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        Mac

      

      

      A pebble dug into the flesh of her cheek. She was supposed to be asleep in her sleeping bag with her head on her bunched-up sweatshirt. Her hands tingled and she shivered from the cold seeping into her body from the stone floor. Blinking to clear her vision, she wondered how she came to be here. She wrinkled her nose at the slight smell of a kennel. It had been cleaned but the stink of feces remained.

      Sitting up, her head whirled and she instinctively tried to bring her hand up to her forehead to rub at the ache but her hands were tied behind her back, the rope feeling hot against the flesh of her wrists. Her mind was curiously blank. Blank? Where was her Wolf? The silence in her head scared her more than her present predicament. She probed around in her head, relief flooding through her when she felt the familiar tickle of her Wolf awakening.

      The last she remembered she’d been in Wolf form, joyous at the freedom of running through the forest with the wind in her fur. She flexed her arms, wincing at a twinge in her shoulder, wondering what had caused the twinge. So used to the quick healing afforded to her by her were blood, she was surprised at the pain. From the chills wracking her body, she must have been lying on the stone floor for hours for the cold to have reduced her normally high body temperature. That should have been plenty of time to heal even the most grievous of wounds.

      And where was her bra? She was wearing the jeans and t-shirt she’d left folded neatly on a large rock in the woods but not the brand-new bra she’d paid too much money for. And where were her boots? Twisting, she scanned the room, looking for her belongings. The disorientation came over her in waves, making her want to be sick. What the hell had happened?

      The screech of rusty hinges behind her had her squirming to turn and face the door. She looked up into a face she did not know, her Wolf growling.

      “Wolf,” she heard in her mind.

      She looked at the man in surprise. In all of her travels she’d never met another Wolf face to face. She’d seen others from a distance but this was the first she’d actually been close enough to smell. He had a not unpleasant musky smell. Was that how she smelled to others?

      “Why am I here?” she asked, the quaver in her voice concerning. The ropes wrapped around her wrists and ankles tingled against her skin, the tingling radiating through her body.

      “What pack?” he growled.

      She shivered at his stare; his eyes boring into the deepest recesses of her mind searching for who knows what. “Pack? I don’t have a backpack.”

      He frowned and walked behind her and lifted her up onto her feet by her right arm. Grasping the neck of her shirt, he pulled the back down, the material digging into her throat. “Where’s your tattoo?”

      “Hey,” she gasped as he pulled the shirt down further, exposing her back.

      His fingers touched the skin on her right shoulder blade, then her left.

      “Where’s your pack tattoo?”

      So, he meant a pack like a group, not her backpack. “I don’t have a pack,” she replied. Wondering why a pack was such a big deal.

      “So, you’re a Rogue,” he stated as he pulled her shirt back up. “Let’s go, the Alpha wants to see you.”

      “The Alpha?” she queried, wondering what the hell this guy was talking about.

      She watched as he pulled on a pair of gloves. Her stomach twisted when he tugged a large leather dog collar off a hook near the door.

      “No way you’re putting that on me,” she rasped, her throat dry from fear. Her struggles made him smile.

      “Even with the wolfsbane you’re still a spitfire. Maybe I’ll petition the Alpha for you. I’m looking for a strong mate.”

      “No mate,” her wolf growled, stronger, fighting the effects of whatever they’d dosed her with. “Cocky asshole.”

      She almost laughed out loud. Her wolf had that right, he was a cocky asshole. Her skin burned when he placed the collar around her neck. No wonder he’d put gloves on, the burning increased until she swore she could smell cooking meat. She panted through the pain, surprised when she heard him snap a leash onto the collar.

      “This really isn’t necessary. Why don’t you take off the collar and we can talk about this?”

      He stared at her. “Standard procedure for Wolves who trespass on Black Paw land.” He pulled a knife out of his pocket and bent down to cut at the rope around her ankles.

      “Black Paw? What’s that?”

      He stood as he closed the knife and pocketed it. Transferring the leash to his right hand, he pushed her forward, “Let’s go, the Alpha doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

      “Who or what is the Alpha?”

      “Quiet,” he snarled. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      Her legs still tingled, the after effect of the ropes. A whimper followed them down the hall, making her wolf whine. “Pup,” her wolf howled in her head as she trotted after her jailor. “Have to help.”

      Stumbling, she forced herself to keep walking. Six doors along the corridor, why did they need so many cells? Her attention on the doors behind them, she bumped into her jailor when he stopped and placed his hand on a plate affixed to the wall. With a click the door swung open, and he pulled on the leash, forcing her forward.

      
        
        Brock

      

      

      Brock watched from where he leaned against the wall as Jase walked into the throne room, a leash in his hand hooked to a collar around a woman’s neck. His wolf growled, “Asshole.” Tamping down his wolf’s anger, he reminded him they didn’t have the authority to question the going’s on in the Black Paw Pack. Not yet. He couldn’t jeopardize his cover as a Rogue looking for a pack. Stories about Black Paw had been circulating ever since the old pack leader had died with no clear heir. Dennis Gladieaux, a fairly new member originally from Louisiana, had claimed leadership, killing the Beta wolf in a challenge as allowed by Wolf law. Taking over the pack, he ruled with intimidation and fear. Rumor had it he was building an army to take over the top spot in the Wolf hierarchy.

      Brock continued to lean against the wall, his stance showing disinterest in the proceedings as his Wolf whined. Behind his mirrored sunglasses his eyes took in everything from the asshole slouched in the elaborately carved chair up on a dais, his leg thrown over the arm, boredom evident on his face, to the girl facing him, her pink hair a bright spot in the room.

      “Mine,” his Wolf growled as he stared at the pink-haired female.

      “Shhh, no time for fun,” he thought back.

      “Not fun, fated,” his Wolf growled back.

      Sent here by The Alpha of the Red Tail Pack, the North American leader of all Wolves, Brock’s job was to gather evidence of the growing unrest, not to look for a mate. His arms crossed, he balled his right hand into a fist, his nails digging into the flesh of his palm to keep his temper from showing. Mistreatment of females always got his Wolf riled up.

      The woman stumbled behind Jase; her hands bound in back of her. He could feel the pain rolling off her, the silent cries of her Wolf tearing at him. His Wolf sniffed, growling at the slight scent of wolfsbane. Dammit, they must have soaked the ropes in it to keep her under control. The use of wolfsbane was outlawed except in the most severe cases. Another mark against this guy.

      Back straight, the girl stood tall and faced the throne. Throne, God this guy was a piece of work. His hands itched to wrap around his throat and squeeze. The Weres around him looked at the floor, not making eye contact, fear evident in their body language.

      Jase cleared his throat. “She has no tattoo and won’t tell me her pack affiliation.”

      The Alpha sat up, as if something about the girl had caught his attention.

      “You were found in your Wolf-form on Black Paw land without permission. Why?” he sneered at the girl.

      Flipping her pink hair out of her eyes with a snap of her head, she stared him in the eye. “How was I supposed to know. Nothing was posted.”

      Brock was intrigued by her bravery, not many Wolves would be able to look this ass in the eye without flinching. He moved closer to the girl.

      “Silly girl, has no one taught you Wolf etiquette? You always announce yourself to the local pack before going on a run. What should I do with you?”

      Still looking him in the eye, she replied. “Let me go. I’ll leave and you’ll never have to see me again.”

      He stared at the ceiling in exasperation. “How will that teach you anything?” He stood and stretched. Flipping his hand at Jase he said, “Take her back to her cell and teach her some manners.” He sauntered to the edge of the dais. “And make her tell you her affiliations. Obviously, her pack needs some lessons in Wolf law.”

      Brock stood and strolled to the girl, removing his sunglasses to look her over. “Let me. I find I’m interested in this little pink-haired female. She looks like she might be fun in bed.”

      The Alpha turned and looked at him. “This skinny thing? To each his own.” He stroked his close-cut beard. “To celebrate you pledging your fealty at the ceremony this evening, I’ll give her to you as a mate. She’s yours, Asher. Don’t come back until you have the information I want from her.”

      Brock held out his hand, curling his fingers around the end of the leash when Jase placed it on his palm. “I’ll get the information,” he said with a wicked grin.

      Turning, he tugged on the leash, his stomach twisting as the girl turned to follow him. He had to get her out of the room before his Wolf went berserk. Fated mates were rare and if she truly was his fated mate, his Wolf would stop at nothing to protect her.
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        Mac

      

      

      She stumbled behind the guy in the sunglasses, her head up staring at his back as if that would help her gauge his mood. He was much scarier than the pompous idiot who acted like he was a king. Seriously, that guy was slimy, but she could handle him. This guy, on the other hand, scared her. His face hard as granite, she wished she could see behind the mirrored lenses on his face. She wanted to run but there was no way she’d get the leash away from him. How could that pompous ass give her away like a piece of his property? Just the thought of it made her want to puke.

      When he looked back at her, his control slipped, surprise showing on his face for a second before the mask slipped back into place. Throwing open a door he pulled her out into the bright light of day. Holy crap, it looked like it was at least four in the afternoon, she’d been unconscious on that stone floor for hours and now her muscles were starting to protest.

      Tugging on the leash he growled at her. “Move it. I don’t have all day.”

      When she tripped, he stopped and picked her up and put her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. “Fuck, how long did they let you lie there tied up in ropes soaked in wolfsbane?” he muttered.

      His steps jarred her, even though she could tell he was trying to walk softly. What was up with this guy? As she bounced on his shoulder she looked around, trying to orient herself. She recognized the building they’d exited as the auditorium she’d passed the day before. That meant they were in Ankton, about thirty miles outside of Fort Wayne. If she could get away from this guy, she could get out of town. Disappear.

      The collar burned against her neck, making her wonder about wolfsbane. What was it? And how had she not known there were Weres nearby? Over the years she’d become better at spotting her own kind, staying clear of them. Maybe it was the prospect of a run in the woods that had distracted her. Now it seemed she was in some deep shit.

      The Wolf carrying her put her on her feet in front of a small house on the outskirts of town. Once they were inside and he’d slammed the door behind them he pulled out a pocketknife and started sawing at the ropes around her wrists. She watched as his mouth got tight when she hissed at the stinging from the wolfsbane.

      Finally, the ropes parted and her arms were free. Lightly rubbing her fingers over her wrists, she looked in horror at the deep red welts marring the flesh.

      Dropping the knife on the floor, he reached for the buckle on the collar. “Fuck,” he muttered when he got it undone and it dropped away. “I’ve got something that will help with the burning,” he said as he turned and stalked out of the room. “Don’t try to leave, they’ll just bring you back to me,” he said over his shoulder.

      She shuffled over to a chair and sat, holding her hands out in front of her and frowning at the irritated skin on her wrists. Her attention on the pain, she didn’t notice him squat in front of her, a jar in his hands. Hissing, she looked up as he smeared the white cream on her angry skin, the coolness taking out some of the burn.

      “This should help,” he commented as he scooped up more of the cream and smeared it on the burns on her neck. “Better?”

      “Yeah,” she whispered, watching as concern moved across his face, replacing the anger she’d noticed earlier. “Thank you, Asher,” she said, calling him by the name she’d heard the slimy king guy use. He’d been surly to her before, why was he being so nice?

      With a grimace he stated, “My real name is Brock. Brock Atkinson. I’m here on the orders of The Alpha to gather information about this pack and its leader.” He made sure all of the burns were covered with the cream.

      “Well then, thank you, Brock.” She wondered what or who an Alpha was but she was too tired to care.

      After wiping the excess cream off his fingers, he set the jar on the table. “How about some water?”

      She frowned, not wanting to owe this man any more than she already did. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine,” she said as she stood. “Thanks for getting me out of there, but I think I should leave now.”

      “I can’t let you do that.” He stood in front of her, putting his hands on her arms. “What is your name? Who is your pack?”

      “What is so important about my pack?” she asked with a sigh. “That asshole kept asking me that too.”

      She shivered when he stared into her eyes. “Without a pack affiliation you’re fair game.”

      “Fair game? What does that mean?”

      “Any pack that needs females can basically force you to mate with whomever they choose.”

      Her eyes widened. “What?” she screeched.

      “Without a pack you’re considered a Rogue. It’s an ancient rule but most packs still follow it.” He led her back to the chair. “Sit.”

      He paced the length of the room and back muttering to himself, “How did she grow up outside a pack?” Back in front of her, he questioned her again. “Let’s start with your name.”

      She sighed. “I go by Mac.”

      “Last name?”

      “Smith.”

      “Seriously? Smith?”

      “That’s the name they gave me,” she said, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Who gave you that name?”

      “Child Protective Services.” She looked out the window as she continued. “They think I was about six years old when I was found abandoned in a convenience store in Florida.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Abandoned?”

      “Yeah,” she sighed. “They told me I didn’t talk for almost a year after I was found. My t-shirt had Mac written on the tag so I became Mac Smith.”

      She coughed, her throat dry. “Could I get that water now?”

      “Sure,” he said as he walked back to the kitchen, returning with a couple of bottles of water and a can of peanuts.”

      She took the water and refused the peanuts. “Allergic,” she said simply.

      He set the peanuts on the table. “That’s…” he paused as if looking for the right word, “interesting.”

      “Will you let me go now?” she asked? “I’m good at disappearing.”

      “No,” he said before picking up the peanuts and returning them to the kitchen.

      “How are you going to stop me?” she asked as he walked back into the room.

      “By being honest with you.” He sat on the couch, put his elbows on his legs, and began his story. “When I was ten, we lived next door to the ruling family of the Red Tail Pack. They had three kids, a boy my age, a younger boy, and the youngest, a girl. That summer they went on vacation and were involved in a car accident in the mountains of Tennessee that killed the parents. The boys, Harley and Levi, survived but the girl disappeared. They theorized she wandered away and died out in the wilderness.”

      “What does that have to do with me? I was found in Florida?”

      “Your eyes.”

      “What about my eyes?” she asked as she stared at him.

      “That color of green is rare in a Were, I know of only one family with eyes that color. Tell me, what color is your Wolf?”

      “What does the color of my wolf have to do with anything?”

      “Just tell me, what color?”

      “Red,” she answered in a huff. “Don’t know what is so important about the color of my wolf.”

      “It all fits,” he mumbled. Pulling his phone out of his pocket he dialed and waited. “Yeah, I’ve got news for The Alpha. I think I found McKayla.”

      
        
        Mac

      

      

      Mac rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling, counting the tiles as her mind whirled. She might have a family, brothers. A brother who was The Alpha, the head Alpha of all North American Weres, kinda like a king. She brushed at a tear that rolled down her cheek. Her one wish growing up was to have a family. Afraid to believe it to be true, she tried to sleep. Tossing and turning, she couldn’t help but remember the terror she’d felt the first time her Wolf had made her presence known to her. She’d innocently told her foster parents about the voice in her head and they’d immediately returned her to Child Protective Services, like a defective appliance. The next couple of years had been a series of visits
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