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      To save her, he’ll have to give her up…and she won’t let him go.

      

      Dr. Ryan Yin hates his people’s mating laws, and he’s not the only tiger shifter male who feels that way. But the grumblings of some young males, led by an enigmatic and dangerous leader, threaten his people’s survival. Ryan’s very real disgust with the Mate Run allows him to infiltrate the group, where he hopes the information he finds can stave off a civil war. He never guesses the young males will go so far as to kidnap tigresses. Now Ryan has to find a way to keep the women alive and get them to safety before anyone else dies. He never expects that among the captives he’ll find his mate. Lakshmi is strong, fierce, and beautiful…and completely beyond his reach.

      

      As a rare female tiger shifter, Lakshmi Das was promised by her people that in exchange for taking part in the Mate Run, she and the other tigresses would be safe from the violence and bloodshed of centuries past. Her people failed in that promise. Now Lakshmi is at the mercy of a crazy tiger and his followers who are intent on turning her into a slave mate. Her only hope of escape is the group’s sexy, delicious-smelling doctor, a tiger she can’t let herself trust but who draws her like no other man she’s ever met.

      

      Escape will come at a price neither of them expects. They’ll have to defy their people’s laws if they have any hope of being together…but only if they can survive the vengeance of an insane shifter determined to start a rebellion.
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      Dr. Ryan Yin stared at the prone forms of the two tiger shifter females, so stunned he couldn’t speak.

      The small, rectangular room Gregory had led him to was only just wide enough to leave a walking space between the two single beds, each bed holding one woman. The one on the left, a dark-haired, dark-eyed woman, wore black dress slacks and a cream-colored button up shirt that made her look like she’d just come from work, except her clothes were wrinkled and dirty. The blond-haired woman on the bed to the right wore brightly patterned yoga pants and a light blue tank top. Neither had shoes on, and their hair was mussed and tangled against the pillows.

      The room’s plain white walls, the white sheets on the beds, and the lack of any other furniture served as a starkly simple background to the horrific sight of the two captives. Their eyes were wide and they were conscious, but neither moved as he and Gregory stood staring at them, not so much as a muscle twitch or change of expression.

      The stench of their fear and anger was so thick in the air, Ryan could almost see it. The flavors of their terror, like spoiled fruit, coated his tongue and made him want to gag.

      Over the last three weeks…actually it must be closer to four weeks now, three tiger shifter females had gone missing.

      This was not where Ryan expected to find them.

      “Make sure they don’t die, doctor,” Gregory said.

      He stood just behind Ryan, at his shoulder. His proximity made the fine hairs on the back of Ryan’s neck stand up.

      “What…?” Ryan had to swallow and start again. “What are they doing here? What have you given them?”

      “Just look after them. Make sure they keep breathing. And everything will be fine.”

      Ryan dragged his gaze from the women to stare at Gregory. The tall, young male, with his dark hair and eyes, might have been a handsome shifter if it weren’t for the stench of crazy surrounding him.

      A little less than a year ago, Gregory had started gathering young male tiger shifters to him, making promises about mates and new laws. The rhetoric appealed to many males, and Gregory had raised a small army in that period of time. Most of them even ignored the fact that Gregory had very little acquaintance with sanity. He said what they wanted to hear, so they followed him. Even when he started talking rebellion.

      Until now, though, Gregory had carefully remained within the rules of tiger shifter society. Ryan had been sent into the group to watch for any breach of the law, any excuse to take Gregory down. Yet for all Gregory’s talk, he hadn’t done anything outright that could get him or his group arrested and locked up.

      But this…kidnapping tiger shifter females…this broke so many laws, it guaranteed a death sentence. For Gregory’s entire group.

      Ryan took a calming breath. Then he said in as level a tone as he could manage, “What have you given them?”

      He forced down all the anger and horror clogging his throat. The women needed him alive. If he pissed Gregory off, he ran a good risk of getting himself killed before he could do anything to help them. And if the crazy bastard had taken all three of the missing females, then there was still one more out there somewhere. She’d need Ryan’s help, too.

      Gregory tilted his head to one side and stared for a long moment. The stench of his crazy washed over Ryan, an almost chemical smell mixed with a sickly sweet scent like rotting leaves on a forest floor, but Ryan had gotten used to that smell in the last nine months and ignored it. How the other young tigers could, he didn’t know. The smell had become more pronounced since Ryan had first met Gregory. It was like a dark miasma of fog around the male now, not just an underlying strangeness in his scent signature.

      “The drug is new,” Gregory finally said. “There’s no name for it.”

      “Where did you get it?”

      “You’ll find this ironic, doctor. I got it from that human serial killer who tried to murder your sister all those years ago.”

      Ryan blinked very slowly, sure he’d misheard. The serial killer—Bradley Williams—had tortured and murder a tiger shifter female eleven years ago. He’d used a drug on her to keep her contained, immobile but able to feel. The woman, Su-jin Lee-Bennett, had been Ryan’s sister’s best friend, and in her need for revenge, his sister had come close to getting killed, too.

      Hiding his emotions was significantly harder as he asked, “Why?”

      “Why did I deal with a tiger killer?” Gregory asked.

      “That. And why have you used that drug on our own?”

      “Williams was a pawn. Convenient. He’s improved his drug, you know. Less is required to keep them from moving.”

      “Williams killed one of our people. A female. How could you have anything to do with him?”

      “He was the only one with the drug. I couldn’t get access to the lab where that bitch elder Elizaveta keeps the old version.”

      “Again, I will ask, why have you drugged and kidnapped tiger shifter females?”

      “Do you really have to ask?” Gregory tisked and shook his head. “Doctor, doctor, doctor. What do you think we’ve been aiming for all this time?”

      “Mates. Voluntary mates. Not…” He gestured to the two women. “Not kidnapping and rape.”

      “They’ll be willing. Eventually. Just make sure they don’t die.”

      Gregory walked out of the small room without looking back.

      One of the two males standing guard beyond the door closed it after Gregory, and a lock clicked loudly into place.

      Ryan felt ill. His stomach rolled in violent waves and for a heartbeat, he thought he might actually throw up. He’d made it all the way through medical school and a tough residency without once losing his lunch. Or control of his tiger nature for that matter. But this…

      He knelt by the woman on the bed to his left. Her eyes were open and she tracked his movements with her gaze, but she didn’t so much as twitch a muscle otherwise. She was conscious, but obviously couldn’t move. Since the drug was an improved version from the one used by the serial killer, it likely worked just as it had on Su-jin—which meant that even though this woman was immobile, she could probably feel everything done to her.

      “Sonofabitch,” he murmured, too quietly for the tiger guards outside the door to hear. They were loyal to Gregory in every way. If they knew what Ryan was thinking in that moment, even a little bit, they’d drag him out of here and execute him.

      “I’m a medical doctor,” he said to the woman, holding his hands up so she could see them. “I need to examine you. Please try to relax. I will be as quick as possible.”

      He took her pulse, checked her pupils, did a cursory exam of her limbs and body, making sure his touch was clinical and impersonal. His skin crawled from the vulnerability of the two women, and his tiger’s anger was turning his vision red. His rage spiked when he moved to the second woman. Her eyes were closed now, and her pulse was thready. She was barely breathing.

      “Fuck.” He hurried to the closed door and pounded on the steel-covered oak.

      One of the guards opened the door and stared at him without comment. Ryan knew the man, but not well. His name was Harlon…something. He’d joined Gregory’s group about three months ago. He was a huge male, strong and fierce in a fight. Gregory had not only taken Harlon into his fold, he’d given him a place of “honor” as one of his closest guards.

      “I need my medical gear,” Ryan said, using every ounce of arrogant cockiness expected of a surgeon.

      When they’d dragged him from his home in Boston, blindfolded, ears blocked, and a disgusting smelling rag over his nose to keep him from being able to track where they took him, they’d been smart enough to bring his large medical kit. It was the one thing in all this he was grateful for. He had emergency oxygen and, if necessary, a portable defibrillator. Those would help him keep the women alive. He hoped. He had to keep the unconscious woman breathing and her heart going long enough for the fucking drug to wear off.

      The door closed in his face, but it wasn’t soundproofed so he heard Harlon order the other male—another relatively new member of the group whose name Ryan couldn’t remember—to get the medical kit. At least that was something.

      Ryan returned to the woman who was in the most trouble. He knelt by her bed, held her wrist in one hand to monitor the fluttering of her pulse, and kept an eye on her breathing, preparing to start CPR if necessary.

      “What the fuck were they thinking?” he muttered.

      The first woman he’d examined twitched, her fingers moving against the mattress. That small movement made his heart thump harder. The drug was wearing off, thank god.

      At least he hoped her twitch was a good sign. He had no idea how long the women had been with Gregory, or how much of the drug they’d been given. If these were the same tigresses who’d been taken over the last three or four weeks…

      Damn it, how were they even still alive?

      In a barely audible whisper, he said, “Keep fighting it. You’re almost free. Of the drug at least.”

      He glanced at the locked door. They were seriously outnumbered at the moment. Even if she fully recovered, he didn’t have much hope of getting the women away from here yet.

      Especially since he had no idea where here was.

      The young males who’d escorted him here had ensured his shifter senses were blocked. They’d driven for what felt like days, based on his hunger and need to sleep and pee. Then they’d shoved him into some sort of aircraft and flown for what had seemed like several hours. From the muted sound he felt through his body more than heard, he was pretty sure they’d been in a helicopter, but he couldn’t be sure of that.

      Between the days of driving and the flight, he could literally be anywhere in North or Central America right now. Maybe even South America. He thought they hadn’t crossed any major oceans, but even that was mostly a guess. They’d done too good a job screwing with his tiger senses, and they’d left him disoriented for so long he was still recovering from it. The inside of the building didn’t give him any clues either because they hadn’t removed any of the blocks until he was just outside the door to the small room where the women were being held.

      Gregory had never fully trusted him, but he had accepted Ryan as one of his disciples. The fact that he’d gone to so much trouble to ensure Ryan didn’t know where they were couldn’t be a good sign.

      He couldn’t worry about that now. First he had to make sure both women survived the drug. He had to find out where the third was. Then he’d have to find a way to get them all out of here. Before anything worse happened.

      By the time the guard entered with Ryan’s equipment, the first female was flexing her fist. She stilled the minute the door opened, and Ryan had to hide his smile. Smart. The guard set the heavy box next to Ryan where he knelt on the ground between the two beds, then left again without a word, locking the door behind him.

      The first female went back to flexing her fist. Her arm twitched a few times and one foot jerked.

      “Keep fighting,” Ryan said under his breath as he opened the large, plastic orange box that held his emergency gear.

      He snapped on a pair of gloves, then pulled out the oxygen canister, inspecting it for possible damage before assembling and testing the valves and oxygen stream through the face mask, and then he placed the mask over the unconscious woman’s mouth and nose, ensuring an appropriate flow rate. He got the pulse oximeter out, checked to make sure the woman didn’t have nail polish on her finger or anything else that might inhibit the readings, then gently inserted her first finger into the small clip-like device to monitor the percentage of oxygen saturation in her blood. Tiger hemoglobin levels were different than humans and his pulse oximeter was designed for humans, but it at least gave him an idea of how much oxygen was moving through her veins. Next, he took out his stethoscope and listened to her heartbeat. Slow, but as he counted, he was relieved to discover it was steady.

      He turned back to the first woman. Her jaw was tight now, her head tilted back just a little.

      He moved so he would be in her line of sight and said, “I’m going to check your heartbeat.”

      He held up the stethoscope so she could see it. To his surprise, she gave a slight head nod.

      When he was sure her heart wasn’t going to explode, he settled back on his haunches and breathed. “You’ll be okay soon.” I hope. “Try to stay calm as you come out of the drug. I don’t know what kind of after-effects it’ll have.”

      As far as Ryan knew, Williams had only ever used the drug on victims he killed so he hadn’t particularly cared about residual after-effects.

      Ryan glanced at the door. Then next to the woman’s ear he said, “The longer we keep the guards from realizing you’re recovered, the better.”

      She blinked and he took the gesture as a sign that she understood.

      Damn Gregory for using something like this on their own people. What the hell had the crazy bastard been thinking? Female tiger shifters were so rare now, every single one was important. Killing one, even accidentally, wasn’t just a horrific crime against the woman, it was a crime against their entire species.

      The notable absence of the third missing female settled a sense of doom in Ryan’s chest. He hoped she was still alive somewhere, but since she wasn’t in this room and Gregory hadn’t mentioned her, Ryan feared the worst.

      He continued to monitor the unconscious woman while the other slowly broke free of the drug. He glanced at her regularly to ensure she was doing okay, but he didn’t want to crowd her as she regained control of her body.

      He didn’t know her, but that wasn’t unusual. She looked old enough to have started her Mate Runs. Males weren’t allowed any contact with unmated females outside the Run that might give them an advantage during the Run. And Ryan didn’t run. Unless he’d inadvertently seen her at the elders’ compound in West Virginia, or she was a good friend of his sister’s, he’d have no reason to recognize her.

      She was quite pretty—dark hair and eyes, sharply angled features, her skin smooth with a light flush of pink in her cheeks. Her scent was a surprisingly spicy mix, like allspice and cinnamon, combined with the earthy essence of her as an individual. He could smell the drug throughout her scent signature, the bitter bite of it making his throat tight. And under that disturbing element, he realized she also had just a faint hint of…

      “Ah hell,” he muttered. “You’re nearing your estrous cycle, aren’t you?”

      She nodded.

      Ryan closed his eyes. This was a disaster. A female in estrous around all these desperate males… Gregory’s tigers weren’t likely to keep things civilized. Ryan’s earlier fears punched him again. He had a sister. And a niece. He might not approve of the Mate Run—the only way for a male to earn a female tiger shifter mate under tiger law—but the thought of rape was abhorrent to him.

      He leaned a little closer to the still-unconscious woman and pulled in a deep breath, studying her scent. He blamed the residual effects of the rag they’d used to block his sense of smell for not noticing this right away. Just as he was afraid, under her scent signature and the bitter tang of the drug was the faintest, faintest hint of her estrous approaching.

      Leaning back he tried not to curse aloud, but in his head he was running through every hard word he knew—in two different languages.

      To the recovering woman, he murmured, “You’re both going to come into estrous soon. Probably why Gregory picked you. I’ll do what I can to protect you. But we are very outnumbered here. Gregory has at least forty loyal tiger males with him now. I’m not sure if they’re all here—wherever here is—but even half that number is too many for the three of us to fight. Even if he lets you two recover completely.”

      Even as he said that out loud, his stomach heaved again.

      “I’ll try to keep him from giving you any more of the drug. At least I can do that much. But I’ll need your help.” He spoke at the almost subsonic levels shifters could manage in close confines. He didn’t want this part of their conversation overhead by the guards just outside the door.

      She rolled her head to look at him and though no real sound came out, she mouthed the word, “How?”

      “No matter how strong you feel once the drug wears off, I need you to pretend you’re weak and groggy from it. For as long as you can. I’ll have to convince Gregory it’s too dangerous to use again. And hope he believes me. You being slow to recover might help. Plus, if things get really bad, you’ll have the element of surprise on your side.”

      She nodded, slowly but distinctly, and her dark eyes narrowed to dangerous slits as she focused on the wall behind him. He could only guess what she was thinking, but whatever it was, from the look in her eyes, he could tell that Gregory had picked the wrong woman to kidnap.

      Ryan smiled faintly as he returned his attention to the second woman. Her heartbeat and breathing were steady now, but she was still out cold. That worried him. From what he knew of the drug, it wasn’t supposed to render a victim unconscious. That was the point, to keep them immobile but awake and aware.

      “They knocked her out first,” came a faint, rusty sounding voice.

      He turned to see the first woman rolled fully onto her side, staring at her unconscious friend.

      Without looking at him, she said, “She fought. Check her head. They hit her really hard.”

      Ryan nodded and did, gently moving his gloved fingers over her scalp, under her hair. There was a very small lump behind her ear on the left. He bit back another curse.

      “How long have you been here?” he asked, reaching for a penlight from his kit. He eased open the woman’s eyes, checking her pupils and blowing out a relieved breath when they were reactive and even. But worry still tightened his gut.

      Shifters healed really fast. For that lump to still be there, either the women were just taken a few hours ago, the drug had slowed down her ability to heal normally, or they’d hit her hard enough to fracture her skull. None of those options were good.

      Even worse was the fact that these probably weren’t the same women the community already knew had disappeared. There was no way the unconscious woman would have survived weeks of a head injury that had done enough damage to still have the bump present.

      “Not sure,” the first woman breathed. “Got me with the drug. Used me to distract her. Was a…Wednesday? I think when they took me. Hard to remember.”

      “The drug has played with your senses. Have you been injected more than once?”

      “Yes. Can’t remember how many times.”

      “Fucking sonofabitch.”

      He wasn’t sure how long ago they’d picked him up. A few days at least. If they’d taken the women first, before coming for him, or even at the same time as he’d been taken, then the two had been captives—and given that fucking drug repeatedly—for days now. As long as a week?

      And they were likely the fourth and fifth females to disappear. Which meant the three original tigresses were still missing, women he couldn’t even be sure Gregory held.

      His anger raged through him. His tiger, usually a pretty calm part of his nature, was literally clawing to get out and rip the other males to pieces. He breathed slowly, controlling his animal side so his human side could better look after his patients.

      “Has she been unconscious most of the time since you were taken?” Ryan asked. She’d had her eyes open when he’d first come in but had passed out only minutes afterward. If she’d been mostly unconscious for days…

      Gregory was lucky she wasn’t dead.

      “Yes,” the woman said. “Not sure how much time passed between them taking me and taking her, though.”

      That news meant the conscious woman could still be one of the original missing three. Ryan wasn’t sure if that made him feel better or not, because it meant the conscious woman had been held and drugged for much longer than a few days.

      “But she’s been out for a while,” the woman continued. “Even when she’s opened her eyes, she hasn’t really…been there. They kept injecting us with that drug every time we showed any signs of movement. Was too scared to hide it at first.”

      She murmured the last so quietly, Ryan almost missed it. “You’ve done good. You’re still alive. You just have to stay that way.”

      “I’ll die before allowing rape,” she hissed.

      “I’d rather those weren’t your only choices,” he said dryly, but inside he wasn’t sure how to stop it.

      Drugged, she wouldn’t be able to prevent the males from raping her. Even at full strength, she was in the middle of a group of very desperate tigers who had no ethical issues with rape. At least that was the impression they’d given Ryan over the last nine months. And if they did allow her to be free of the drug, she’d fight—he could see it in her eyes—and she’d die.

      Both women would die unless he could find a way to get help. Soon.

      He was running through options, his hand on the unconscious woman’s wrist as he absently kept track of her pulse, when he felt the other woman’s stare. He met her gaze.

      “You’ll help us?” she asked.

      “I’m going to try. I just don’t know how yet.”

      She rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t want to die,” she murmured.

      He didn’t know what to say to that, so he just took her hand and squeezed briefly. He pulled away immediately after, afraid she’d take the physical gesture the wrong way if he maintained contact too long. Given her situation, Ryan couldn’t abide causing her any more distress than she was already under.

      He kept thinking of Sarah and her daughter, and of them being in a situation like this. He almost couldn’t breathe around the shot of terror the thought of that invoked.

      “What’s your name?” he asked quietly, as much to distract himself as her.

      “Lakshmi. Lakshmi Das.”

      She wasn’t one of the original three missing females. She and the still unconscious woman were the fourth and fifth victims, then. Ryan closed his eyes to rein in his anger.

      “I’m Ryan Yin,” he said, because he owed her that much. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      She snorted, and the faint sound eased some of his tension.

      He recognized her name, of course. The males knew all the females, by name if not by sight, because there were so few of them to know—only 148 in total in the US, both mated, unmated, and children. Lakshmi wasn’t from the East Coast, so even if he did take part in Mate Runs, he’d never have encountered her. If not for this disaster. Males were only allowed to participate in Mate Runs near their home territories. A female could open her Run to more males from different parts of the country, or even different countries, if she didn’t find any of the local males to her liking. That happened rarely, though. Most females had a large number of males to choose from and didn’t often need to bring males from other regions in before they found a mate.

      The restrictions placed on males, the entire Mate Run, was designed to protect the females while still ensuring each one mated with a tiger shifter male. The species was on the brink of extinction and the females were drilled from birth that it was their responsibility to have children. The only way tigers could breed was with other tigers.

      At least, that was the thinking until recently. The discovery of hybrids between tigers and humans had opened up alternate possibilities. Whether that was good news or bad for the species depended entirely on which tiger was asked.

      Since Ryan never intended to take a tiger mate, he had no real opinion on the matter. But the possibilities had fed the hunger of the young males Gregory led. They wanted an end to the Mate Run, they wanted a new way of getting a mate and reproducing, and they weren’t particularly concerned with how the females felt about any of this.

      Ryan shook off the line of thought. The reproductive politics of his people weren’t his concern right now. Right now, he had to find a way to keep these two women alive and safe long enough to get them out of here.

      “Do you have any idea where we are?” he asked, without much hope.

      Lakshmi shook her head. “They kept us in the back of a van on the way here. Strong smell of blood in it. Couldn’t track direction or anything.”

      He sighed. “Similar means of getting here. With the addition of a…helicopter I think. An aircraft of some kind anyway.”

      He was about to say more when a faint movement from the unconscious woman distracted him. He turned his full attention to her, hoping to ease her out of the drug as quietly as Lakshmi had recovered.
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      Lakshmi watched the male’s back as he focused on Erin.

      He looked normal enough, dressed in blue jeans and a white t-shirts that emphasized the thick muscles in his broad shoulders and torso. His black hair was cut short but a little loose like he was due a haircut, and his eyes were a rich brown color that reminded her of dark tea.

      Nothing about him screamed threat. He was obviously a predator, just like any other tiger shifter, but he didn’t raise her hackles the way the other males did.

      Dr. Ryan Yin.

      She wasn’t sure who he was, outside of the fact that he was a tiger shifter, but that wasn’t unusual. There were a lot of tiger shifter males. She did know he hadn’t been part of her Mate Runs, so his territory wasn’t near hers in Southern California. Which meant they’d have had no opportunity to meet before this.

      This was a pretty sucky way to meet.

      Her heartbeat lurched with a combination of fear and anger that was almost crippling. Until the appearance of Dr. Yin, she’d been so terrified she’d worried she’d kill herself with her own damned fear before she could regain enough strength to fight her way out of this.

      She wasn’t used to feeling helpless. In fact, most of the time, Lakshmi felt powerful and strong—not just because she was a tiger shapeshifter. Her tiger was extremely strong, true. But she’d always felt powerful in her own right, in her femininity and intelligence. It helped that she had a strong, beautiful mother who’d passed that confidence on to her daughter.

      Her mother owned five business, raised four children, and taught classes in economics at University of California San Diego. She was a woman Lakshmi was proud to call Mom.

      Being at the mercy of males was not something Lakshmi had ever expected to experience. She wasn’t the least bit afraid of human males, despite what had happened to Su-Jin Lee-Bennett all those years ago at the hands of a human killer. She was a much stronger female than Su-jin, and it never occurred to her that she’d fall victim to a human.

      She’d been right about that. She wasn’t at the mercy of a human killer now. She was at the mercy of males of her own species.

      That shouldn’t have happened either. That was the promise the elders gave all the females in exchange for participating in Mate Runs and attempting to have children.

      There was a lot of pressure on females to procreate because the species was on the edge of extinction. And the number of females was dangerously low compared to males. Two hundred years ago, that had resulted in chaos for her people—rapes, death matches, bloodshed and violence that had nearly destroyed them. The institution of the Mate Run had saved her people. It gave the males the illusion of competition and the females freedom to choose from any number of mates. It succeeded in putting an end to the extreme violence.

      The only reason—literally the only reason—Lakshmi tolerated the Mate Run was because it was supposed to protect her from…well from the very situation she found herself in right now.

      Her heartbeat thumped hard again, more anger than fear this time. So much anger she was sure the doctor was drowning in the smell of it. She didn’t care. She wanted them all to know how angry she was—especially because it helped her to overcome the terror.

      Having control of her body again helped, too. A little. She was still locked in this room, surrounded by who-knew-how-many tiger males, in the middle of who-knew-where. But if she could control her body, she would escape. Or die trying.

      She was less worried about death than rape. That probably said something about her, but she was too tired to think about what.

      She considered the doctor’s back again. His scent did as much to ease her fear as being out from under the effects of the drug did. Something about it was comforting. Strong and solid. A hint of earthiness, but also—strangely—blood. Yet the blood didn’t raise her predatory instincts, or call to her animal in a dangerous way. It was odd. The very faint metallic tang mixed with all the other flavors of his scent to create a kind of warm, comforting sensation, like a hug. Maybe it was because he was a doctor. He did seem to have a decent bedside manner—given the circumstances.

      Her father had encouraged her to go into medicine, but she didn’t have the temperament. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to calm her tiger’s hunger around the blood.

      “She’s coming to,” Dr. Yin said quietly, without looking at Lakshmi. He removed the oxygen mask carefully, and then paused, seeming to listen to Erin breathe.

      “Her name is Erin. Erin Blum,” Lakshmi told him.

      Lakshmi didn’t know Erin very well, but they did know each other. Their territories were across the country from each other—Erin had her territory in Texas. But they both took self-defense classes from Alexis Tarasova, a former Tracker and basically a legend among the female tigers. Since Su-jin’s murder, all the females took self-defense classes from Alexis, learning how to fight by more than just tiger instinct. Those lessons had made Lakshmi feel even more powerful and strong.

      Too strong for this. She wasn’t supposed to be here. She wasn’t supposed to be vulnerable.

      Those thoughts spiked her fear so she pushed them down. Anger was better. Anger would help her hold it together long enough to escape.

      “Erin.” Dr. Yin leaned a little closer to her. “Erin, my name is Dr. Ryan Yin. I’m here to help you. You’ve been given a drug that makes it impossible to move, but it should be wearing off now. You also took quite a blow to the head. You might experience a headache or blurred vision. When you can, please tell me if you have these or any other symptoms. I’ll do what I can to help.”

      Lakshmi stared at him. He was being very gentle with both of them. Ensuring he explained everything he was doing. That helped. If a strange male doctor had come into this room and started examining her without that effort, she would have felt violated. Instead, he was reassuring and comforting—those characteristics in his scent as well as his voice.

      Erin groaned and rolled to her side. “Head hurts,” she muttered. “Not as bad anymore.”

      Lakshmi let out a quiet breath at the signs of Erin’s recovery.

      “You could feel the pain even under the drug?” Dr. Yin asked.

      “Yes. Could feel everything.”

      That had been the worst part for Lakshmi. She could feel everything—their touches, gropes, the way they carried her around and deposited her here like a sack of grain. She couldn’t fight, she could barely breathe, but she could feel each sensation. It was horrible.

      And, she realized suddenly, that type of drug reaction was…familiar.

      She hadn’t gone through this personally before, but she was finally putting it together. A similar thing had been done to Su-jin by the human killer. Almost eleven years ago.

      Something Dr. Yin and the leader, Gregory, had said came back to her then. Gregory had made a comment about getting the drug from a serial killer, hadn’t he? She’d been so scared and angry and desperate, she’d barely heard anything they’d said to each other. She’d been trying too hard to move, to force her body into action. But now that she could think, she had a vague memory of Gregory saying something like that.

      “Is this the drug that was used on Su-jin Lee-Bennett?” she asked Dr. Yin’s back.

      He faced her, his expression bleak and angry. “An improved version, apparently. Williams hasn’t stopped working on it over the years.” He snarled and his hands flexed into tight fists. “The elders should have let my sister kill him.”

      He muttered the last, but not so quietly that she didn’t hear it—or realize what it meant. “Your sister…Su-jin’s best friend Sarah Chu?”

      He nodded but didn’t look at her.

      Sarah Chu and Su-jin’s brother, Joseph Bennett, had tried to kill Williams all those years ago. They’d been stopped, and Sarah had gone on to marry and have children. As far as Lakshmi knew, Su-jin’s brother was still going in and out of confinement because he continued to hunt Williams. Tiger shifters weren’t allowed to kill humans. Doing so was punishable by death. It was because they were so close to extinction, they couldn’t afford to attract the attention of human authorities. They certainly couldn’t afford to have human forensic teams uncovering evidence of tiger shifters. Not when they were so outnumbered by humans and humans were a notoriously fearful race that would no doubt declare war on her people.

      Lakshmi understood all this, but she’d secretly hoped Su-jin’s brother would kill Williams and be done with it. She wasn’t afraid of the human or his drug, but she wanted him dead for what he’d done to one of theirs.

      All of this had happened when Lakshmi was a teenager, but she remembered it well, and remembered the effect it had on the community, the effect it still had.

      Did the elders know that human bastard had continued to develop his drug?

      “Why would Gregory deal with a serial killer, someone who’d murdered a tigress?” she asked aloud, without expecting an answer.

      Gregory was nuts. It was all over his scent. He probably didn’t see the conflict in dealing with a female killer or kidnapping females to force matings. It was well known he and his young males were against the Mate Run. There were rumors of rebellion. But she’d just assumed the elders had the situation under control. They couldn’t have possibly expected this…

      Could they?

      “Do the elders know about…?” She wasn’t sure how to finish. She didn’t actually expect Dr. Yin to have answers, despite the fact that his sister worked for a facility run by the only female elder—and arguably one of the most powerful of the remaining eight.

      “Gregory wanting rebellion and being crazy?” Dr. Yin said dryly. “Yes. This drug? I don’t know. That Gregory is using it to kidnap female tigers? I sure as hell hope they know now. Do they know you’re missing? Probably, since other females have gone missing in the last three weeks or so as well.”

      “I thought that was…”

      Dr. Yin looked at her. “What?”

      She pressed her lips together before answering. “I thought the females who went missing were just…trying to get away from the attention and pressure. I didn’t think they were truly missing, like the rumors said.”

      “They’re really missing,” he said, his voice very soft. “The Trackers are looking for them as we speak. And I’m sure they’re looking for you, too. With luck, help is on the way.”

      She swallowed. What if they didn’t know Gregory was responsible yet? How long would it be before someone found them?

      Everyone paid attention to the females—where they were, what they did, where their territories were, when they were in their territories, even when they cycled and which Mate Run territory they used. She’d spent her entire life knowing everyone else in the community knew about her and what she was doing.

      At times, she’d found it annoying. In that moment, she was extremely grateful for it. Even if her parents didn’t realize she was missing—though she was sure they did; Lakshmi talked with her mother on the phone every day—someone would notice a female was out of touch and not hunkered down in her territory for privacy.

      Two females, she reminded herself. More even, since those she’d heard about before being taken were apparently really missing.

      She heard sounds at the door before she could say more and instantly rolled onto her back, forcing herself to lie as still as possible.

      She couldn’t tell if Erin did the same thing, but she heard Dr. Yin murmur something to her and hoped he was coaching her to do as he’d suggested Lakshmi do. They’d been speaking in barely audible tones, because of the guards outside the door, but as the door swung open, she still had a moment of terrifying dread that they knew she was revived and would give her another shot of that awful drug.

      That fear kept her frozen, even more than her own efforts might have.

      Dr. Yin stood and faced the man who walked in—a young male who’d been with Gregory when Lakshmi was taken.

      “How are they, doc?”

      “As well as can be expected. You shouldn’t be using this drug on them. They’re too damned valuable and we don’t know what it will do.”

      Dr. Yin’s voice was full of irritation and annoyance, but she didn’t hear the anger she’d sensed from him earlier. In fact, now that she thought about it, she couldn’t smell his anger anymore either. She couldn’t smell discomfort or fear or any of the complex mix of emotions she’d picked up when the door was closed. All she got was a tang of annoyance over his ordinary scent.

      What the hell?

      “They’ve been training with Alexis,” the young male said. “Did you know that? If not for the drug, they might have accidentally been killed when we picked them up. They’d have tried to fight before recognizing the opportunity we’re giving them.”

      She wanted to snarl and attack. She wanted to rip and tear the arrogant bastards to shreds. But she held still, keeping all her anger in a tight grip. She could smell the stench of it, the heat of a fire burning under her skin, and she was sure the males could, too. She didn’t care. She wanted them to know she was pissed.

      “Kidnapping females isn’t the answer, Richard,” Dr. Yin said. “You know it’s not.”

      “Gregory thinks it is. Are you going to argue with him?”

      Silence followed. She couldn’t see Dr. Yin’s face, and for some reason, she still couldn’t read his scent, so she couldn’t judge his reaction to the question.

      “Keep an eye on them,” Richard said. “Once they’re stable, you have more work to do. And we’ll have two more here by tomorrow for you to doctor.”

      Dr. Yin’s back stiffened. “More? Damn it, Richard, that’s going to bring the entire community down on our heads. What the hell is Gregory doing?”

      “Taking what’s rightfully ours.” With that, Richard left the room.

      The door lock clicked into place behind him.

      “Are you a prisoner, too?” she whispered. Dr. Yin didn’t know where they were and they kept locking him in here. But he knew the other males by name. He seemed to have an idea what was going on. She narrowed her eyes at him when he turned to face her.

      “Not like you are,” he said. “But Gregory has never completely trusted me.”

      “Why are they leaving you in here with us, then? Aren’t they worried about what you might…do?”

      “No. I’m the doctor.” He snarled, then shook his head and said, “If they hear anything they object to, they’ll pull me out.”

      He didn’t clarify, but she had a stomach-churning impression that the males wouldn’t care if the doctor took advantage of her and Erin’s weakness. She rolled onto her side again, bile rising and the need to throw up strong. She choked it back but only barely. Throwing up would make her feel even weaker and more helpless than she already did. She couldn’t abide any more weakness.

      Dr. Yin settled on the floor again, between the two beds, and met her gaze. “You’re safe with me,” he said.

      His voice was so quiet she felt more like she was reading his lips than hearing anything.

      “I would never have done anything like this to a female. I wasn’t in on Gregory’s plans and had no idea he meant to do something so…desperate. I have a sister. Her best friend was killed while under the control of this drug. I will do whatever I can to help you both. And any other tigresses brought here. I promise.”

      She held his gaze, studying his expression, his scent—now full of earnestness and that anger that had vanished when Richard entered the room—looking for lies and seeing none. She nodded her understanding, hoping against hope she was reading him right.

      “Do you think you could eat yet?” he asked after a few quiet moments.

      “I thought you didn’t want them to know we were recovering from the drug’s control?”

      “They’ll know you’re free from the drug soon, even if I don’t tell them. You need to keep up your strength.” He took off his disposable gloves and tossed them into his open medical kit.

      “I’m too nauseous to eat right now,” she muttered but looked at Erin.

      Erin shook her head and put a hand over her mouth.

      That gesture had Dr. Yin coming up on his knees and moving closer. “Are you going to be ill? How is your head?” He opened Erin’s eyes and examined her pupils. “Blurry vision?”

      Erin grunted a no, but she still held herself very still. “Just sick feeling,” she said.

      “Sonofabitch bastards,” he muttered very quietly.

      The violence in his tone was almost enough to make Lakshmi smile.

      “You likely have a concussion,” he said to Erin. “You should have healed from it by now, but the drug has slowed things down. I need you to stay awake and with me for a little bit so I can make sure your body is going to fix itself. Can you do that, Erin?”

      “Try,” she whispered.

      For the first time since regaining control of her body, Lakshmi sat up. Erin didn’t sound good. And a concussion could be very serious. Especially in a tiger shifter since it was so hard to give them a concussion. Shifter bodies healed quickly. This wasn’t good.

      “What can I do to help?” she asked.

      Dr. Yin motioned to the large, orange plastic box with his medical equipment in it. “If you’re well enough to stand, could you please hand me one of the instant ice packs in there.”

      She dropped to her knees by the box near the foot of her bed and hunted for the ice packs. Behind her, she heard the doctor murmuring quietly to Erin, asking her about her symptoms. Lakshmi turned back with one of the packs as he told Erin he couldn’t give her any medicine for her headache.

      “Until I’m sure the other drug is out of your system,” he said, “we’ll have to use other methods. I’m sorry about that.”

      Erin started to shake her head but Dr. Yin stilled her. “Just rest. Don’t move much.” He took the ice pack Lakshmi held out to him and crushed the middle to activate it.

      Lakshmi was swamped again by a sense of helplessness. She knew a lot of things about running a business and entrepreneurship, about accounting and economics. But she’d never learned anything about first aid. It just had never been an issue—her family was made up of shifters, they healed quickly, and she had human employees that were trained in first aid for humans. It wasn’t a skill she’d ever considered necessary to her life.

      She’d put it on her list of things to learn once she got out of here. If she got out of here.

      Would Dr. Yin teach her first aid?

      She stared at the side of his face as he gently held the ice pack over the bump on Erin’s head. She really hoped he was as kind and honorable as he seemed. She didn’t trust him…couldn’t trust him because he knew Gregory and his males too well. But there was something about him.

      If he was the man he seemed to be, she could like him. If not…she was a fool.
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      Ryan woke from dozing on the floor and immediately checked Erin who’d gone to sleep once he was sure she was healing. She was breathing soundly and seemed to be comfortable. He turned to check on Lakshmi, to find her sitting up in bed, leaning against the cool, white wall, watching him.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “Do you need something?”

      Her full mouth quirked at one corner. “A bathroom would be nice.”

      He hadn’t even thought… “Of course. Sorry.” Very quietly, he said, “Try to…appear disoriented still, a little weak.”

      She jerked her chin up in a nod of understanding.

      Rolling to his feet, he moved to the door, knocking to get the guards’ attention.

      “I need to take one of the women to the bathroom,” he said, infusing his voice with the authority he’d earned as a surgeon, a tone that worked well on most of the young tigers when Gregory wasn’t around. “Then they’ll both need food.”

      Ryan had always been that much older than the rest, and not really one of them even though he was accepted into the group. He was here because Gregory needed his medical skills. And because Ryan was very, very good at pretending to believe the same things the rest of these males did about the Mate Run and how males should be allowed to claim mates.

      It helped that he actually was opposed to the Mate Run and considered it antiquated and mildly barbaric.

      The guard, a new male Ryan had never even met before, nodded at the requests. “I’ll show you the way,” he said.

      Ryan figured they wouldn’t just let him walk around the…building or whatever this place was by himself with one of the females. He didn’t like leaving Erin alone, but he didn’t want to send Lakshmi off on her own either.

      He motioned her out of the room. She stood and wobbled a little, making a show of straightening her shoulders and firming her stance before moving away from the bed. Ryan met her gaze and hoped she saw his slow blink as the encouragement it was meant to be. To aid the show, he held out his arm so she could use his support to “steady” herself. She glanced at him a moment, her eyes narrowed, then slid her hand around his elbow in a tight hold. The contact calmed a restlessness in his tiger that Ryan hadn’t even been aware of, and something inside him seemed to settle. The reaction was odd and a little disorienting, like nothing he’d experienced before, and all from a simple touch.

      He attributed it to the stress of their situation, blinking it away to focus on the moment.

      He waited just outside the door until the remaining guard, a male named Sanjay who was loyal to Gregory but not prone to rash actions, locked the door. So long as Sanjay remained on this side of that room, Erin should be safe. Ryan followed their escort, keeping Lakshmi close to his side. She leaned against him just a little and stumbled once, grunting as she did.

      Their guard glanced back. “What’s wrong?”

      She snarled at him in answer.

      “She’s been subjected to that drug for days,” Ryan said. “She’s weak.”

      Lakshmi’s grip tightened hard and fast on his arm, proving she was anything but weak in that moment, and Ryan almost snorted in amusement.

      He hid his near slip in a scowl directed at the guard. “Bathroom,” he ordered, and the guard started moving again.

      Ryan studied their location as best he could, but the walk to a bathroom didn’t give him much insight. The walls were plaster, white, and unadorned—just like the room the women were being kept in. The temperature inside was mild, he assumed controlled by a central air system from the vents near the ceiling. It was a little cooler than a human might have found comfortable but perfect for a tiger shifter with their fast metabolisms. There were no windows in the hallway and all the doors they passed were closed.

      Everything looked the same as everything else. All the doors were the same steel reinforced heavy oak, with a similar ball knob and a reinforced frame that would make the doors impossible to break down, even for a tiger shifter. Ryan couldn’t tell one room from another. In fact, it was difficult
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