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Chapter One

 


Dallas drove like a bat out of hell, praying
like a sinner on his deathbed that they found Teddy before the
psychotic, sadistic asshole who called himself Doctor Pain was able
to harm him. The man, who the team had learned had once been one of
the government’s most effective interrogators, had a ten-minute
head start on them. But they knew the lay of the land where he and
his single black-suit wearing goon were complete strangers.

Dallas had to stop when they hit the main
road. “Which way?” he asked the silent man in the passenger’s seat.
Roane Jackson was Teddy’s half-brother and had refused to let
Dallas go on this hunt alone.

“If it was me and I was
flipped out from seeing seven men shift into animals and slaughter
three of my men, I’d head into Butte and try to get as far away
from Paladin as I could get as fast as I could,” Roane said as he
squeezed a purple stress ball with his left hand. The scars around
his hand and wrist weren’t nearly as noticeable as they had been
six months ago when he’d first arrived at the rehabilitation
center, but Dallas knew his battle brother’s hand still caused him
pain.

“Okay, Butte it is,”
Dallas said as he turned onto the highway and headed toward the
city.

They rode in silence for several long
minutes before Roane asked, “Why are you so anxious to find Teddy,
anyway? He’s a city boy. He’ll be going back to his life in Chicago
as soon as he can.”

“No, he won’t,” Dallas
stated flatly.

“And why won’t
he?”

“Because Teddy belongs to
me. He’s my mate.”

****

“Ow,” Teddy Jackson
moaned.

Without opening his eyes, he lifted one hand
to the side of his aching head. Even the gentlest of touches had
him sucking a breath when the pain spiked as his fingers found a
wet spot just in front of his temple.

Opening his eyes, he frowned at the
unfamiliar surroundings. What the fuck was he doing in a vehicle?
He’d had a date with Dallas this afternoon, and though he and his
big bear of a man had talked about spanking and hinted and bondage
and other kinky BDSM games, they had never discussed severe pain
that caused bleeding, or kidnapping. From where he sat now, Teddy
was apparently the victim of both.

His frown deepened as he tried to remember
what had happened to lead up to him being here.

The last thing he remembered was running
towards Twisted Jack’s bar and grill in response to screams of
terror and gunshots. He had gotten as far as the front door, and
then … nothing.

Nothing to explain how he came to be
bouncing around the back seat of a honking big SUV.

Blinking away tears of pain as the rest of
his body checked in with a sore shoulder and hip as if someone had
kicked him and dragged him, Teddy took in the rest of his
surroundings. One man was driving and muttering to himself about
not being batshit crazy while the man who was sitting on the other
side of the backseat was yelling at him to go faster.

Moving slowly, Teddy straightened to a more
comfortable position, just in time to be thrown against the front
seat when the car came to a sliding stop at the highway.

“Go right. Go right. Get
us back to the airport before those animals come after us,” the man
beside him screamed while waving a big-ass, shiny gun towards the
right side of the car. Once the driver followed his instructions,
the man turned in Teddy’s direction.

Meeting the man’s eyes squarely sent an
Antarctic cold shiver down Teddy’s spine. The man’s eyes were dead,
lifeless, and his expression so maniacal that Teddy immediately
recognized him from Griffin’s description. In that second he also
understood why his Griffin was so scared of this man.

This was the man known only to the world as
Doctor Pain.

A former government interrogator who had
kidnapped and beaten Teddy’s roommate and best friend. If one of
the guards had not helped Griffin escape, the man would still have
him tied up in his basement using him as a punching bag … or
worse.

“You’re not my pet, but
you’ll do. At least for now.” Doctor Pain looked Teddy up and down
with a critical eye. “You’ll do well enough, and with your build,
you’ll be able to take even more than he did before needing a
break.”

Teddy’s fear at being trapped with this
monster swirled with a growing white hot anger that this monster
had not only hurt his friend, but had come into Paladin with his
goons and attacked the team. 

“And when I’m finished
with you, I’ll go back and deal with those creatures back there. I
will get my pet back. I wonder how much it would take to break one
of them to my will. Hmmm, maybe I’ll have pet watch while I work on
one of those animals.”

The man spoke as if Teddy, and the team,
were just going to bow down and allow him to treat them as he had
treated Griffin. That thought brought a red sheen to Teddy's vision
as his anger deepened. He had never felt such a need to hurt
someone before.

Though he was not a shifter like Roane or
their father, Teddy knew there was more to him than the pudgy
little twink everyone saw on the outside. Inside him there was an
animal. A beast he had never told anyone, not even his family,
about. Until now, that side of him had remained almost hiding in a
cave in his soul, purring, happy, content to stay hidden from the
world.

Until now.

The terror, fear, and anger that swirled
around and through him at this moment combined into an emotional
firebomb. His other half, the mountain lion who had remained hidden
for all of his twenty-four years, sudden stood up and roared. In
the next seconds, the beast leapt out of its cave and pushed
forward. Suddenly he was no longer Teddy, the man. He had become
Teddy, the mountain lion.

After that, things got chaotic and hard to
recount later.

His larger animal body filled the back seat,
and he roared once more, this time his face only inches from the
human monster’s. A moment later, he sniffed the air, shocked to
smell human urine. The man who had bragged about being afraid of
nothing had just pissed himself.

Lifting one paw, Teddy knocked the gun from
the man’s hand. The fact that he had sunk his needle-sharp claws
and ripped them down the man’s forearm first just meant the man
could not fight him. Then, because the vehicle was still moving, he
turned his head and pushed it between the two seats and gave
another, smaller roar of dissatisfaction.

He ignored the fist beating on his right
shoulder, though he had a feeling there would be a bruise there
once he was back in human form. When the driver turned his head, he
squealed like a little girl, jerked the steering wheel to the
right, and pressed the accelerator, all at the same time.

For Teddy, things seemed to shift into slow
motion at that point. He had just enough time to jump down onto the
floorboards and brace himself before the vehicle crashed into one
of the trees that lined the highway. Closing his eyes, he listened
as the driver gave another of his little girl screams, which
abruptly cut off as the vehicle came to a sudden, bone-jarring
stop.

Teddy was slammed back and forth between the
back of the front seat and the front of the back seat, but remained
inside the SUV. Miraculously, other than a few more bumps and
bruises, he seemed relatively unharmed.

With his eyes still closed as he prayed not
to be shot by the crazy man next to him, he waited and listened for
a few seconds. But other than the ping-ping-ping of a cooling
engine block, and a hiss of liquid something on the hot engine,
there were no other sounds. 

Finally, since the man in the back seat with
him had not hit him, grabbed him, or shot him dead, Teddy felt
brave enough to open his eyes and check out the situation. The door
on the other side of the car, where Doctor Pain had been sitting,
was open, and the man gone.

Stepping up onto the seat, Teddy leaned
between the front seats to check on the driver. From the funny
angle of his head, and the blood coming from his mouth and ears,
Teddy assumed he had not survived the accident. Pulling back, he
eased closer to the open door. He wasn’t sure what he would find,
but if Doctor Pain was still alive, the man was probably more
dangerous than Teddy was.

He saw blood on the grass, leading into the
woods, but did not see the bad doctor. Jumping down from the
vehicle, Teddy walked away from the blood trail and behind the SUV.
He was testing his body, walking and making small leaps and chasing
his long tail when he heard a vehicle racing up the road.

Not sure if he, too, should run into the
woods, or at least hide behind the SUV in case it was someone other
than Paladin team members, Teddy froze. His human side said run
while the animal side said stay. He did move closer to the side of
the vehicle, standing in the shadow by the back tire as another big
black SUV came to a screeching halt.

“Don’t move, beast,” a
voice said behind him.

Turning only his head, Teddy found himself
once again staring down the big-ass barrel of Doctor Pain’s
handgun. The man had it in his left hand as his right was held
across his body, his blood still flowing freely from Teddy’s claw
marks. And from the glint of his clothes, it looked like he was in
the process of bleeding out.

But that damn gun was pointing in his
direction, even if it was waving around like a weeping willow in a
hurricane. Teddy
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