
	Out of the Cage: After a job meant to secure his brother’s freedom fails, a jackal shifter finds aid in the most unlikely of places.

	 

	 

	Ranger Kinzington just wanted to help his brother, Yannis, out of a jam. To do that, he made a deal with the devil—his boss, Councilman Krakow. Everything goes to hell in a handbasket—fast—and he ends up on the wrong side of a huge pack of wolf shifters... and a demon! Taken to the pack house for questioning, Ranger just knows he’s facing certain death. His terror is only exceeded by his sadness that his failure could also mean the death of his brother. To Ranger’s shock, his interrogation and torture is interrupted by a stranger—a shifter claiming to be his mate—a shifter who isn’t even a wolf. Ashton is an American kestrel shifter—a small raptor who’s an alpha in his own right. While Ranger appreciates that Ashton seems willing to fight on his behalf, even if he can clear up the mess with the wolves, how can he manage to save his brother and find a life with his male mate, too?
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	A journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step.

	~Lao Tzu

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Ashton Ryder stopped his Wagoneer in front of Alpha Declan’s house. As he was coming unannounced, he hoped the leader of the Stone Ridge wolf pack would have a few minutes for him. He’d been on his way to the grocery store when he’d received the concerning phone call from Hess, so he’d turned around and headed to Alpha Declan’s.

	SpaghettiO’s for Cho would have to wait.

	While Ashton’s people—those who lived in a large two-story farmhouse—all considered Ashton their alpha, or leader, the entirety of their small group answered to Alpha Declan and his wolves. Fortunately, the huge Irish-African American transplant was a good man, a fair man. It was due partially to his people’s help that Ashton and his small flock of shifters had their freedom.

	Ashton shook his head and took a deep breath as he cleared thoughts of his life in the scientists’ cages from his mind. He had no desire for anyone other than Doctor Gordon Digby—the elephant shifter shrink Ashton still saw every month—to know about his occasional nightmares. Once he had his thoughts in order, he exited his vehicle and strode to the front door.

	Pausing with his hand poised to knock, Ashton cocked his head. An unfamiliar smell tickled his senses. He took a deep breath, and his mouth watered.

	Wow! Yum!

	A shiver worked down his spine as goose bumps broke out on his forearms. Even the hairs on his nape stood on end. He cocked his head and inhaled again.

	The smell was faint, but oh-so-pleasant.

	Musky and earthy with a slightly spicy undertone.

	Well, damn. What could cause that?

	The door before him suddenly opened, yanking Ashton out of his musings. He jerked his fist down as he focused on Nick Greely, a wolf shifter and tracker for the pack. The sandy-haired male stared at him with wide eyes as he rocked back a step.

	Nick’s eyes narrowed as he cocked his head. “Hey, Ashton. You okay?” His lips curved downward a bit. “It’s kind of a busy day. Is Alpha Declan expecting you?”

	“No, he’s not,” Ashton responded, pulling his head out of his ass. Just what the hell was that all about? “I’d hoped to get his advice, though. It should only take a moment of his time.” After hesitating a few seconds, he added, “I believe it to be important.”

	“I’ll ask him,” Kade stated. The big black-haired wolf shifter appeared from the hallway to the left. “You can get out of here, Nick. I know Miach and your mother are waiting.”

	Nick grinned and nodded, then turned and slipped past Ashton and away from the house.

	“Come in and have a seat in the dining room,” Kade urged, beckoning him forward. “Grab a cup of coffee if you want. You know where everything is.”

	Ashton nodded as he took the wolf enforcer up on his offer. He strode to the back of the large home and turned into the kitchen. After grabbing a mug from a cupboard, he turned to the coffee pot and picked up the carafe. He poured himself a mugful, returned the pot to the warmer, and headed to the table.

	Before Ashton had even sat down, Kade had returned. “You’re in luck.” He smirked as he added, “It looks like he’s giving Jared a few minutes to soften up our newest prisoner.”

	“Prisoner?” For some reason, Ashton felt his pulse spike. “Newest? What’s going on?”

	Probably assuming that Ashton was concerned about the well-being of his people, Kade shared, “Yeah, a group of wolf and jackal shifters tried to blow up Councilman Granis and his enforcer, Adisa. When that didn’t work, they attacked Adisa and his mate, who turned out to be that huge, black, altered wolf we found.”

	Kade snickered as he shook his head, his green eyes gleaming with amusement. “Big mistake. Adisa called in his foster father, a demon named Belial, and they took out over ten of them and captured another three.” Pausing at the office door, Kade grinned widely at him. “Adisa and Boaz, that’s the altered wolf’s name, are going to be staying at the cabin in the northern reaches, so your people will be well protected. Don’t worry.”

	As Kade reached for the door handle, he added, “Plus, Belial caught another jackal slinking around the cabin while we were having a meeting. Manon brought him here an hour ago, and Jared and Carson are down in the basement talking to him.” He snorted, obviously finding mirth in the idea.

	If Ashton hadn’t been piecing together his own responses, he’d probably think an asshole attacker being caught and possibly tortured for information was funny too. Unfortunately, he was finally starting to recognize what his body had been telling him. Someone new was in the area, and that person was his mate.

	His heart tripping in his chest, Ashton strode swiftly into the room. He peered around the space, spotting Alpha Declan standing at the sideboard pouring himself a cup of something—coffee from the smell of it. Lark was curled up on one end of the sofa, his feet tucked under him. A troubled expression creased the human’s brows.

	Ashton assumed that as a doctor, Lark would have a hard time reconciling the necessity of interrogating an attacker.

	“Ashton, welcome,” Alpha Declan greeted, turning to face him. A smile creased his thick lips, but the lines around the wolf shifter’s eyes betrayed his strain. He waved one hand toward the clustered sofas and chairs. “Please, have a seat and tell me how I can help ye.”

	“The new people here. I’d like to meet them.”

	Upon seeing Lark’s jaw sag open and Declan’s eyebrows shoot up, Ashton realized what he’d blurted out. His falcon squawked in his mind, telling him his bird had gotten the better of him. Ashton couldn’t remember when his animal had ruled his instincts in such a way.

	Must be due to scenting my mate.

	“Ye wish to meet Councilman Granis?” Alpha Declan asked slowly, recovering first. “May I ask why?”

	“Gods, I can’t believe I demanded that,” Ashton murmured. “I apologize.”

	Ashton bowed his head, offering his submission to Alpha Declan. While it grated on his falcon, which wanted to demand the answers they needed, Ashton knew better. He owed the wolf shifter, plus the old adage you’ll catch more flies with honey popped into his head.

	Huh. Where do I remember that from?

	“So ye don’t want to meet them?”

	Ashton returned his focus to where it should be—his conversation with Declan—and what not only he and his falcon needed, but the real reason he’d come.

	“Yes, Alpha,” Ashton replied honestly. “If only so I can get a good scent of him.” Realizing how creepy that could sound, he felt his cheeks heat and quickly explained. “As I was standing on your doorstep I smelled the most amazing scent. It was faint, but it stopped me in my tracks.”

	Lark’s face lit up. “You smelled your mate?” He grinned broadly, his blue eyes sparkling. “That’s fantastic!” Then his eyes widened. “Oh, and you think it’s the councilman? Oh my goodness!”

	“Well, we know it’s not Adisa,” Kade commented, revealing that he still stood in the doorway and drawing everyone’s attention. Realizing he was the center of attention, he shrugged his wide shoulders. “You know... since he’s mated to Boaz.”

	“Except the councilman isn’t the only person who joined us here in the last hour,” Alpha Declan stated, sounding weary. He rubbed his palm over his face. Refocusing on him, Alpha offered a tight smile. “I highly doubt ye stopped by me front porch on the off chance ye would scent yer mate, so why don’t ye tell me what ye really came for first?”

	While it was sort of phrased as a question, Ashton nodded. He realized what Declan did. Once Ashton found his mate, he wasn’t apt to think of anything else for quite some time.

	“Right,” Ashton mumbled before taking a sip of his coffee. He recalled what had actually brought him to Alpha Declan’s home unannounced. “Hess heard from his friend Conway. I guess he’s coming out for a visit.”

	“Okay,” Declan began, drawing out the word. Narrowing his eyes, he asked, “First, why is Hess still in contact with an old army buddy? We had Hessian Roshburg reported dead in an explosion. Second, why is he a concern?”

	“I think Conway figured out it was a ruse and contacted Hess in some secret way Hess and Conway used when they were in the military together,” Ashton tried to explain. In truth, that consideration hadn’t even occurred to him. “Anyway, I suppose that’s something else I’ll have to discuss with Hess.”

	Hess was a Kodiak bear shifter mated to his little flock’s beta, Gilbert. He was damn dominant in his own right. It was only because he was Gilbert’s mate that he deferred to Ashton. Gilbert had stressed how the rest of the men in the flock were new to the world and needed the feeling of safety that the structure provided.

	To that end, Ashton defended the huge male. “I can only assume that Conway didn’t believe the cover-up story, so decided to do a little fishing of his own.” Ashton knew he repeated himself a little, so he shrugged. “Anyway, Hess responded. I heard from the bear that Conway had intended to come out last year and visit Hess, grill him for the real story, probably. Conway ended up deployed, delaying him, but he’s on his way now.”

	Ashton took a sip of his coffee, buying a few seconds to phrase his question properly. Finally, he focused on Declan and admitted, “I was hoping you could advise me. Do I have Hess introduce Conway to the truth, to paranormals, or do I figure out a way to keep the secret?” He rubbed the forefingers of his free hand over his brow as he revealed, “If he comes into our home, I’m not entirely certain we could keep the secret. They’re getting better, especially with Rocky living in the A-frame we had built nearby, so he could show up in the house at any time, and the guys know that, but every once in a while, I’ll still find Cho, Prescott, or Thad wandering around the house or backyard naked.”

	Shaking his head, Ashton snapped his mouth shut, knowing he rambled. He smiled fondly as he thought of his flock mates. While the guys could be a handful, they really were trying. They’d just been in cages for so damn long, and none of the group other than Gilbert remembered his or her time before being in a cage.

	Lark chuckled softly. “How are all the guys? Doing well otherwise?”

	“Absolutely,” Ashton immediately replied. “Hess and Rocky have both been great, helping out teaching how to drive, how to pick out clothes, how to grocery shop.” He grinned as he continued, “Rocky even finally managed to teach Hector how to use a cell phone.”

	Lark snickered. “That’s good.”

	Ashton took in the alpha-mate’s amused expression and chuckled. Lark had been one of the people that Hector had called by accident. It’d happened just two weeks before. For the longest time, the owl shifter hadn’t understood that he needed to dial different numbers for different people. He’d just hit the redial button, expecting to get who he wanted.

	Ashton had called Lark one morning to discuss how to get doctored bloodwork for Rocky, so he could still enter muscle man contests. Later that evening, Hector had wanted to order a pizza, which he would pick up on his driving lesson with Hess. Lark had enjoyed a ten-minute conversation about Hector’s new favorite toppings before Lark had managed to get Hector to give the phone to Thad.

	“When is Conway expected?” Alpha Declan asked.

	“From the phone call I received from Hess this morning while I was on the way to get groceries, the bear just learned that Conway had landed in Denver. His name triggered an alert that Jared had on his identity. It seems he does that to people who’ve helped us, just in case he ever needs to return the favor.” After downing the last of his coffee, Ashton hummed and tapped the empty mug against his thigh. “Raul noticed and called Hess. Hess called me.” He spread his arms and offered a commiserating smile. “Hence me turning the car around and coming here.”

	“I appreciate the warning,” Alpha Declan murmured, his brows creased. He placed his coffee mug aside and rose from his seat. “I’m inclined to see if we can’t keep paranormals a secret from the human, but if he does learn of us, I’ll have people standing by to help ye explain or contain him, should ye need aid.” His smile widened then. “However, I have a funny feeling Hess is more than capable of dealing with his friend.” Beckoning for Ashton to follow, he started toward the door. “Now, come with me, Ashton. The councilman is in me private library.”

	“You have a library?” Ashton commented, then rolled his eyes as he realized how inane that comment was. “My apologies.”

	Declan chuckled softly as he rested his hand on Ashton’s shoulder and guided him out of the room. He herded him toward the left and deeper into the private wing of Alpha Declan’s home. While the main living, family, dining room and kitchen, as well as the majority of the upstairs—with the exception of Declan’s daughter Sara’s room—were open to the pack and often frequented by guests, Alpha Declan’s wing was private. No one strayed into it without an invitation.

	After a cursory courtesy knock, Declan opened a door. He stepped into the room as he said, “Me apologies for disturbing ye, Councilman Granis.” He glanced over his shoulder and indicated Ashton. “Me friend had an unexpected situation come up, and he needed to scent ye.”

	“Scent me? Why?”

	As the large male in the room rose to his feet, Ashton inhaled deeply. He swept his gaze over the six-foot-three-inch dark-brown-haired male. Even though Ashton found the handsome male appealing, his scent was different, holding a musky feline odor not found in the spicy, earthy smell at the door.

	Ashton met Declan’s gaze and shook his head.

	Declan nodded once, then refocused on the councilman. “Ashton is one of the avian shifters we rescued from the Russian facility. He dropped by and thought he scented his mate, but ye are not
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