that there was still a small piece of the boy left in there listening, understanding, and forgiving. It felt like a tremendous weight had been lifted off his chest.

      The cyborg reached him and grabbed his shirt. Mack gulped as he picked him up.

      “I love you, Bryce,” he said as the cyborg stared him down with cold distant eyes.

      The bright green computer code suddenly flickered off, but a split-second later it turned back on. A feeling of hope jolted through Mack. In that second when the code turned off, the kid he knew—the boy who followed him everywhere and asked him a million questions, the boy who annoyed him and pestered him and brought a little happiness into his dark life once again—was back.

      “Bryce?” he gasped.

      But as quickly as it came, it went.

      The green code was back and the cold, methodical, uncaring machine was back in charge.

      “That’s enough,” General Hunt said, looking like he was sensing that something was up. “Neutralize him.”

      The cyborg reached down with one hand and grabbed the inside of Mack’s thigh as he held onto his shirt collar with the other hand. He picked him up easily and raised his knee about to smash him down on it. Mack knew his spine would snap on that metal knee. When he woke up, he’d be a cyborg, just like Bryce.

      Bryce had his back to General Hunt as he raised him up for the finishing blow.

      “Come on, Bryce,” Mack whispered. “Fight it!”

      The green suddenly flickered away once again and instead of slamming Mack over his knee, Bryce threw him forward, sending him flying through the window.

      Mack clenched his jaw and braced for impact as the cold November wind rushed up against him as he fell four stories down. He landed hard on the pavement below, grunting in pain as bits of glass rained down around him.

      He was winded and groaning as he pushed himself onto his back, looking up at cold sky. The cyborg suddenly appeared, leaping out of the window after him. He landed perfectly on his feet with his head down.

      Who am I going to get this time? Bryce the boy or the ruthless killing machine?

      Mack was hurt badly and didn’t have much fight left in him, even if he did want to try, which he didn’t.

      The cyborg turned his head and locked eyes with Mack.

      “I thought cats always land on their feet, old man.” Bryce’s warm golden eyes were back and he had a grin on his face.

      “Shut up you little twerp,” Mack said with a pained smile as he pushed himself up into a sitting position. Tears of relief filled his eyes as he looked at his boy.

      Bryce rushed toward him, dropping to a knee in front of him. “I don’t know how long I can control this, Mack.” The green in his eyes began flickering on and off and his body started jerking in an unnatural way.

      Mack grabbed his arms. “Fight it, Bryce! Fight it!”

      His green eyes flashed back to gold and Bryce winced, looking like he was fighting with everything he had to hold the machine back. “I can’t. It’s too powerful… you have to get out of here.”

      Mack squeezed his arms. “Not without you!”

      “Just go!” Bryce leapt to his feet and grabbed Mack’s bicep with two strong hands. He turned his hips and launched Mack into the air like he was competing in the hammer throw.

      Mack must have flown over fifty feet into the air, sailing over the electrified fence with the barbed wire that ran along the perimeter of the compound. He crashed through the hard branches of an old maple tree and landed with a thud on the ground.

      Ow, that fucking hurt.

      He winced as he lifted his head and watched Bryce scaling the brick wall back to the broken window on the fourth floor. He moved like Spider-Man, leaping from ledge to ledge with ease.

      Mack pushed himself up to his feet as he watched his old friend disappear into the window.

      What have they done to him? I’m going to kill General Hunt for that.

      Kara suddenly flashed into his mind. He could sense that something was wrong. That something had happened.

      Panic rushed through him as he yanked his lion forward, letting him come out. His lion exploded out of him and he turned and ran, sprinting like he had never sprinted before.

      He ran the entire way back, not stopping, not slowing for one second. His legs burned and his body ached, but he kept running as the morning sun rose in the background until he arrived at the spot where he had left her in the truck.

      No…

      It couldn’t be. She was right there!

      The lion looked around in a panic when he saw nothing but dead woods and tire tracks on the frosted road. He ducked his head and kept running until he saw something up ahead.

      Oh, please… no…

      His black F-150 had skidded off the road and the front bumper was wrapped around a thick tree trunk.

      The lion sprinted over to it and looked inside.

      Nothing. Kara was gone.

      He looked around the area in a panic and saw several footprints. Men’s boots. A lot of them.

      They took her.

      The brokenhearted lion threw back his head and roared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mack

      

      

      

      “Hello?” It was Logan.

      Mack’s heart pounded as he held the phone to his ear. After he had phased back from his lion, Mack had gone into the crashed truck to get some clothes from his bag. That was when he spotted Grant’s cell phone on the floor.

      He was so ashamed at the way he had acted toward his crew and hated to call like this, but his mate needed his help, Bryce needed his help, Hardy and the boys needed his help, and his bounty hunter crew were the only ones who could help. So why was it so hard to talk?

      Tempest’s voice came through the line. She was somewhere in the background. “Who is it?”

      “I think it’s a fan,” Logan’s muffled voice replied. It sounded like he was covering the mouthpiece.

      “Your first stalker?” She sounded excited.

      “Oh, my God!” Logan cried out with an excited edge to his voice. “It’s my first stalker! I’m famous!”

      “You’re not famous, you moron!” Mack barked into the phone. “It’s me, Mack!”

      “Oh.” He sounded disappointed, but Mack couldn’t tell if it was because it was him calling or because he wasn’t some crazy obsessive fan. “What the heck do you want?”

      “I a…” Mack rubbed his forehead as he tried to spit out the words. “I need your help.”

      Logan snorted out a laugh. “You have some nerve, Mack. What do you need help with? Did that poor girl realize what a giant dick you are and run back off into the woods to freeze?”

      Mack took deep breaths, choking back the guilt and shame that kept creeping forward. He knew he deserved that. He knew he deserved a lot more than that.

      “Where are you guys?” he finally asked.

      “We’re up your mom’s ass.”

      Mack took a deep breath. “I found Bryce. He’s alive.”

      There was silence on the other end of the line, except for Logan’s heavy breaths.

      “General Hunt has him.”

      Logan cleared his throat and answered in a serious tone: “We’re still at the motel.”
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        * * *

      

      The smashed truck coughed and spat as it rolled to a stop in the motel parking lot. It took all of Mack’s might to pull the truck off of the tree that it was wrapped around, and all of his mechanical skills—which weren’t much—to get it going again. The bumper was hanging down and dragging along the pavement, creating a shower of sparks under the truck, but it worked.

      Kind of.

      The truck could no longer turn right, so with every right turn that Mack had to take, he had to get out of the truck and lift the frame to shift the wheels over.

      Grant was standing outside of the motel with the crew, watching as Mack killed the engine and got out.

      “That was a new truck,” Ryder said, shaking his head.

      Grant rushed forward. He didn’t care about the truck. Not while Bryce was out there needing help. “Where is he? What happened?”

      Mack took a deep breath and told them everything from running into Hardy and the boys in the gas station to Hardy being Kara’s brother. He told them about the truce and breaking into the military facility, and finally seeing Bryce and what he had become.

      “A cyborg?” Grant repeated, rubbing his shaved head as he stared at the pavement in disbelief.

      “He’s not totally gone,” Mack said. He then told them about how Bryce had fought against the AI software and helped him escape. He conveniently left out the part about getting his ass kicked.

      “Hunt still has him. He has them all. Hardy, DeMarcus, Irish, and Caelum too.”

      “Then it’s not all bad,” Ryder said with a chuckle.

      Mack shot him a hard look. “They’re good men, Ryder.”

      “I told you,” Amélie said.

      “I know,” Mack replied, looking at her as shame burned his cheeks. He had made a lot of mistakes in the past few days. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen.”

      Mack took a deep breath as he looked at each one of them. “I’m sorry for a lot of things, guys. I’m sorry I snapped at you and left with Kara. She’s my mate by the way. Something had come over me and I couldn’t control it. It was overpowering.”

      “Your lion was probably reacting to its mate,” Grant said as he watched him. “Sometimes that happens. Animals can get in a panic that they’ll lose their mate before the bond. It must have seeped through to you.”

      “It definitely seeped through.”

      “Do you feel better now?” Amélie asked.

      “I did.” The tightness in his chest was unbearable. He was supposed to protect her and now she was gone. “But General Hunt has taken her too.”

      “What?” Grant stepped forward putting a comforting hand on Mack’s shoulder as he started to crumble.

      “She was waiting in the truck…”

      Grant looked at the smashed car and swallowed hard.

      “When I came back for her… She was gone.”

      Grant pulled him in for a hug as Mack’s heart pounded in his chest.

      When his alpha pulled away he had a serious look in his eyes. “Then let’s go get her back!”

      Grant turned to his crew as he squeezed his hand into a fist. “Mount up!”
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      Cold chills snaked down Kara’s back as the soldiers dragged her into the one place she didn’t want to return to.

      The facility looked more intimidating than ever as they walked her through the front door.

      “What time is the card game tomorrow?” the guard on her right asked the guard at the door.

      The guard at the door grinned. He looked like a regular guy who lived down the street. A bit too chubby to be a guard, probably from too many beers after work. “Come when you’re done your shift,” he said, perking up in excitement, “but it starts at eight.”

      “I’ll be there,” the guard holding Kara answered as they walked through the checkpoint.

      The whole thing felt surreal. Here she was, walking to her doom, and these guys were chatting about playing cards. Couldn’t they see that the whole world was crashing down around her?

      Her chest got tighter the further they got into the facility. Everything seemed to be running as normal. Kara wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      What happened with the guys? What happened with her brother and with Mack?

      A million questions raced through her mind and she looked around for any clues to answer them but came up with nothing. Everything looked normal.

      People were walking around at a leisurely pace. There were no fire-alarms blaring or armed soldiers rushing around.

      Did that mean they were successful and got her family out or did that mean they had been caught?

      She was about to find out. Kara wasn’t sure what would make her feel worse: to see that her parents and sisters were still in the cell, or to see that it was empty and she would now have to spend her days alone.

      “There she is,” a deep voice said from behind her.

      The soldiers turned her around and she swallowed hard when she saw him. She had heard rumors floating around of The Angel of Death and she could tell immediately that it was him. Her stomach rolled as he walked over.

      He was in the military uniform of a General with enough badges on his chest to tip over a regular person. He stood tall and proud with a grin on his face. His hair was a salt and pepper gray and even Kara had to admit that the man was handsome, even though she did prefer her men to be a little rougher around the edges.

      “How did you find me?” she asked.

      He smirked. “We didn’t even know you left. Those soldiers were on a routine patrol when you sped off.”

      If only you had stayed on the road…

      Kara cursed herself, but it wasn’t her fault. It had been at least two years since she’d last driven a car, and she’d never driven such a big truck before.

      “It was only once the soldiers identified you that we discovered that you were missing from your cell,” the General said. “Were you waiting for your brother?”

      Kara’s stomach dropped. No… Did that mean he found Hardy? And Mack…

      “Come,” the General said, waving her over. “I’d like to show you something.”

      The grip on her arms tightened as the soldiers on her sides practically dragged her forward.

      They traveled down hallways and up stairs until they arrived at a room where the General had to swipe his card through the slot to get in.

      “Oh my God…” It was worse than she could imagine. Hardy, DeMarcus, Irish, and Caelum were all locked up and looking like they were being tortured. Their arms and legs were being stretched spread eagle. Their hands and feet were swallowed in metal machines and they each had a metal collar wrapped tight around their strained necks.

      Each of their faces was twisted in pain as a strange sort of energy buzzed and crackled all around them.

      “Let them go!” she shouted as a furious heat flushed through her body. She tried to lunge at the General but the soldiers holding her were too strong. “What are you doing to them?”

      It was only then that she noticed the blonde soldier in the room. He was standing guard next to the boys, but there was something off about him. He stood as still as a statue with bright green eyes that were staring straight ahead. They were creepy and looked almost inhuman.

      “What is this place?” Kara whispered to herself. It was like some sort of high tech torture chamber and it was making her skin crawl.

      She looked at Hardy’s face all twisted up in a pained grimace and felt sick. Once when they were kids, Hardy had climbed the antenna to their roof to grab a frisbee that had gotten stuck by the chimney. He was a big kid and the antenna broke under his weight when he was near the top. Kara screamed as he fell on his arm, snapping the bone. She cried as she ran over to him, but her big brother barely said a word as he calmly cracked it back into place.

      Hardy had always been so tough, so seeing him like this—grimacing as sweat dripped down his face—was hard to take. She didn’t even want to imagine what that energy felt like.

      DeMarcus, Irish, and Caelum weren’t fairing much better. They all looked miserable.

      It was then that it dawned on Kara—Mack wasn’t there.

      Did that mean he escaped or did that mean he was somewhere worse, being tortured in more horrific ways?

      She prayed that he had gotten out. Her mate had promised to protect her for the rest of her days, and she hoped that he would live up to his promise. She hoped that he would save them all.

      The General’s eyes narrowed as he approached her. “If you ever escape again,” he said in a low serious tone, “I will build one of these for your entire family, and while you’re outside living the sweet life, they’ll be frying in here every second of every day. Understand?”

      Kara swallowed hard and nodded.

      “Bring her back to her cell,” the General said, dismissing her with a wave.

      Kara took one last look at her brother and then at the strange young man who was still standing guard, staying unnaturally still.

      “Let’s go.” The guards yanked her back out of the room and dragged her down the hall as she suddenly began to feel nauseous.

      Her thoughts alternated between Hardy and Mack as they dragged her out the back of the building and forced her onto the back of a snowmobile. They drove her through the forest and back to the compound where they kept all of the prisoners. She had an ache in the back of her throat as they brought her inside.

      She hated this place. She hated every inch of it.

      They dragged her down the familiar halls and stopped in front of the familiar metal door with the slot at the bottom.

      The guard unlocked the door and swung it open. Waves of disappointment and relief washed over her when she saw her parents and two sisters huddled inside.

      Her dad’s face dropped when he saw her. “No…”

      Kara looked at her mom who started crying. She wasn’t sure if they were tears of happiness to be seeing her daughter again or tears of sadness that she was back here. It was probably a little bit of both.

      “Welcome home,” the guard said as he gave her a hard shove. She stumbled and fell to her knees as the thick metal door closed behind her with a boom.

      Kara dropped her head and cried as warm comforting arms surrounded her.
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      “This is it,” Mack said when they arrived at the electrified fence by the compound. It was mid-morning and they were in the same spot where Bryce had thrown him over a few hours earlier.

      Mack looked up at the building and saw the office where the cyborg had climbed into. He had scaled that wall so fast. What had they done to him?

      They kept him alive. That’s what they did.

      Bryce had been changed forever, but was the alternative better?

      “How do we get over the fence?” Ryder asked as he waved his hand close to it. A little string of blue electricity darted out to his palm and he yanked his hand back with a wince.

      Logan grinned. “Our old move.”

      Ryder raised an eyebrow. “Can your lion get over after?”

      Logan yanked off his shirt. “Only one way to find out.”

      He dropped to his hand and knees in front of the fence as Ryder took a few steps back.

      Mack watched as Ryder ran forward, stepped on his back and jumped at the same time as Logan sprung up, shooting the tattooed lion shifter into the air. He sailed over the fence easily and landed quietly on the other side.

      Tempest and Amélie went next, easily clearing the fence.

      “You go, Mack,” Grant said as he placed a hand on Mack’s shoulder.

      Mack turned to him with a heavy breath. “Grant, I’m really—”

      “Get your ass over that fence, soldier,” Grant interrupted with a smile. “It’s all good.”

      All of the guilt and shame washed away, replaced with gratitude for being in such an amazing crew. How could he ever have wanted to leave? “Thanks, boss.”

      He took a breath, ran, and leapt off of Logan’s back. Logan grunted as he heaved him up—Mack did have more mass than the other ones—but the powerhouse of the team managed to clear the buzzing fence as well.

      Grant flew over next and then it was Logan’s turn. He phased into his three-legged lion and Mack watched with butterflies in his stomach as the lion ran and tried to leap over. His tail hit the top of the fence, but he cleared it.

      It wasn’t long ago that Logan’s three-legged lion couldn’t even walk without falling and now he was leaping over tall fences. Mack was filled with pride as he watched him.

      He wasn’t the only one filled with pride. Logan’s lion came strutting over with his chin in the air and his chest puffed out, looking cocky and a little full of himself—until he realized that the fluffy tip of his tail was on fire. His eyes widened in panic until Grant rushed over and smothered the flame with his hands.

      “You guys should go free Hardy and the boys,” Mack said. “I’ll go to Hunt’s office and get that tablet from him. Once I break that, Bryce should be on our side. With Hardy and his crew, along with Bryce, we should be able to free everyone inside and then burn this place down.”

      Mack knew that Kara was somewhere inside there and it killed him not to go find her immediately. He had promised to protect her and here he was wasting time making up plans when he could just go charge in and get her.

      Stop. This is the best way forward. You have to work together if you want to save her for good.

      “Do you know where Hunt’s office is?” Grant asked.

      Mack nodded as he looked up. The broken window he had been thrown through was already repaired, but he was sure it was that one. He could see Bryce’s finger holds that were dug into the brick.

      “I’ve been here before,” Amélie said as she looked around. “I think I know where the General is keeping my friends. It’s got to be in the building on the other side of that forest.”

      “Okay,” Grant whispered as he looked around the circle of shifters. “Let’s go. Keep it safe. Mount up.”

      They all bumped fists and then exploded into action. Mack ran to the brick wall as Amélie led the crew through the forest to the main building. Logan’s lion was running after them.

      Mack leapt up and grabbed the window ledge. He began scaling the wall—not as fast and effortless as Bryce—but he managed to get himself up to the window.

      He glanced inside and saw an empty office. Perfect.

      He slid the window open and climbed inside as quietly as he could. A stunned human was watching with wide eyes as Mack stood up inside the office. He couldn’t see the guy from the angle outside, but he was cleaning up the mess Mack had helped make from his last visit.

      He wasn’t a soldier—he looked more like a prisoner who was assigned to clean up.

      “I’m here to help you,” Mack said as he showed him his palms.

      The man who looked to be about in his fifties watched him with an uneasy look.

      “Where’s the General?” Mack whispered when he didn’t say a word.

      The man glanced at the door. “He’s around. Be careful.”

      Mack nodded as he hurried to the desk.

      “You must be Mack.”

      Mack jerked his head back in surprise. “You’re—”

      “Kara’s father.”

      His mouth dropped open. “Oh… Is she?”

      “She’s fine,” her father said. Mack took a breath of relief as he thanked the heavens. His girl was okay. And once they got through their plans, she would be free as well.

      Mack and his future father-in-law stared at each other until the sound of footsteps in the hallway jerked them out of their daze.

      He quickly ran to the desk and started yanking drawers open as he frantically looked for the tablet. He couldn’t find it anywhere.

      The door swung open and General Hunt walked in with Bryce by his side.

      Bryce’s eyes were bright green with the computer code running over his irises. The AI software was in control.

      General Hunt’s eyes narrowed as he spotted Mack behind his desk. “Kill him.”

      Bryce took a step forward and then hesitated for a moment as the green in his eyes flickered off and on. His face twisted up as he struggled to fight back the software. His hands were clenched into fists as he jerked his head from side to side, trying to fight it.

      The General yanked the tablet out of his pocket and began to furiously smash buttons. Bryce’s eyes flashed a bright green and the cyborg took over once again. Mack sucked in a breath as the machine charged forward like the Terminator.

      His face and eyes had that eerie lifeless look as he grabbed Mack’s shirt with a firm grip. He yanked Mack off his feet and slammed him down onto the thick desk so hard that he broke it in two.

      “Ompf,” Mack grunted. Ow, that fucking hurt.

      “Bryce!” Mack tried to yell to him, but it barely came out with the wind knocked out of him like it was. He looked into his indifferent, emotionless green eyes pleading with him to regain control, but the cyborg was running the show.

      The cyborg pounded him with hard punches and Mack tried to block them, but they came out too fast, slamming into his stomach and head, bruising flesh and crunching bones. Mack was dazed as the cyborg grabbed him, picked him up, and slammed him onto the ground.

      “Oh… fuck…” Mack’s body was crushed, but the heartless machine wasn’t done. He lunged at him, dropping bombs until Mack’s vision started to cloud over with black. He was dazed and nearly out of it, not even able to hold his arms up to block the incoming blows.

      His eyes glazed over like a cloud was blocking his vision and his hearing was muffled like he was wearing noise-canceling headphones.

      The beating stopped and he could barely hear the muffled voices over the pounding in his ears.

      “Get the girl,” General Hunt ordered. “His girl.”

      Mack struggled to get up, but his body wasn’t responding. He had been beaten too badly.

      He dropped his thumping head back on the floor and willed his enhanced shifter healing to work double-time while the cyborg was gone.

      General Hunt walked over and stood over him with a smirk on his face. Mack opened his eyes and saw the crackling wand pointing directly at him. The metal attachment was still on the tip.

      “Don’t move or I’ll zap you,” he warned.

      Mack wanted to laugh. Like he could move after that fierce beating.

      But when the cyborg dragged his mate into the room a little while later, Mack found his second wind. The scent of his mate had both him and his lion perking up.

      Mack winced and grunted in pain as he pushed himself up to a seated position. Bryce was holding Kara as General Hunt walked over with a grin.

      “I want her to watch this,” Hunt said as his face darkened.

      His heart broke as he looked at her beautiful face. She was too pure and innocent for this.

      “Kara!” her father shouted from where he was standing in the corner.

      General Hunt shot him a glance and then began to smash some buttons on the tablet, bringing the cyborg to life.

      Bryce’s eyes flashed a bright green, but Mack wasn’t paying any attention to that. He was staring at Kara, not able to take his eyes off of her.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I love you.”

      Her eyes filled with tears as she stared back at him with a look of love and devotion on her face. “I love you too, Mack.”

      “End him,” Hunt hissed as he pressed a button.

      The cyborg snapped to attention and then charged. Mack stood up and braced himself as Bryce arrived with his green eyes glowing brighter than ever. He slammed a fist into Mack’s stomach, dropping him back down to his knees.

      Mack still couldn’t fight him. This was his boy. His Bryce.

      There was a part of the kid still hidden inside and Mack wasn’t willing to hurt him. Even if it meant dying.

      A strong callous hand wrapped around Mack’s neck and the air was snatched from his lungs as the cyborg lifted Mack off his feet. He was holding Mack up by the neck with only one arm, and the lion shifter couldn’t breathe.

      Starved of oxygen, Mack’s body began bucking. He grabbed onto the cyborg’s thick forearm as his legs kicked out wildly beneath him.

      Mack stared into the cyborg’s green eyes, knowing that Bryce was somewhere down there, struggling, fighting to get out.

      Come on, kid. You can do it you little twerp.

      Suddenly, the green eyes flickered and the grip on Mack’s neck loosened. Bryce was back with his warm golden eyes. He immediately dropped Mack and the old lion shifter choked down deep gulps of air as he looked up at his friend.

      “Run,” Bryce said, breathing heavily. “I don’t know how long I can hold it back.”

      Hunt was mashing the tablet behind him and the green eyes flashed back on, brighter than ever. He landed a hard punch into Mack’s stomach and then wrapped his arm around his neck.

      “Take his head off,” Hunt snapped. “Literally!”

      Mack panicked as he grabbed onto the cyborg’s hard arms. They were squeezing his neck and pulling his head back. Mack had seen what the cyborg could do—digging fingertips into brick, cracking bones with every punch—and he knew that he was about to die.

      He struggled with everything he had left but was getting nowhere.

      General Hunt was staring at him with wide eyes and a creepy grin on his face as he watched. He was so absorbed with the scene that he didn’t notice Kara’s dad sneaking up behind him with a chunk of cement from the wall in his hand.

      He cracked him over the head with it and Hunt’s legs wobbled as he grunted. Kara’s father jumped on him and wrestled the tablet out of his hands. Once he had it, he tossed it to Mack.

      Mack caught it and broke it in two.

      The arms loosened around his neck and then released him completely. Bryce stood beside him with his eyes back to their normal warm golden glow.

      Mack smiled at him and took a sweet breath of air as Kara rushed over and wrapped her arms around his neck. She hugged him and kissed his face over and over again. Nothing had ever felt so sweet. She felt so perfect and smelled so damn good.

      Hunt landed a hard roundhouse to her father’s chin, knocking him out cold as the General stumbled backward, holding his bloody head with his hand.

      “We’re not done yet,” Bryce muttered under his breath.

      Mack pulled Kara protectively behind him as he narrowed his eyes on the cornered General. He was injured and on the ropes. It was time to finish him.

      Bryce pulled Mack up to his feet and held him up as they walked toward their enemy.

      The door of the office flew open and the cavalry charged in. Grant, Ryder, Logan, Amélie, Tempest, Hardy, Caelum, Irish, and DeMarcus all rushed into the room.

      General Hunt looked so pathetic in the corner, holding his injured head as he looked around the room at all of the threatening shifters.

      Mack grinned. Hunt was about to get what he had coming to him for a long time.

      “You’re fucked now, Hunt,” DeMarcus said in a booming voice. “Where’s my boy? Where’s Tristan?”

      General Hunt locked eyes with him. “Kill these shifters and I’ll free him. I’ll free all of your families!”

      Hardy had his father in his arms, hugging him as he woke up. His dad’s eyes watered when he opened them and saw his son’s face. “Am I dreaming?”

      “No, Dad,” Hardy said, tearing up as well. “You’re not dreaming.”

      DeMarcus was glaring at the General. “I’ll free my son myself.”

      Amélie put her hand on his big shoulder for support.

      Grant stepped forward. “Give us the location of all the other compounds like this,” he said in a voice that was thick with authority, “and we’ll let you live.”

      Caelum’s face hardened. “Every last one of them.”

      “Or, we’ll smoke your ass,” Tempest said with a sneer.

      General Hunt’s eyes roamed from shifter to shifter. “You think this is the end? I have a whole army at my disposal. Knock me down and a new General will take my place.”

      “Then we’ll knock him down too,” Hardy said.

      Mack nodded. “And the next one, and the next one, until all of you Angel of Deaths are where you belong: roasting in hell.”

      They all started to converge on the cornered General when he pulled out the wand.

      “I’m not ready to burn yet,” he said with a grin as he let the magic fly. It crackled and popped as it took ahold of DeMarcus first, engulfing him completely as it yanked him off of the ground and held him there.

      The attachment made the magic spread like wildfire. Grant, Irish, Ryder, Amélie—it got them all, yanking them off their feet as they grimaced in pain. Hardy charged the General but the magic was too fast and it jerked him back and into the air, frying him as the magic took hold.

      Bryce was next and Mack quickly followed.

      The feeling was excruciating, but there was nothing he could do as the magical energy lifted him into the air.

      There was nothing any of them could do.

      Hunt had won again.
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      Kara was screaming so loud. “Let them go!”

      She couldn’t take her eyes off of Mack’s face. It was all twisted up in pain as some sort of weird energy surrounded him. It was crackling and popping and holding them all captive. They couldn’t seem to move anything. It was horrible.

      “Let them go!” she screamed again in a panic.

      “I’ll let them go when they’re nearly dead,” General Hunt answered. “Then, I’ll make them my slaves once again.”

      “I don’t think so, General Cunt.”

      It was a woman’s voice. Tempest. She walked out of the crowd of frozen shifters with a golden ax in her hand.

      “That’s my wand,” she hissed as she glared at him.

      General Hunt looked confused. “I don’t understand…” He flicked his wrist toward her, but the magic energy passed harmlessly over her like water flowing around a rock.

      “You think my mom would have given me that wand without making me immune to the magic first? If not, I would have killed myself a long time ago.”

      General Hunt tried again, but it was as useless as the first time.

      Tempest pulled back the golden ax as she narrowed her eyes on his wrist. With a grunt, she threw it hard. It cartwheeled through the air and sliced through his wrist, cutting the General’s hand clean off.

      “Arrghh!” he screamed as he stumbled backward, staring at the bloody stump that used to be his hand. He tripped and fell back, landing on his ass as the magical hold released and everyone fell to their feet, free.

      Tempest rushed over to grab her wand from the severed hand.

      “Ew…” she said with a disgusted face as she pried open the stiff fingers to pull out the wand. “So gross!”

      She stomped on the attachment, breaking it off, and then took a breath of relief as she pointed it at the cowering General.

      “Any more tricks up your sleeve?” she asked as the large group of pissed off shifters joined her.

      Kara heard the rip of a shifter phasing, but couldn’t see who it was.

      The crowd parted and a black panther stepped out, snarling as she faced Hunt.

      The General’s eyes widened in panic. His face was pale and he was clutching his bloody stump to his chest.

      “I did all of this for the greater good!” he shouted with a hint of panic in his voice. “Sometimes you have to sacrifice the pawns for the checkmate. It’s part of the game!”

      “Well,” Grant said in a low voice. “We’re flipping the board.”

      He nodded to his mate Amélie and the panther crouched forward.

      “Stop!” Hunt screamed. “I’ll let your families go if you—”

      The panther lunged on him and Kara turned away as screams and growls filled the room. Strong comforting arms wrapped around her and she breathed in Mack’s scent as he held her tightly.

      He whispered sweet words into her ear until the struggling stopped and General Hunt was dead.

      “Did you mean what you said before?” she asked him. “About loving me?”

      He kissed her softly on the lips and held her close. “I did and I do. I love you and I’ll never stop.”

      She smiled up at him as Hardy and her father came rushing over.

      Mack respectfully took a few steps back as Kara’s father and her brother knelt down to check on her, but Kara grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Stay,” she said to him. “You’re part of the family now too.”

      Mack and Hardy looked at each other and Kara could feel the thick tension in the air.

      She held her breath as Mack reached out and offered his hand.

      Hardy looked down at it and then pulled him in for a hug.

      Tears filled Kara’s eyes as she watched her mate and her brother making up. It was going to be okay. Everything was going to be okay.

      She looked at her father and smiled. He had a black eye, but he’d be okay too.

      He was already smiling as he helped her up to her feet. “Let’s go free your mother and your sisters.”
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      People were fleeing everywhere as Kara watched DeMarcus hugging his boy Tristan. Tears were streaming down the polar bear shifter’s face as he was finally reunited with his little cub.

      Emotions were running high all around her as Hardy was finally reunited with their mother and two sisters, Henley and Bethany, and she couldn’t help but get caught up in it all. She felt a lump in her throat when her big brother picked up their mother in a hug and spun her around.

      The two crews had run through the two compounds, taking out the guards and destroying all of the locked doors. Bryce led the way, making short work of anyone who opposed them.

      Most of the guards either joined in to help them free the prisoners or they fled off into the forests. The ones who did stay to fight didn’t last long.

      Mack told her that when they arrived in the lab to free the enhanced shifters, one of them broke the window and they all leapt out and fled into the forests. Grant ordered everyone to let them go.

      Ryder and Tempest were with one of the freed prisoners who was a licensed pilot. They were loading the civilians into General Hunt’s private jet and were about to take off and head to the mainland of the United States.

      Kara wished that they could all go with them, but there just wasn’t enough room. They’d be making the long drive back all together and letting the families get out of here as fast as they could.

      The remaining prisoners were loaded up into stolen pickup trucks and Humvees they had found around the facility and were going to drive back to wherever they had come from.

      “Any sign of her?” Caelum asked in a panic as he looked around.

      He still hadn’t found his girlfriend, Holly. Not everybody was here. There were dozens of compounds like this around the country and she could be in any one of them.

      Irish couldn’t find his cousin Shannon either. All of the cells had been opened and searched and she wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      “They’re not here,” Irish said, dropping his shoulders in defeat.

      Caelum bit his lip as he looked around with watery eyes. “It’s not fair. It’s not fucking fair.”

      Just then, Grant and Bryce walked into the hallway. Grant was holding a laptop under his arm.

      “Bryce hacked into the mainframe computer and got the locations of all the other compounds,” he said.

      “Is Holly in there?” Caelum asked with a hopeful look in his eyes. “Holly Bell?”

      “I don’t know,” Grant answered. “But we’ll find her.”

      Hardy and DeMarcus gathered around Irish and Caelum, offering them support as they realized the truth: the search for their loved ones wasn’t over yet.

      “Where are you guys headed to now?” Grant asked when they were all outside.

      Hardy and his friends all looked at each other, unsure of what to do next. Kara didn’t know them too well, but she saw how tight they were and had a feeling they wouldn’t want to split up.

      “You can come to Redemption Creek, Montana,” the alpha offered. “Old man Capone croaked in his sleep a few weeks ago. His kids are trying to sell his land, The Capone Ranch.”

      Hardy raised an eyebrow as he looked at his crew. “The Capone Ranch, huh? It’s got a nice ring to it.”

      “The Capone Crew,” Irish said with a grin. “I like it.”

      They all nodded as they thought about it.

      Kara was standing beside Mack and Logan and could overhear them whispering.

      “The dragons won’t like that,” Logan muttered.

      Mack shook his big head. “Nope.”

      Kara wanted to ask them what they were talking about—dragons?—but General Hunt’s plane suddenly took off nearby and everyone looked up into the sky as the majority of the civilians were finally free.

      “That’s all of them,” Ryder announced when he and Tempest returned. “The place is empty.”

      “Good,” Bryce said with a hard voice as he walked over to it. Logan had collected some barrels of gasoline and piled it near the door. Bryce grabbed them and tossed them in through a window. Once they were all leaking inside and spreading through the hallways, Bryce lit a match and tossed it inside.

      The building caught fast and they all had to back up as the flames spread and soared up floor by floor. Kara watched Bryce as he walked back over. He seemed to be back to normal, but when she went over to talk to him, something strange happened.

      “Are you okay?” she asked in a soft voice.

      He nodded as he turned to her, but for a split second his eyes flashed back to that sinister green. As quickly as it came, it was gone, and Bryce was looking down at her with kind golden eyes.

      He seemed normal, but those green eyes had given her cold chills.

      She watched him as he walked away, wondering about him.

      “That’s a huge fire!” Tristan said as he stared up at the burning building.

      “It’s not big enough,” DeMarcus said as he watched it burn.

      He was holding his seven-year-old son in his big arms, looking like he was never going to put him down. That didn’t seem to bother Tristan in the least. He kept looking over at his father in awe.

      Kara was watching the kid when his brow furrowed. “Where were you all this time, Dad?” Tristan asked.

      DeMarcus’s shoulders quivered as he held his son tightly. “I know it’s hard to understand, but I was trying to keep you safe.”

      Tristan looked at him with a big smile on his face. “You did a good job.”

      A tremendous weight looked like it was lifted off of DeMarcus’s huge shoulders as he looked at his son. “Really?”

      Tristan nodded and then hugged his father, wrapping his scrawny arms around his thick neck. “I love you, Dad.”

      “I love you too, son,” DeMarcus said as he hugged him back. “And I won’t ever leave you again. I promise.”

      Mack stepped closer to Kara as they watched the building burn. “You okay?” she asked.

      He looked down at her and smiled. “I am now.”

      Kara brought him to meet her mother and two sisters. Hardy wasn’t leaving their side.

      “You and Hardy are friends?” her mother asked Mack.

      “Yeah,” Mack said with a proud nod of his head. “Good friends.”

      Hardy smiled back and shot Kara a wink.

      They watched as the building burned, but when large pieces began crumbling down, Kara’s father got a little nervous. “Should we leave?”

      Mack nodded. “Let’s go. I owe the Capone Crew a drink.”
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        * * *

      

      Kara laughed as she watched Mack approaching with the beers. He was holding over a dozen large mugs and looking like he should be working at Oktoberfest in Germany.

      Hardy and his friends, Kara’s family, and the Bounty Hunter crew were all back at the bar in the bowling alley, having a much-needed drink.

      Mack slid her the first beer, then the second to his alpha. Bryce got the third beer and then everyone helped themselves to the rest.

      “Wait!” Logan said, staring at Bryce with narrowed eyes. “Do you have ID? You’re not twenty-one!”

      “He looks like it now,” Ryder said with a laugh.

      He definitely looked over twenty-one. Bryce was tall with thick strong muscles and was pretty damn hot.

      “I think he deserves a beer,” Mack said, slapping Bryce’s shoulder.

      Grant nodded with a smile on his face. “Me too.”

      They all raised their mugs and clinked them together as the sound of bowling balls slamming into pins clacked in the background.

      “Hey, Mack,” Bryce said with a grin as he flexed his big bicep. “Wanna arm-wrestle?”

      Logan and Ryder laughed.

      “You’re going to lose now, big man,” Amélie said as she leaned forward in excitement.

      “Actually,” Mack said as he leaned back in the booth. “I was just about to announce my retirement as the undefeated arm-wrestling champion of Clayton Rock Ranch.”

      Bryce grinned as he shook his head. “Timing is convenient.”

      Mack chuckled as he took a sip of beer. “Yes. Yes, it is.”
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      The Clayton Rock Ranch was covered in snow when they finally returned home. It was a beautiful snowy December day and the ranch looked like the inside of a snow globe with the light dusting of snowflakes on the tree branches and the fat flakes slowly drifting down from the sky.

      Mack could have kissed Elodie and her mother Louise when he saw them waiting with a welcome tray full of Baileys coffees and freshly baked muffins. They handed them out to everyone after the initial kisses and hugs.

      “That’s Bryce?” Mack heard Elodie whispering to Logan. “I thought you said he was a kid.”

      “Long story,” Logan answered before landing another fat wet kiss on her lips.

      Mack smiled as he turned to his sweet girl who was looking around the ranch in wonder. She looked more beautiful than ever with the fat snowflakes in her golden brown hair. “This is your home?” She looked up at the tall mountains surrounding the property with a look of awe.

      Mack could feel his stomach fluttering as he studied her face. He wanted her to like it so badly.

      “Wait until you see it in the summer,” he said with his voice racing. “There’s a big in-ground pool over there with a nice bar. Logan wanted to sell the pool, but I told him that it was a stupid idea. That’s my cabin and we’re about a twenty-minute drive into town.”

      His heart was beating so hard when he turned back to her. “So?” He gulped. “Do you like it?”

      Mack was trying to read her still face as she looked around. Finally, her amber eyes settled on him. “I love it,” she said, sounding breathless. “It’s perfect.”

      Mack felt so light and giddy that he was worried he might float away at any second. “Really?”

      His sweet girl stepped on her toes and kissed his lips. “Really. And I love you.”

      Mack still couldn’t believe that this sweet angel was his mate. Maybe he wasn’t so bad of a guy after all…

      Tempest came out of the new recording studio holding Sloth in her arms. The fat orange cat didn’t look happy to see anyone. He looked annoyed and pissed off to have been woken up, to be outside, to be alive.

      “Sloth!” Amélie squealed before she ran over and started petting him. Mack wasn’t sure if cats could roll their eyes, but it seemed like Sloth could.

      Bryce was beside one of the trucks, pulling some of the bags out. “I’ll be right back,” Mack whispered to Kara when he spotted him.

      He walked over and put a hand on the boy’s round shoulder. Mack noticed that his muscles felt incredibly hard like a thick tight rope. “Welcome home, twerp.”

      Bryce turned and smiled at him, but his eyes looked strained and there was a tightness in his jaw. Mack had thought that the boy would be happy to be home, but Bryce looked a little bit off—like everything had changed for him.

      “Are you okay?”

      Bryce nodded with a tight smile.

      A brand new sports car raced onto the ranch and they both turned to watch it as it swerved to a stop in the snow. Bryce’s sister Abigail jumped out and looked around with a frantic look on her face. Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open when she spotted her brother who looked radically different.

      “Bryce?” she whispered as she stood behind her open car door like it was a shield. “Is that really you?”

      He smiled at her. “Hi, Abigail.”

      “Your voice is so deep.” She looked like she was afraid to go to him so he went to her.

      “I’ve changed a little, but it’s still me.”

      Abigail stared into his eyes for a long moment as he walked forward. She suddenly closed the door and ran up to meet him. There were tears in her eyes as she jumped into his arms.

      Mack felt a lump in his throat as he watched.

      “This place is full of love,” Kara said as she stepped up behind him and wrapped her arms around his torso. She let out a sexy little moan as her hands slid to a stop on his abs. Mack slid his hands over hers, holding them in place.

      “Please stay,” he whispered to her. Her parents and sisters had returned to their home in Maine, but her brother Hardy was staying in Redemption Creek. His crew was planning on taking over The Capone Ranch. Mack desperately wanted her to stay too. “I know it doesn’t have much, but please stay.”

      Kara stepped around him and reached up to touch his face. She stroked his jaw as she gazed up into his worried eyes. “It has everything. It has you.”

      The worries seemed to drift away as he looked down at her. He kissed her long and deeply, wanting nothing more the entire time than to throw her over his shoulder and carry her to his cabin to put a baby in her.

      “So, you’ll stay?” he asked when they finally pulled away.

      Kara was looking dizzy and lightheaded after that kiss. She put a hand on his chest to steady herself. “Yeah,” she said with a giggle. “I’ll stay.”

      Mack pointed to his cabin in the distance. “That one is mine. I’ll get the bags out of the truck and while I do, I want you to go into my bedroom, take off all of your clothes, get under the sheets, and wait for me.”

      Her white cheeks turned pink as she licked her lips. She grinned as she leaned in close to his ear. “Don’t take too long,” she whispered.

      Mack watched her as she skipped to the cabin and wondered how he had gotten so lucky.

      He was getting the bags out of the truck when Grant came over to see him.

      “It feels good to be home,” Grant said.

      Mack nodded. “I’m just happy I have an understanding alpha who’s letting me come back.”

      Grant smiled at him. “This will always be your home, Mack. I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

      He took a breath of relief as he looked at his alpha. “Thanks, Grant.”

      Grant had a grin on his face as he raised an eyebrow. “I’m just upset that I didn’t get to kick your ass.”

      Mack jerked his head back in surprise.

      “I always wondered how I’d fair in a fight against the great Mack and his wild cat.”

      “I would have gone easy on you,” Mack answered with a laugh.

      Grant joined in the laughter as he slapped Mack’s back. “Good. I was worried I would have been embarrassed in front of my mate.”

      They hugged it out and let it slide. The incident just became another part of The Clayton Rock Bounty Hunters’ long history and wasn’t something to dwell on. It was all blue skies up ahead.

      Mack smiled until he saw Bryce talking to Abigail.

      Their bodies were tight and she looked concerned as she listened.

      At least Mack hoped there were blue skies ahead…
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        * * *

      

      “This is my favorite part,” Logan said as they listened to Predatone’s new album. His voice came through the speakers and Logan lip-synced along to the lyrics, enjoying it a little too much.

      “You’re the one singing,” Ryder said with a chuckle. “It shouldn’t be your favorite part if you’re the one singing.”

      “I can’t help it if I’m that good,” Logan said with a shrug.

      “Success has officially gone to his head,” Ryder said with a roll of his eyes.

      Mack laughed as he took a sip of beer. It was their first night back on the ranch and all of the women had gone to bed. It was just the boys enjoying a nice beer outside at their snow-covered bar. The tap was frozen so they were drinking bottles.

      Mack took a long sip of the cold beer and smiled in content. The twerp was back, the General was dead, and the ranch was safe with all of their debts paid. Things couldn’t have been better.

      “I spoke to Jordy earlier,” Logan said as he peeled the label from his bottle. “Predatone is leaving on tour in a month. We’re leaving after the Holidays.”

      They all congratulated him and Logan looked thrilled. Losing his arm had turned out to be a blessing in disguise for the musician. Mack smiled as he watched Grant slap Logan’s back with a congratulations, and Mack finally decided to let himself off the hook for that one too.

      “Elodie is coming too,” Logan said with a smile. “She’s the best manager ever.”

      “I love the new album,” Bryce said, nodding his head along to the song.

      “Right,” Logan said, swallowing hard. “I forgot you hadn’t heard it.”

      Bryce had missed a lot of things.

      “We didn’t stop trying to find you, Bryce,” Grant said in a somber voice. “Especially Mack. Nobody searched harder than him.”

      Bryce nodded as he shot Mack a glance. “I know.”

      “What was it like?” Ryder asked. “What happened?”

      Bryce’s brow furrowed as he thought back to the missing months. “I’m not sure if I even remember. It was like a fog had filled my brain. I remember falling. Then… just flashes here and there. A couple of times I’d wake up in a room standing beside General Hunt. I remember once looking at him and being confused. When he saw my eyes he got startled and quickly grabbed the tablet and then I don’t remember anything after that.”

      They were all leaning forward and listening closely as he spoke.

      “It went on like that for a while, but then I started to stay awake. It was as if I was in my lion form and was watching through his eyes, only I was still human and watching through the AI’s eyes.”

      “Could you control it?” Mack asked, remembering how hard Bryce had fought against it.

      “Not really,” Bryce answered. “It was pretty powerful.”

      Was pretty powerful. But Mack wondered if the AI was still present inside him. They had only turned it off by breaking the tablet. They hadn’t removed it.

      Grant seemed to be thinking the same thing. “But… it’s gone now?” He looked concerned.

      Bryce swallowed hard as he dropped his eyes to his beer. “Yeah. It’s gone.”

      The kid didn’t look so sure.

      “Good,” Grant said with a nod. “Amélie and Elodie’s mother Louise is going to stay in Logan’s cabin while they’re gone on tour. We’ll build another cabin for her before they return so you can have your cabin back to yourself.”

      Bryce dropped his eyes. “It’s okay.”

      “What do you mean?” Grant asked.

      “She can keep it.”

      Mack looked at the boy with worry. “Where are you going to sleep? In the forest? You’ll freeze your acorns off.”

      “I’m going to travel.”

      “Travel?” Mack repeated.

      “Yeah,” Bryce said with a nod. “I can’t stay in one place right now. I need to get away and figure things out.”

      “For how long?” Mack said, feeling his stomach knot with worry. “Like a week?”

      Bryce shook his head. “For a while. I’ll go visit my mother in Japan for a bit and then travel around Asia. I have to find myself. I have to figure out where I go from here.”

      “But,” Mack said as he started to panic, “you’ll be back. Right?”

      Bryce looked away.

      He’s not coming back.

      “I want to thank you guys for everything,” Bryce said in a low voice. “For coming to get me, for taking me in when I was just a fucked up kid, for everything. I’ll never forget any of that.”

      They all waited on the edge of their seats as Bryce took a few seconds to compose himself.

      “Nothing against you guys and I hope you don’t take this personally, but I’d like to start over in a new crew.”

      Mack’s stomach felt all twisted up.

      “You’ve all found your mates,” Bryce continued, “and are settling down. You’ll probably have little kids running around here soon. I just… I think I need to be around some shifters my own age.”

      Mack didn’t want to hear that, but he understood completely. When he had been a young shifter, he was full of energy and had an unquenchable hunger for adrenaline and adventures. He would have gone nuts if he had been stuck with a bunch of old mated shifters.

      “You’ll come back and visit, right?” Ryder asked with a hopeful look on his face.

      Bryce nodded. “The first chance I get.”

      Mack finished his beer in silence and then excused himself to go to bed.

      He was halfway to his cabin when Bryce caught up with him. “Mack!”

      He turned and looked at the boy who was no longer a boy. Bryce was nearly a man and looked like a good one. Mack might have screwed up a lot of things in his life, but he knew he did a good job with Bryce.

      “I just want to thank you for everything,” he said with a sadness in his eyes. “Out of all of the guys, you mean the most to me. You always have.”

      Mack felt his eyes tear up as he looked at the kid. How could he stay on the ranch and not have his favorite little sidekick always following beside him?

      “You mean a lot to me too,” Mack said. He had never been good with feelings, but for some reason, it was a little easier with Bryce. “For a little twerp.”

      Bryce stepped forward and hugged him, and Mack hugged him back.

      “How about an arm-wrestle?” Bryce said with a grin when they pulled away.

      Mack glanced down at those big strong arms and gulped. “Sorry, twerp. Still retired.”

      “One day,” Bryce said, pointing at him as he walked backward.

      Mack grinned. “You’re on.”

      He turned and continued through the snow to his cabin where Kara was waiting for him. He was sad to lose the kid, but he understood. He wanted the best for Bryce, and he knew that meant having to do the unselfish thing, which was letting him go.

      He quietly slipped into the cabin and climbed into bed where Kara was already sleeping. She moaned contently as he inched forward and spooned her, holding her close as he breathed in the sweet scent of her hair.

      The ranch was going to be different without Bryce, but he had Kara now, and his sweet girl was more than enough for him.
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      It was early January when Kara and Mack stepped into the recording studio for one last dinner before Logan and Elodie left for their six-week tour.

      The table was all set up beautifully and the lights were turned down low as Grant opened a couple of bottles of wine and began pouring them out.

      The Holiday season had came and passed and it was the best one that Kara had ever had. Her parents and sisters came to visit from Maine and they had a big Christmas dinner with Hardy and his friends who came too. Hardy was living close by on The Capone Ranch with DeMarcus, Tristan, Irish, and Caelum. The dinner was amazing and the party afterward was a blast.

      Everything had been amazing since she had arrived on The Clayton Rock Ranch.

      She was so in love with Mack and every day was a treat as they got to know each other better and better. They talked for hours about everything and nothing.

      Kara had even found out that morning that she had gotten a late Christmas present.

      When the dinner was ready, they sat down around the table like a real family.

      “To Predatone taking over the world!” Grant said with a laugh as he lifted his glass in a toast.

      Logan had his arm around Elodie. He looked so happy with a big smile on his excited face. “I can’t believe we’re leaving tomorrow!”

      Their first album had been released the week before and the initial sales numbers were very promising. It looked like Predatone was going to be a big hit.

      “I want to go too,” Tempest said with a frown. “It’s not fair.”

      “Sorry,” Logan said as he shook his head with an upset look on his face. “The bus is full.”

      “If you hurt your throat or something,” Tempest replied, “and you guys need a new lead singer, are you going to call me?”

      Ryder chuckled beside her. She turned and gave him a hard stare while he played off the laugh as if he was choking on something.

      “So, are you?” Tempest asked when she turned back to Logan.

      Logan nodded. “Definitely.”

      Tempest leaned back in her chair and smiled.

      Some parents were at the dinner was well. Amélie and Elodie’s mother Louise was there as well as Grant’s mother Dorothy. Kara’s new father-in-law Bert was there too. She was really starting to like Mack’s dad. He was a riot.

      “Send any groupies that are too ugly for you my way,” Bert said with a grin.

      Logan laughed. “You got it, Bert.”

      “That’s sexist and rude,” Dorothy said, looking disgusted.

      Bert shot her a wink, which got her cheeks blushing. “Don’t worry, baby. You’re still my number one.”

      Grant let out a frustrated sigh. “Excuse me! That’s my mother!”

      Amélie was smiling beside him as she held the tiny bump in her stomach. “And our baby’s grandmother!”

      Kara smiled. She was so happy for them. They had surprised them all with the news on Christmas morning.

      Grant was so excited to be a daddy and Kara knew he’d be a good one.

      “I like grannies!” Bert said with his arms open.

      Grant rolled his eyes at him. “This conservation is over.”

      Kara laughed as she looked up at Mack. He looked so handsome in his nice collared shirt with his hair styled to the side. He really was amazing.

      Everyone kept telling her how grumpy he used to be, but she couldn’t see it. He always had a big smile on his face whenever she saw him.

      He had been a bit sad when Bryce left, but he understood—Mack had been a wild shifter once too—and was confident that he would see his young friend again. He was the one who drove him to the airport and Kara knew that he had given Bryce a card with a big fat stack of cash in it to help pay for his trip.

      “Wine?” Mack asked as he held the bottle to her empty glass.

      “I’m good, thanks,” she answered, trying to keep her cheeks from turning pink.

      Amélie was staring at her with a knowing grin on her face. “No wine again, huh?”

      “Nope,” Kara said, swallowing hard. “I’m trying to cut back.”

      Elodie was also watching her closely from across the table. “Why?”

      Do shifters have a sixth sense for this kind of thing or something?

      How did they all know?

      Kara raked her brain for any excuse that made sense. “Bathing suit season is coming up,” she said, even though it was snowing in the beginning of January.

      “Ugh!” Tempest said, sticking her tongue out. “Don’t remind me. I gained eight pounds over the Holidays.”

      Kara smiled at the badass bounty hunter. She loved Tempest. She was the only female at the table who seemed completely oblivious.

      Elodie looked around the table as she began to speak. “Does anyone have any big news or anything to share with us before we go?” Her eyes wandered around the table but then settled on Kara. “How about you, Kara?”

      Kara shrugged. “Nothing that I can think of.”

      “You sure?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “We’re going to be gone for six weeks, so if there’s any good news, you should get it out now.”

      Mack looked confused as he turned to Elodie and then to Kara. “What are you girls talking about?”

      It slowly dawned on him as he looked at Kara’s empty wine glass. “Wait a second…”

      He looked down at her stomach and Kara’s hand automatically went to it, covering the baby that was growing inside.

      His dark green eyes widened. “Are you…?”

      She nodded as her cheeks heated up. “I’m pregnant.”

      His face lit up in the most beautiful smile she’d ever seen and then he pounced on her, hugging and kissing her and telling her how happy he was.

      The whole room erupted into cheers as they all surrounded the happy pregnant couple.

      There was only one of them who wasn’t happy.

      Kara caught Sloth’s eye as he glared at her from the sofa. The fat orange cat was trying to sleep and he looked like he wasn’t appreciating the noise.

      Get used to it, Sloth, she wanted to say to him. You’ll have a whole litter of kids pulling on your plump tail really soon…
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        * * *

      

      The Bounty Hunter series has come to an end, but don’t worry, Bryce will get his own book at a later date. Promise!

      

      Love ya!

      

      Kim Fox
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