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‘If seeing someone cry while reading a book makes you want to pick it up immediately, let me save you the wait – this is that book’

★★★★★

‘Dystopian romantasy with a unique world. I don’t think I’ve ever been this emotionally attached to characters before’

★★★★★

‘This book deserves six stars . . . I feel like I’m going to throw up, but in a good way’

★★★★★

‘If you loved Boys of Tommen, but also a Mad Max, post-apocalyptic-type world, then the Bones series might be for you’

★★★★★

‘Devastatingly good . . .The last 15%??!! I don’t know if I’ll ever recover’

★★★★★

‘It’s been 24 hours and every time I think of it, I tear up’

★★★★★

‘A dark post-apocalyptic romantasy gem . . . Go read it. Then we can be sad together’

★★★★★

‘I can’t breathe . . . THIS BOOK HAS GIVEN ME CHEST PAIN’

★★★★★

‘This would have been less painful if you had cut open my chest, pulled out my heart and ripped it in two. I don’t know how I can possibly move on’

★★★★★

‘Dystopian romance is so back baby! This one is dark, emotional, angsty and delivers one hell of a punch’

★★★★★
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PROLOGUE

The midday sun beat down on the desert sand. A young girl covered in dirt and dried blood lay where she’d fallen, too exhausted to get up. Above, a lone hawk circled. Two vultures had landed, stretching their fleshy necks to get a better look at her. One of them squawked, but she didn’t move. The hawk circled again, then dove. The scavengers hopped sideways with indignant screeches. She pushed herself up, and the hawk changed course, soaring back into the sky. The vultures lingered; she glared at them.

“Fuck off.” Her voice cracked. “I ain’t dead yet.”

The huge birds stared with glittering beady eyes. A flash of anger filled her, and she bared her teeth and growled, swiping in their direction like an angry cat. The vultures took off in a flurry of noise and dust.

Now alone, she struggled to her feet. Her chapped lips stung, and her throat burned with thirst. She started trudging forward again, not in any particular direction. Just one foot in front of the other. Her stomach cramped. The last thing she’d eaten had been a couple of small eggs she’d stolen from a nest two days ago.

The sun had moved halfway across the sky when a dust cloud appeared in the distance. She stopped walking, swaying as her legs trembled. Running was pointless; her pursuer could track anything. She took a deep breath and clenched her fists at her sides, steeling herself against seeing his face.

The ramshackle bikes skidded to a stop, and she squinted through the dust to see three strangers. For a moment, she felt lightheaded with a strange mix of relief and disappointment. It wasn’t him. The two on the sides revved their snarling engines, looking her over in a way that made her feel cold. One was young, still a boy, and the other was a giant man who leered at her, flashing a crude gold tooth. But she paid attention to the one in the middle. Faded tattoos crawled up his neck, and he eyed her with a calculating gaze. The other two kept looking at him as though waiting for instruction.

For a moment, she hesitated. She could try to run. She could cry and scream. She could even try to fight. But her brother had taught her too well for that. He’d trained her to survive.

You’re small, but you’re clever, Wolf had told her. Folks see a kid and assume they’re the smarter one. An’ maybe they are, but anytime somebody underestimates you, you can use that.

So she squared her bony shoulders and said, “I’m lookin’ for work. I’m . . . I’m a healer, and I’m lookin’ for work.”

The man on the left snorted with laughter, slapping his leg, but the one in the middle raised a single brow.

“That so?” he finally said in a lazy, dangerous voice.

She clenched her ragged shirt at her sides to keep her hands from shaking. “Yeah. That’s so.”

“Just when you think you seen it all.” The one on the left swung a leg over and knocked a wobbly kickstand down, his eyes on her. “C’mon, boss, we could use a little fun. How ’bout—”

A gunshot cracked across the dry, barren ground. She jerked backward, biting her tongue hard enough to taste copper. The man who’d dismounted glanced down at his bleeding shoulder in shock.

“The fuck—” he choked.

“Tell you what,” the leader said, holstering his pistol. “I’ve been dreadful bored. So here’s your chance. You fix Grip here, an’ you’re hired.”

“Juck—” Grip started, wheezing and clutching his shoulder. He collapsed on one knee, his eyes rolling between her and the man who’d shot him.

The third biker laughed with a sneer, and she knew they expected her to fail. She stood quietly for a second, then stepped forward.

“Juck!” Grip sputtered. “Juck, boss, I didn’t mean to—” He glanced at the young biker. “Vulture . . . help me, man—”

Both Juck and Vulture ignored him. Out of the corner of her eye, she could tell Juck’s gaze had locked on her. She approached the bleeding man and placed her hands on his shoulder.

“The hell—” Grip sucked in a startled gasp.

Nothing happened. At least, she knew that’s what it looked like. But a second later, the bullet pushed itself out of Grip’s shoulder like a worm emerging from dirt. She spared a glance at Juck to see shock and excitement creeping across his face. The bullet dropped to the sand, and she staggered backward, somehow remaining on her feet. She tried to hide the way her entire body shook with chills by clasping her trembling hands together. In the silence, Grip stared open-mouthed at her, his beefy hand gingerly touching the fresh pink scar where the bullet hole had been.

Juck smiled. She held his eyes, unsure if she should feel relieved that she wasn’t going to die today.

“You’re hired,” Juck said. “Come here, girl.”

She didn’t hesitate this time. She left Grip where he sat, still gaping, and walked to Juck’s bike. She lifted her freckled face and studied him. He appeared to be in his late forties, hair and beard beginning to grey. He had ruddy, wrinkled skin from the desert sun and a pleasant enough expression, but something about him set her on edge, something dark.

“Look at those eyes,” Juck murmured. “Never seen eyes that green before.”

Her stomach twisted, and she fought the urge to shift on her feet. The third biker, Vulture, sized her up from behind Juck. He looked a little younger than Wolf, maybe sixteen or seventeen. His dark blond hair curled at the ends, and his face was handsome, but as he stared down at her, his nose wrinkled in disgust.

“Gods, she’s all bones,” Vulture mocked.

Her face reddened. She’d been skinny before, but two weeks in the desert with practically no food had reduced her to almost nothing.

“Without bones, we’d be nothin’ more than puddles of muck on the ground,” Juck rebuked.

Vulture flushed and scowled.

“What’s your name, girl?” Juck asked.

Her name stuck in her throat like a rock. The girl she’d been was as good as dead, so who was she now? “Don’t got one.”

“How old are you?” Vulture crossed his arms. “Seven?”

She flashed him a fierce look. “I’m ten, asshole.”

Vulture snorted, and she clenched her fists hard enough that her nails bit into her palms.

“Don’t got a name, huh?” Juck smiled. “Well, you do now, Bones.”

She tensed but didn’t fight as he grabbed her around the waist and lifted her onto his bike in front of him. He gripped the handlebars, his arms closing her in like steel bars.

“Let’s git,” he said, a triumphant smile playing across his face. He revved the bike, then took off with a jerk.

She clung to the cracked leather seat and didn’t look back.

“The gods sent an angel, all for me,” Juck said reverently in her ear.

She didn’t correct him, but she knew Wolf would have laughed himself sick at the thought of her being an angel. The wind whipped the tears out of her eyes and left them somewhere behind, along with her name.

She was Bones, Wolf was gone, and the only kind of angel she could ever possibly be was an angel of death.




CHAPTER 1

TWELVE YEARS LATER

Unfortunately, I wasn’t going to bleed to death.

The big gash in my temple had finally closed up after trickling blood down my face for hours. If it’d been anyone else, I would’ve called that a good sign, but for me?

There was a damn good chance I was better off dying in the dark.

I leaned my head back, letting it thud against the metal wall. The empty safe was barely large enough for me to sit with my legs crossed. Zip ties secured my hands behind my back, leaving raw welts on my wrists.

If you’re captured, don’t fight ’em. They’ll think you’re weak. Use that against ’em.

I know, Wolf. I panicked, okay?

The mercenaries had snuck up on my sad little camp under cover of the thick trees. I hadn’t seen them until they were on top of me.

If you’re outnumbered, do not try to fight.

There’d been six of them, but I did manage to fling red-hot coals in one asshole’s face and leave my only knife buried in another’s thigh.

Never give up your only weapon! Wolf barked.

Gods, will you shut up already?

If I’d kept my head, they probably would’ve locked me in a regular room, but since I fought and injured them just enough to piss them off, they threw me in this godsforsaken safe.

The worst part was not knowing why. Did they know me? Did a bounty for me exist already? Or had I been picked up by traffickers? I smiled humorlessly. Gods, wouldn’t that be fitting?

The dim light and lack of interaction made it difficult to tell how much time had passed, but I would guess I’d been in here for more than a day. My stomach ached with hunger and my throat burned with thirst. Had they forgotten about me? Had they all been killed in a fight? Had I been left to waste away in a metal coffin?

I’d fallen into a half-asleep daze when a noise startled me. I sat in the pitch black, my heart pounding and adrenaline flooding my veins, as something scraped at the door, followed by muffled voices. The deliberate scraping picked up again, and dread began to pool in my stomach. The mercs didn’t have any trouble locking the safe when they threw me in here. My eyes widened in sudden realization. These people weren’t unlocking it, they were picking it. I strained to hear the conversation, then froze at a clicking sound. With a groan of metal, the gears turned, and the thick door swung open. I forced myself to slump over with my eyes closed, heart in my throat.

A bright light shone on my face and a strangled exclamation cut through the silence. Hands grabbed my arms and dragged me out to lie on the cold floor. Someone near the door spoke in a harsh, angry whisper I couldn’t make out, but a body knelt beside me and cut the ties around my wrists. Blood rushed back into my hands, my fingers spasming. I wanted to lash out, to run, but Wolf’s voice thundered in my head. I cracked my eyes open, squinting in the light. Shadowy figures filled the room, but they sure as hell weren’t the mercs. Scraps of whispered conversation peppered the dark.

“—believe that little fucker lied. There’s nothing here!”

“—end well. Fuck!”

“—leave her. We gotta get outta here.”

The person beside me reached out, and I flinched. They withdrew and set the flashlight on the floor, illuminating a handsome male face. He looked to be somewhere in his mid to late twenties, with a strong jaw covered in light stubble. His brown eyes—gentle eyes—widened in concern, and that told me all I needed to know.

“I’m not gonna hurt you.” He reached out again. “Can you walk?”

I nodded, shaking. I tried to push myself up then sank back, feigning a hiss of pain. He fell for it. Brows drawing together, he seized my arms and helped me stand. I wobbled on one foot, keeping the other raised as though it hurt to walk on. He ducked under my arm, supporting my weight, and his warmth seeped into me. I didn’t have to fake leaning on him. Thanks to the blood loss and hunger, the room wouldn’t stop spinning. The other well-armed figures bled out of the room, scouting ahead. Their guns glinted in the dim light as we crept down the hallway, all five of them blending into the shadows with their dark clothing.

A cool breeze blew in from the open window at the end of the hall. It looked big enough for me to fit through, and a flat roof stretched out below it. Perfect. My companion and I brought up the rear of the group, and the other four passed the window and turned down the next hallway. Once we reached the window, I doubled over, moaning in pain. He fell for it again, hook, line, and sinker, crouching down to look at me.

“Hey, are you—”

I threw my shoulder into him, hard. I glimpsed the surprise on his face as he went down, tripping over my foot, which I’d placed behind his. I ducked through the open window, dropped onto the roof, and ran. My bruised body screamed in protest and my head swam, but adrenaline spurred me on. I sprinted across the concrete. Behind me, I heard bodies drop onto the roof in pursuit. I didn’t dare look back. The edge of the roof loomed ahead, and I didn’t pause, throwing myself into the darkness and praying to any gods listening that I would land on something besides the ground.

I collided hard with a ramshackle patched-up tin roof, gasping in pain as a loose piece of metal stabbed into my shoulder. I scrabbled for a grip on the tin, slicing my knees and palms before I stopped inches from the edge.

Someone landed with a thud on the roof nearby, and I pushed myself up and took off again. The pain in my chest twisted with each breath, but I didn’t have time to examine it.

The small buildings in this town sat almost on top of each other, sharing walls to reduce building materials, which made it easy to run but almost impossible to hide. I jumped over a crumbling stovepipe and made a sharp turn left. I couldn’t see my pursuer anywhere. I needed to get to the ground. It’d be easier to disappear—

A furious shout rang out. Gunfire erupted behind me.

I swore, dropping onto my stomach. Bullets sprayed around me, but a stolen glance revealed it wasn’t the mysterious gang pursuing me. The mercs poured onto the roof.

The gang scattered, ducking for cover and returning fire. I swore again, trying to crawl forward on my stomach. I did not want to get stuck in the middle of a gang war. Again. Below, people scattered, doors slammed, and the street emptied in seconds. No one shouted. No one looked up twice. It was smart; curiosity got you killed.

The gunfire moved away, and somebody let out a strangled scream. I started to scramble to my feet. I needed to get off this damn roof before—

A body slammed me into the roof, knocking the air from my lungs.

“Don’t move,” a voice growled in my ear.

His weight pinned me down. I gasped in a lungful of air, and then bullets sprayed around us again, tearing up the tin roof. Panicked, I tried to kick away from my captor.

“Don’t move!” he hissed again.

I gritted my teeth against a whimper and forced myself to go still. As soon as the gunfire eased, he dragged me in a crouch behind the remains of a brick chimney. His hand gripped my arm like a vise. I couldn’t get a good look at his face, but somehow I knew it was the one who’d tried to help me earlier.

“Get her back!” The scream came from somewhere behind us. “Find her! Get—”

Gunfire swallowed up the rest, and I prayed to the gods that somebody put a bullet in that merc.

I took advantage of the moment and tried to wrench free. He moved so fucking fast, trapping me in a chokehold with my face against the crumbling chimney and my back against his chest. His arm tightened around my neck. I panicked and clawed at his arm, black spots dancing in my vision.

Do not fucking panic! Wolf barked.

I slumped in his hold, pretending to pass out. He relaxed his arm so I could breathe but continued to hold me against his body. I sucked in a breath, ducked my chin, and sunk my teeth into his forearm. He swore as he ripped away, and I tasted blood. I tried to duck under his other arm, but bullets slammed into our hiding place. The noise deafened me. Pieces of brick and mortar flew everywhere. He grabbed a handful of my jacket and yanked me toward him. I braced for a blow, but instead, he swung me around to trade places, giving me more cover from the bullets.

I didn’t have much time to process that before he let out a strangled gasp that told me he’d been hit. He fell forward onto his knees, his hands grabbing at his gut, and slumped on top of me, his weight crushing me for the second time. I shoved at him, and he rolled off onto his back.

It was my chance to escape.

I struggled up to kneel, trying to peer around the chimney, when a hand snagged my jacket.

“Road past Ace’s is clear.” He groaned out each word, but his eyes stayed sharp on my face. “Run.”

I hesitated. He was still helping me? Of course, it could be a trap, but even in the dim moonlight, I could see the dark blood oozing out between his fingers. I could smell it, thick and coppery.

“Run!” he growled.

I didn’t move. His eyes narrowed in confusion as I stared into them. I could hear Wolf’s voice screaming at me.

Get the fuck outta there!

The few small broken pieces of me that still cared about a person in pain cut like glass under my skin. I could run and save myself, but if I did, he would die.

I hissed through my teeth and pried his hand away from the wound, putting pressure on his bloody stomach.

“Leave me,” he groaned in pain. “Go.”

His face paled, blood dribbling between his lips as he coughed. I’d seen death on people’s faces more times than I could count. Death had a way of revealing people’s true natures. Some people begged, some threatened, some tried to bargain. And this idiot I didn’t even know was dying and still trying to help me. I hated him for it.

He started trying to talk again, grabbing at my hands.

“Shut up, dumbass,” I snarled at him, pressing harder at his wound.

He cried out in pain, then quieted as the familiar warmth spread from my chest down my arms and into his stomach. The bullet had gone clean through his gut. Normally a death wound, but not tonight. I could feel his body mending beneath my fingers, all the muscles and organs knitting themselves back together. His hand curled over the top of one of mine, squeezing gently, and I glanced up to see his eyes full of awe. The wound closed shut, leaving what I knew would be a fresh pink scar, and the warmth left me.

Head spinning, I dragged in a breath and shivered, chilled like I’d jumped into an icy river. His lips formed a question, eyes alight with amazement.

“Who—”

Time to go.

I jerked away. His fingers moved across his stomach, searching for a wound that was no longer there. I started to stand, listening for gunfire, ready—

Something cracked into the back of my head like thunder, and everything went dark.

Angry voices cut through me as I regained consciousness. My head pounded. I cracked my eyes open, a pained groan escaping through my teeth, and everything went silent. I blinked at the pale pink dawn until three male faces blocked my view. They stared down at me, and my heart seized in terror.

I rolled and they lunged. I managed to get to my knees, the world spinning so violently I thought I might be sick, before hands hauled me up to my feet. I kicked out, but strong arms banded around me, pinning both of mine to my sides. I threw my throbbing head backward, aiming for his nose, but I wasn’t quite tall enough and collided with his collarbone. Stars burst in my vision. Before I could recover, he yanked my upper body back while shoving his hips into mine, forcing me onto his knee. The more I fought, the more he leaned back, pulling me with him until only the tips of my toes touched the ground. I thrashed, but he was firmly centered, and I had no leverage. I gave up, helpless fury burning in my chest.

A dark-haired man stepped right in front of me. He looked older than my twenty-two years, maybe nearing thirty. His dark eyes matched his unruly black hair. He stood so close, I could see flecks of gold sparking in his irises as he glared at me, reminding me of the dark grey chunk of flint I’d stolen to make my campfires. A long scar ran up his left cheek, stopping underneath his eye.

“Juck’s secret weapon,” he said, his voice low and hard.

The roaring in my head threatened to drown me. So the mercs had known. They’d known me, which meant somebody had talked. I thought I’d have more time, I thought I’d be able to get farther away—

“Lot of stories make more sense now,” he continued. “Like Juck’s immortality.”

I glared at him, and he glared right back. A giant muscled man shifted into view, arms crossed. He had dark brown skin and black hair buzzed close to his scalp. Despite his intimidating size, he met my gaze with a calm, steady expression.

“What are you?” the first man demanded.

I stared stubbornly at the trees behind him. Gods, I’d been free for two weeks. Two. Defeat tasted bitter in my mouth.

“Mac!” Both men’s hands twitched toward the guns on their hips as a lanky boy came hurtling through the trees toward us, all gangly arms and legs. “Trucks are moving out. Mercs.”

“Get to the rovers,” the black-haired man, Mac apparently, said. “Load up.”

He turned his back on me and stalked into the trees. The one holding me let go, dropping me back to the ground. I shot a glance up at his face to meet the brown eyes of the one I’d so stupidly healed. I glanced away, tensing further when Muscles stepped forward. They each grabbed one of my arms and dragged me along after Mac. I couldn’t see the town anywhere, only forest. I squinted up at the sky, trying to get a read on our location, but it only made my head hurt worse.

We stepped out into a clearing. Mac climbed into a fortified off-road vehicle with two seats in the front and a bench seat in the back, and it purred to life. A second one behind it already idled. My two guards shoved me into the back seat of the one Mac waited in. I scrambled over the seat, trying to escape out the other side, but Muscles caught my ankle and yanked me back. I tumbled onto the floor of the rover but managed to kick out hard with my free leg as I fell, catching Muscles in the chin. A sick sort of satisfaction swelled when he swore and spit blood.

“Will you fucking hold on to her?” Mac snapped, glancing back.

Muscles hauled me up, blood dribbling down his chin. “You wanna get tied up again?”

I dropped my eyes as my stomach twisted. My wrists ached with welts and bruises from being zip-tied for so long in that safe. Satisfied, he shoved me back, then climbed in. He wiped the blood from his chin, glaring at me. I scooted away for some space, but Brown Eyes crowded into the other seat next to me, his gaze appraising. I dropped mine to the floor and tucked my hands into my lap to hide how they trembled. The adrenaline had faded, leaving me nauseous and shaky.

“On your go, Alpha,” a female voice crackled over a radio.

The rover peeled out, the second one following close behind. We traveled on a near-overgrown dirt road that snaked through the woods. The rover bounced over the rough terrain, making my head throb. The back seat fit two, not three. Wedged between the two men, I tried to make myself as small as possible, but I couldn’t avoid the way their thighs and shoulders pressed against mine. Skin crawling, I hunched forward and kept my eyes trained on my scuffed-up boots. We drove in silence for a while, but I could feel the questions brewing.

I took a moment to catalog my injuries. The back of my head pounded from when I was knocked out, but at least the gash in my temple hadn’t reopened. Small but painful cuts covered my palms and knees from the tin roofing. The left side of my chest under my shoulder hurt the worst. I remembered landing hard on sharp metal when I jumped off the roof. I winced as my thick plaid shirt caught on the wound, and warm blood started trickling down my chest. I’d have a new scar, one right next to my final gift from Juck.

“What’s your name?” Brown Eyes spoke over the engine.

I hesitated, debating whether stubborn silence would be worth it. Probably not.

“Bones,” I muttered.

I didn’t look up, but in the silence, I assumed all of them had the same surprised expression most people got when they heard my name.

“Bones?” Brown Eyes repeated.

Muscles snorted. “Funny name for a pretty little thing.”

“That pretty little thing near knocked your teeth out,” Brown Eyes said.

I stole glances at both, tensing. Muscles glared daggers at him, but Brown Eyes grinned. I stared back down at my feet.

“Sounds like a bounty hunter’s name,” the young boy in the front seat chimed in, twisting around to peer back at us.

“Shuddup, Jax,” Mac ordered.

The boy scowled but turned back around.

“Got a surname?” Brown Eyes asked.

“No,” I lied.

“Okay,” he said. “So how’d you heal me, Bones?”

I gritted my teeth and tried to focus past the pounding in my head. “I’m a healer.”

“Yeah, you’re gonna need to explain that a bit more,” he said. “Because I’ve never met a healer who could do what you did.”

I caught a glimpse of Mac’s eyes in the rear mirror and glanced away quickly. “I have—” Gods, help me. “Powers.”

A short silence fell before Muscles repeated, “You have magic healing powers?”

My temper rose, and I forced it back down. “Yes.”

“Magic healing powers?” Muscles said again, even more skeptically.

“Ask your buddy why he’s still breathing if you don’t believe me,” I snapped.

“I mean, I got no explanations,” Brown Eyes said. “It sure as hell seemed like magic.”

“Maybe it was a trick,” Muscles said.

“If it was, it fuckin’ hurt,” Brown Eyes replied.

“I don’t do fucking tricks,” I muttered.

“So you have magic healing powers.”

Gods, if Muscles said that one more time, I would jump out of this rover.

“How?” Brown Eyes asked.

“Fuck if I know,” I ground out through clenched teeth.

“Have you always had them?”

“Yes.”

Silence fell again. I could sense them exchanging looks, but I folded myself farther in half, elbows on my knees and hands clasped behind my neck. If I hadn’t so stupidly healed Brown Eyes, I probably could’ve passed myself off as Juck’s runaway whore or something. Not like that’d be far from the truth anyway. But now they’d seen what I could do, and there was no way in hell they would let me go.

“I’m Trey,” Brown Eyes said.

I didn’t move.

“Griz is the one still spitting blood,” Trey added, amused.

Muscles growled on the other side of me, but it sounded half-hearted at best.

“Mac’s drivin’, and that’s Jax up there,” Trey continued.

I stayed still. My eyes were so dry they felt like they might crumble to dust in my head. After a few minutes, someone nudged my shoulder. I tensed as I peered up, but Trey held out what looked like a granola bar wrapped in wax paper. My stomach cramped in hunger. I took it, hands trembling, and bit off a small piece. I wanted to inhale the whole thing, but I knew that wouldn’t end well, so I nibbled a few bites before holding it back out to him.

Trey frowned. “You can eat all of it.”

“I’m done,” I said, then, trying not to sound too desperate, I asked, “Do you have any water?”

Trey reluctantly took the granola bar and pulled a battered metal bottle out of his pack. I tipped it back, gulping down the water. I had to force myself not to drink it all, but when I tried to give it back, Trey shook his head. “It’s okay. You can finish it.”

I didn’t need to be told twice.

“Can you heal yourself?” Griz asked, looking at the gash on my head.

“No.”

Griz gave me a look I couldn’t quite read and then glanced down at my shoulder. “Did you get shot?”

I curled inward, away from his gaze. “No. Just a cut.”

“That’s a lot of blood for just a cut,” Griz protested.

“It’s nothing.”

They didn’t say anything more. We drove and drove through the endless woods, nothing but trees and mountains as far as I could see. Where the hell were we going? I had no idea what sort of holds existed out here in the mountains. I wanted to ask, but it was safer to stay quiet and small and observe.

Of all the half-assed plans—

Shut up, Wolf.

I didn’t know what to think of these people. Mac knew I’d belonged to Juck. They’d been looking for his “secret weapon,” and I’d be willing to wager that didn’t mean anything good. So far they hadn’t hurt me too much besides knocking me out. Trey seemed to care about my well-being, but I knew all too well that one person caring didn’t mean shit.

Exhaustion crept over me. I tried hard to fight it, but I dozed off several times before jerking awake, startling both men next to me every time.

“Bones, it’s alright if you sleep,” Trey murmured, which only made me try harder to resist.

Stay alert, Wolf snapped.

Despite my best efforts, it wasn’t long before the fatigue won and pulled me under.




CHAPTER 2

I jerked awake with a gasp. Next to me, a body jolted, and on the other side, somebody swore. My heart pounded, and it took me a few seconds to remember where the hell I was. The sun had sunk below the horizon, bathing the sky in orange streaks. The rover had stopped, but I still couldn’t see anything but forest. The wide-open space of the desert often made me feel exposed, but here, engulfed by trees, I felt trapped.

“Jumpy little thing,” Griz muttered, and I flushed.

Mac and Jax hopped out as the second rover parked beside us.

Griz pulled me out, gripping tighter as I swayed a little. Gods, I hoped this dizziness would pass soon. The second rover’s crew unloaded beside us, two women and one other man. The driver—a woman with long black hair pulled into a ponytail—stared me down, a look of pure hatred in her bloodshot eyes. I took an involuntary step backward, treading on Griz’s foot.

“Bring her over here,” Trey called, pulling a battered first aid kit from the back of the rover. The woman turned away and began unloading supplies. Unease swirled in my stomach. Had I seen her before?

Trey set the kit on the hood, standing in the headlight. Griz led me over, then remained next to me with his massive arms crossed.

“Come sit down and unbutton your shirt so I can take a look at that wound on your shoulder,” Trey said, gesturing toward a large rock.

All thoughts of the woman went straight out of my head.

“It’s a scratch.” I gripped the collar of my shirt, pulling it tighter across my chest and trying to suppress my grimace of pain from doing so.

“Look, Bones, I’m not trying to make a move on you,” Trey said patiently, “but that’s not just a scratch. Your shirt is wet, which means it’s still fuckin’ bleeding. That wound needs to be cleaned and maybe stitched. You know that.”

I glared at him, heat rising in my face. “I can do it myself.”

“You can’t even see it. C’mon. You want Griz to sit on you?” A smile quirked at the corner of Trey’s mouth. “Because we can do this the hard way.”

He rolled up his sleeves, and in the bright light of the headlights, I caught a glimpse of the bite I’d given him. It had healed along with his bullet wound, leaving an imprint of my teeth marks as a new scar.

Griz stepped forward, and I tensed. I didn’t understand why they were making such a big deal out of a stupid wound. If they were trying to intimidate me, they were succeeding. When he took a second step, I panicked and took off like a terrified rabbit, but apparently Griz had anticipated that and caught me swiftly. The rest of the group went quiet, and I could feel everyone’s eyes on us. My heart pounded and my stomach churned with a swell of fear. I kept my eyes on the ground.

Trey must’ve signaled to everyone somehow because they went back to their tasks, ignoring the three of us.

I flinched when Trey reached toward me, and he withdrew his hand. I hated that I couldn’t control the way my body reacted. My face burned.

“We’re not gonna hurt you,” Griz murmured, still holding my arm.

“I can do it myself. Let me do it,” I tried again, hating the desperation leaking into my tone.

“Hey.” Trey’s voice gentled in a way that made my throat tighten. “Bones, look at me.”

“I swear it’s nothin’. Give me a bandage, and I can take care of it.”

“Bones, c’mon, look at me.”

I stared at his hands. He stood a step away, keeping his gestures slow and non-threatening. He had workers’ hands, calloused and rough, and he kept his nails neatly trimmed. The sun had browned his skin and highlighted the small white scars peppered across his hands. He tucked his wavy brown hair back behind his ear to keep it out of his face. I finally met his stare and hated the gentleness shining through. His brown eyes, framed with long eyelashes, gazed into mine.

“I know you’ve got little cause to trust us,” Trey said, low enough for only me to hear. “But I owe you my life, and I swear on that debt, you’re safe with me. That wound is bleeding a lot, and I want to stitch it up. Will you let me do that?”

“What’ll you do if I don’t?” I tried to sound defiant, but I sounded scared.

“Keep pestering you until you change your mind.” He smiled.

I didn’t return it and his face grew serious again.

“We aren’t gonna force you, Bones. I was kidding about Griz sitting on you.”

“I wouldn’t sit on you even if he told me to,” Griz added. “I’d probably break you in half.”

“I’m not the best healer and I sure as hell can’t do what you can do. But I can stitch a wound.” Trey paused, then added, “I can’t just do nothin’ when somebody’s hurt. You seem like you feel the same way.”

The silence stretched as I stared at him. I knew he meant that moment on the roof when I’d looked into his eyes and decided to heal him instead of running. I didn’t like that he’d somehow seen those thoughts on my face. I could usually better hide what I felt.

“Please, Bones,” Trey added softly. “I’m not gonna hurt you.”

Maybe he wouldn’t, but a life debt only carried so far, and I wasn’t just afraid of being hurt.

Choose your battles, Wolf snarled.

Everything went flat and distant like the world around me dimmed. My fingers fumbled at the buttons, shaking, but I obediently unbuttoned the plaid shirt and pulled the fabric off my left shoulder to expose my upper chest and the bloodied tank underneath. I braced myself, but Trey’s low exclamation still made me wince.

“What the fuck?” Anger snapped in his voice, but his hands were gentle as he shifted my flannel over more.

Griz went still beside me, and my face burned. In the center of my chest, a large, crude J had been branded into my flesh. It started at my collarbone and ended above my breasts, the rough skin raised and colored an angry red, clearly a semi-recent wound. It was impossible to miss, but then that had been the point.

“Juck did this to you?” Trey’s voice dropped to something quiet and dark.

I didn’t answer him, figuring that was pretty fucking obvious. My throat tightened. I wished I could sink into the ground and disappear.

“Does that burn need some kind of treatment?” Griz asked.

His gruff voice sounded gentle, and it startled me enough that I flicked my eyes up. His gaze remained calm and steady, but it looked like actual concern shone there instead of the sharp, prying eagerness I’d learned to expect. I glanced at Trey, but he’d turned toward the woods, a muscle in his jaw flexing. I shook my head.

“Does it hurt?” Griz asked.

“Not really,” I lied. It ached all the time, but admitting pain was handing over leverage. I kept my face blank and shoulders loose, willing him to believe me.

“How long ago did this happen?” Trey asked roughly.

The words took a second to reach my mouth, like my voice was running behind the moment. “Couple weeks.”

A brief silence hung around us.

“Uh.” Trey cleared his throat. “Okay. This gash in your shoulder is gonna need some stitches. Looks like a piece of that shitty roof stabbed you. You want a swig?”

I numbly took the bottle from him. He unrolled a leather satchel full of basic healer tools, and the relief made me lightheaded. Maybe he wasn’t going to pry. Maybe this could stay clinical—needle, thread, blood, and nothing else. I tipped the bottle back and swallowed until the burn began to blur. Eyes watering, I handed it back.

“I’m gonna pour this over the wound, alright?” Trey waited until I nodded before pouring the amber liquid over my shoulder, catching the excess with a clean rag.

My body jerked in pain, sharp enough that the world flashed white at the edges. For a second I wasn’t fully in my own skin, just floating in a braced awareness of hurt. Griz uttered a sympathetic noise. Trey passed me the bottle again, and I took it with hands that didn’t quite feel like mine, gulping as he started stitching me up. He worked confidently like he’d done this a few times before. The alcohol took the edge off, but it still hurt like hell. Griz took the bottle from me as Trey worked, taking a swig himself.

After Trey tied the stitches off, I shrugged my flannel back on as quickly as I could, buttoning it up to my chin. Relief swept over me, thin and shaky, but my skin still felt exposed. Then Griz handed Trey a clean rag and a fresh bottle of water.

“I’m gonna clean this up.” Trey gestured toward the gash in my head as he poured the water on the rag.

I tensed the moment Trey’s hand came to my temple, my body bracing. I breathed shallow and careful, my eyes fixed on a spot over his shoulder as he cleaned the dried blood off.

“Looks like it’s scabbed over pretty good. Shouldn’t need stitches,” Trey murmured.

“What happened there?” Griz asked, taking another drink of alcohol.

When I didn’t answer, Trey’s eyes flicked to mine again. “Bones?”

“The mercs,” I muttered.

“This is a deep gash, and it bled a lot.” Trey gently wiped the rag down the side of my face, where I could feel dried blood coating my skin. “You’re fuckin’ covered in blood. They didn’t even try to patch you up?”

Bitter, defensive words crowded the back of my throat, and I fought the urge to snap something about how most people didn’t give a shit.

“Did they hit you with something?” Griz pressed.

“Obviously.”

Griz stared for a beat, then let out a quiet huff.

“The fuck were they gonna do if you bled to death?” Trey asked.

“Well, I didn’t,” I said, hoping they got the message that I did not want to talk about this.

“How long were you in that safe?” Griz asked.

“I dunno.”

“Fuckin’ mercs,” Trey grumbled.

Well, we could agree on that at least.

“Alright. Let me see your hands.” Trey tucked the bottle under his arm and reached out, palms up.

I hesitated before putting my hands in his. Gently, he tilted them toward the headlight and leaned close to examine my shredded palms.

“Shit,” he said. “You did a number on these. You better take another drink, ’cause I’m gonna have to clean these cuts out.”

He glanced back up at my face. In the growing dark, everyone else faded away, even Griz, from where he stood at my shoulder. His hold was gentle, but my skin still prickled with warning, and I tracked every shift of his fingers with growing dread. Trey’s hands tightened on mine as his eyes shone with something like regret.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, and I knew he wasn’t talking about the cuts on my palms. “We had no idea the weapon was a person. We never would’ve taken the mission if we’d known.”

I jerked my hands away, a cold rush cutting through me. This was a trap—a trap with softness as bait.

“I can clean these myself,” I snapped, averting my gaze.

For the first time, he didn’t argue. He handed me the bottle. I tipped it back, drank, then gritted my teeth and poured the alcohol over the slices, relishing the burn. The pain was clean, simple, mine. My vision blurred, but I focused on the sting until my thoughts quieted. As I set the bottle down, Trey moved in again, wrapping my hand in a clean bandage before I could protest. Then he paused for a moment, pushing my sleeve up to look at the welts on my wrists.

“Gods, those ties were tight,” he muttered, continuing the bandage up my forearm. As he pushed my sleeve up farther to tie it off, dark bruises came into view, and a muscle in his jaw flexed.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?” Griz asked.

“No.”

The two of them exchanged a look, but Trey only grabbed the bottle and held his hand out. “I’ll do your other hand.”

I gave it to him, swearing through my teeth as he poured the last of the alcohol over the exposed wounds.

By the time he finished, the camp had been set up. Jax had cooked something in a small fire, and the savory smell made my mouth water. Trey cleaned up the supplies and Griz brought me over to the fire, his grip a little gentler. He gestured for me to sit and then took a seat on my left. Across the fire, the woman from before still glared at me with hatred. I dropped my eyes, my heart rate picking up. I racked my brain, but I didn’t recognize her.

Griz handed me a tin plate of steaming meat and potatoes. I fumbled to grip it with my bandaged hands, and then nearly dropped the whole thing when the woman across the fire leapt to her feet.

“So that’s it?” she erupted, stabbing a finger in my direction. “We’re just gonna stitch her up and feed her like nothing happened?”

“Sit down, Lana,” Griz warned.

“Sit down, Lana?” she parroted, her voice rising. “My brother is dead and that’s all you have to say?”

Dread fell over me like a thick blanket.

“We’ll have time to grieve once we get home.” Griz’s voice softened. “Right now we gotta follow orders.”

“Our orders were not to save this bitch,” Lana raged. “We were supposed to bring back the weapon—”

“She is the weapon,” Trey interrupted from a few feet away.

In the silence, everyone stared at me, and I stared at the crackling fire.

“No,” Lana snarled, moving suddenly.

My gaze shot up to her. She’d drawn a gun and pointed it straight at me.

“We couldn’t even bring his body back! I had to leave my brother on the fuckin’ roof, with the fuckin’ mercs! I can’t even bury him. And it’s her fuckin’ fault.”

“Lana!” Trey held out a hand. “Put the gun down.”

“Blood for blood.” Lana’s hands didn’t shake, but her voice did.

My gaze locked on the gun, but I couldn’t deny that I felt as much relief as I did fear. Wolf snarled, but gods, I was so damn tired.

Mac appeared behind Lana like a ghost, his gun pressed against the back of her head.

“Put it down,” Mac ordered, all scary quiet as his eyes sparked in the firelight. “We’re seein’ this through.”

Lana bared her teeth at me like a wildcat. Tears shone in her eyes, but finally, she lowered the weapon. Mac took it from her, and then Trey joined him in marching her behind the rover. In the silence, I waited in resigned misery to hear the gunshot signaling her execution, but it never came.

“Eat,” Griz said next to me.

The meal smelled amazing, but it’d been a long time since I’d eaten actual food. I ate as much as I could, stopping when my stomach roiled. I set the plate on the ground and wrapped my arms around myself.

Mac, Trey, and Lana returned after the fire had died down. Lana still radiated hatred, but she stayed silent. Mac and Trey resumed eating like nothing had happened. I eyed them, unwillingly curious. If anybody had challenged Juck like that, they’d have either been dead or close to it so Juck could have some fun. The small bit of meat and potatoes I’d eaten turned to rocks in my stomach. My fingers traced the scar under my shirt.

“Was he shot by the mercs?” I asked Griz.

He glanced at me, surprised. “Yeah.”

I let the weight of that sink over me. If I hadn’t run, her brother would probably still be alive. Blood for blood. I thought of Wolf, and a chill ran down my spine.

“That’s Raven on Lana’s left,” Griz added, nodding toward the other woman on their crew. She had long black hair and one side of her head shaved. She continued to ignore me, and I didn’t mind.

“Sam is the one over by the kid.” Sam had close-cut blond hair and a short beard. He appeared to be teasing Jax, who scowled at him.

I gave a brief nod, and Griz lapsed into silence again. He cleaned his plate and then glanced at my still-full one.

“You should eat more.”

I shook my head. “I’m done. You can have the rest.”

He eyed me for a few seconds, then shrugged and dug into my plate. I studied him. He wore a light jacket, but the bulky muscles in his arms showed through the fabric. The dark brown of his skin glowed in the firelight. There was a soothing calmness to his quiet, steady presence that annoyed me. I didn’t want to feel calm; nothing about this should make me feel calm.

Once Mac and Trey finished eating, everyone moved to their bedrolls. Griz led me behind a tree to relieve my bladder. I fumbled with my pants, but Griz kept his gaze elsewhere. When we returned to camp, he paused, looking at Mac.

“She can use Exo’s bedroll,” Mac said.

Rage flashed across Lana’s face. Exo must’ve been her brother. She opened her mouth, but before she could speak, I blurted, “No. I don’t need . . . no.”

Mac stared at me hard, then shrugged. Lana turned her back and climbed into her bedroll next to Raven, who put her arm around Lana’s shoulders. Mac took my arm from Griz, his grip painfully tight, and brought me to the rover. After I settled into the back seat, he zip-tied my bandaged wrist to a metal grab handle bolted to the back of the passenger seat. Trey came up and watched him, a frown on his face.

“This really necessary?” Trey asked, low.

“I’m not taking any more chances,” Mac snapped. “And you aren’t, either.”

Pain and guilt flashed across Trey’s face, and he didn’t argue. I tried to pretend I wasn’t paying careful attention. The tension between the two of them pulsed like a live wire. Trey was the weak link, the one who cared a little too much. If I could use that, maybe I still had a chance. Mac finished tightening the zip tie, tight enough that I couldn’t slip my bandaged hand free, and strode back toward the fire. The welts on my wrist burned. Trey seemed to hesitate.

“Trey?” I whispered, letting a tremor into my voice. He moved closer, eyeing me warily. “I—I’m sorry. About Exo.”

Trey stayed silent, and I willed my eyes to fill with tears and let them fall. He put a hand on my knee, and I managed to keep from flinching. When I glanced up through my wet eyelashes, his face had softened.

“It’s not your fault,” he said.

Careful. I heard Wolf’s stern voice. Don’t overdo it.

The alcohol warming my blood gave me courage, so I started mumbling, too quiet for him to hear. His brow furrowed. I let out a small sob and kept going. He stepped closer and leaned into the rover, trying to hear me.

“—should have let her shoot me. Why—”

His fingers snaked around my free wrist, catching my hand as I was attempting to pull the knife out of the holster on his belt.

My gaze snapped to his face, fear tightening in my gut. His eyes were sharp, but he looked amused.

“Like I said, I owe you my life,” he said, refusing to release my wrist, even as I tried to jerk free. “So I’m gonna pretend you weren’t trying to steal my knife.”

I dropped the act, swearing at him through my teeth. He quirked a half smile and let go of me, stepping back out of reach. I glared at him, wishing again I’d left him to die on the rooftop.

“Night, Bones,” he called as he walked away, leaving me alone in the dark.

The night was cold and long. I tried to get my hand free for hours, debating dislocating my thumb to see if I could slip out of the zip tie, but I didn’t think the angle would work. So, all I accomplished was fucking up the bandage and more of the skin on my wrist. I didn’t dare sleep. Even with a rotating guard, I didn’t trust these people. Sure, they needed me alive, but I knew what sort of pain could be inflicted without killing.

By the time the sun rose, my teeth were chattering, and my eyelids felt impossibly heavy. When Griz came, he noted my bloodied wrist and glared at me. I glared right back.

“C’mon,” he snapped after he cut the tie, “climb out.”

My numb, stiff legs gave out as I tried to obey. He saved me from falling on my face, swearing under his breath. The camp bustled with activity, everyone packing up to leave, but Griz stuck me by the dying fire.

“Gimme your wrist. I’ll fix the bandage.”

Too tired to argue, I gave it to him. He rewrapped the bandage as I shivered. Lana seemed to be ignoring me today. I wished I could do the same, but I didn’t trust her. I watched her help load up the rovers and nearly jumped out of my skin when someone draped a jacket across my shoulders. Trey kept moving past and climbed into the rover to start it. I wanted to throw the jacket at him, but I knew better than to give up warmth out of spite. I pulled it on, checking the pockets and scowling when I found them empty.

Too soon, Griz took me by the elbow and brought me back to the rover, where I found myself sandwiched between Griz and Trey again. I ignored them both.

“On your go, Alpha,” a female voice that I realized must be Raven crackled on the radio, and the rovers moved out.

Like the previous day, exhaustion tugged at my eyelids. I fought it as long as I could, but it wasn’t long before I blinked, and the sun jumped to the middle of the sky. I squinted at the unending sea of trees, trying to get my bearings. My shivering had eased, and I was slouched over on—

Whatever momentary calm I’d woken with evaporated as I realized I was curled into Trey’s side, my head on his shoulder. I jerked upright, but there was nowhere to go to get some space. Trey glanced at me, but I folded myself in half again despite the pain in my shoulder from the movement. I stayed that way for a long time, dozing until the rover slowed. I sat upright to see we’d driven up to a brown metal gate blocking the dirt road. Jax hopped out with a ring of keys, unlocking the gate and shoving it open. An ancient metal sign was nailed to the tree next to it. It looked like a warning, but it was so covered in bullet holes and rust, it was impossible to read. The only thing I could make out was the small circle at the bottom with the words “Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks.”

The rovers drove through, and Jax locked it behind us before clambering back in. We drove through three more gates like that, and I started feeling queasy. Wherever we were going was well protected, but I couldn’t help feeling like they were locking us in.

We climbed steadily up, and the trees thinned. When we crested a ridge, I caught my first glimpse of the hold nestled in the trees, and my breath caught.

I noticed the walls first. They were not the hastily built, rough walls I’d seen around most holds. The giant iron slabs rose from the ground like an extension of the mountain itself. The lines were clean, deliberate, designed.

At the center, a massive round watchtower loomed. The sides were smooth, a handful of windows the only blemish on the concrete. A circular walkway wrapped around the top, and figures moved around it, rifles resting against the rails as they scanned the tree line. I couldn’t tell if they’d noticed us yet or if they’d clocked us hours ago.

The gates we’d gone through suddenly made more sense. This place hadn’t been built by people scrambling to survive. It had been built in the Before as a damn fortress.

“Home sweet home,” Griz said. “Welcome to the Vault.”

I barely heard him, watching Jax hold up his fingers in a V shape aimed at the hold. With his other hand, he angled a small mirror, catching the sun’s reflection and bouncing it toward the tower. The figures on the walkway moved, and a bright light flashed in answer.

“You ready?” Trey asked.

I stole a glance at him, but he was looking at Mac, whose gaze landed on me in the rear mirror. A muscle jumped in his jaw. My stomach sank at the tension filling the air. Whatever waited for us at the Vault, it wasn’t going to be good. I knew I should give Trey his jacket back, but I found myself clutching it tighter.

“Let’s do this,” Mac replied.

As we approached, the gate opened with a metallic groan that vibrated through the rover’s frame. I stared at it as we passed through. I’d never seen anything like it. It looked thick enough to stop a tank.

Behind us, the gate began to close with a slow grinding of iron on iron. My body went very still as I listened to any hope of escape disappear. When the gate finally shut, the deafening sound echoed off the watchtower and the walls and the mountains beyond them.

I didn’t look back.

The first building inside was clearly from the old world—smooth concrete walls, thick steel bars—but the oversized sliding doors were ugly things made of scavenged planks bolted over warped metal. It looked more like a barricade than an entry.

Straight ahead, half buried in weeds, rested the skeleton of an enormous structure. Broken rebar poked up from the concrete like ribs picked clean by scavengers. Chickens wandered through the tangled growth, pecking where walls once stood. The two-lane dirt road curved carefully around it and continued straight for the watchtower.

The closer we got, the more ridiculous the houses became. They were weathered and worn, but still far more elegant than any building I’d seen. The massive logs that made up the walls were stripped of bark and fitted perfectly together. The stone chimneys were the same, each rock deliberately cut and placed by someone who had the time to care about how things looked. They’d designed these houses with entire walls of glass windows to look out through at the mountains. Glass. Clearly, they hadn’t been too concerned about security. Now most of those windows were spiderwebbed with age or patched with mismatched panes, cloudy plastic sheets, or boarded up completely.

The rovers came to a halt in the shadow of the watchtower. A few people approached, a tall older woman leading the way. She had a leather belt over one shoulder that holstered two pistols in the front and a giant knife at her hip. Faded tattoos covered her white, wrinkled skin, and her long grey hair hung in dreads secured back by a scarf. Her calculating eyes studied me, devoid of emotion. My stomach twisted at how much that look reminded me of Juck. Three men with impressive-looking guns stalked behind her. Most holds I’d encountered had some sort of council of leadership, but this show of force felt more like the desert garrisons run by the violent warlords Juck often worked with.

Mac stepped out and approached the woman, tipping his head. Trey climbed down and Griz followed, pulling me with him. His grip tightened on my arm like a warning. Mac spoke to the woman in low tones, and she replied. I couldn’t hear what they said, but the energy seemed to shift toward something ugly. I stared at my feet, waiting, and tried to prepare myself as best I could.

“Bring her,” the woman finally called in a clear, cold voice.

Griz jerked me into motion. We filed up to the watchtower and passed through a fortified door. Guards watched us, holding automatic weapons that would’ve made Juck—

No. I clenched my teeth. I didn’t have to waste my thoughts on him. Not anymore.

We descended a long circular flight of stone stairs that led to a dingy hallway underground. The woman and her guards entered a dim room with straw on the floor, but Griz and Trey stopped. Mac took my arm from Griz, and the three of them exchanged a look heavy with significance. My heart stumbled into overdrive, but then Mac yanked me forward, leaving Trey and Griz in the hallway as the door swung shut.

The small room smelled of blood and vomit and fear, and my hands started trembling. A single chair stood in the center of the room, covered with straps and buckles capable of holding someone down no matter how much they screamed and strained to get free.

“So, Mac,” the woman said, smiling in a way that made my skin crawl, “you promised me your informant was trustworthy. You swore this trip would be worth the cost.”

She paused, but Mac didn’t say a word, standing rigidly like a soldier. I stole a glance at his face. He stared at the woman with an expressionless mask. But as he gripped my arm, I could feel both our hearts racing.

“A quiet, covert operation to retrieve Juck’s secret weapon.” Her sharp gaze swung to me, and I fought the urge to shrink back. “And what have you brought me? A fortune of gasoline gone, half our supply of ammunition used up in a rooftop firefight, one of my men dead, and a scrawny girl with ‘magic healing powers’?” Her voice dripped with scorn.

“Bones could be a powerful asset,” Mac said. “There’s a reason Juck called her his secret weapon.”

“How about a demonstration?” The woman clapped, her smile growing wide again.

My stomach lurched.

“You can give us that, right, Bones?” The calmness of Mac’s tone clashed with the hardness in his eyes.

I knew it wasn’t a question.

C’mon, Wolf roared in my head. You’re not helpless, dammit!

“Yes,” I whispered hoarsely, fumbling to unwrap my bandaged hands.

The woman’s smile showed all teeth now. She beckoned us forward. I dropped the bandages into the hay and prayed the queasy feeling in my gut wasn’t showing on my face. The woman drew a wicked-looking knife from the holster on her belt. Two of her men stepped forward to grab Mac, holding him still, and my lungs turned to stone. A memory flashed of the baking-hot desert, the glint of Juck’s pistol, and the smell of Grip’s blood. The woman continued smiling ear to ear as she raised her arm and slashed Mac’s stomach clean open.

Mac doubled over as much as he could with the men holding his arms. Blood stained his shirt and ran down his legs. I blinked and, for a moment, I was hit with the memory of someone else bleeding out in front of me long ago. I moved forward in a panic, grabbing him as the men released his arms. I stumbled under his weight, but I managed to lower him onto his back. The straw on the floor beneath him turned scarlet.
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