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        Protect your pack or the woman you love.

        Choose, Enforcer…

      

      

      
        
        Callen is the pack’s enforcer,

        The shifter who does whatever it takes to protect his pack.

        Whatever. It. Takes.

        He’s falling hard and fast for Kate, a human the WSSO is hell-bent on destroying.

      

        

      
        Kate can’t get rid of Callen.

        The damn shifter insists on protecting her.

        He. Won’t. Leave.

        Never mind the way his touch blazes a fiery trail across her skin.

        He longs to be with his pack—in the woods, a place she can’t, won’t, go.

        Kate belongs in the city, fighting against the WSSO,

        Not with a shifter who needs his pack more than he needs her.

      

        

      
        She’ll be fine without Callen. She doesn’t need him. Maybe if she tells herself that enough times, she’ll start to believe it. . .
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Fight Hard. Love Harder.

        Callen’s Captive is a steamy wolf shifter romance where appearances are deceiving and love truly conquers all.
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            WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      This book contains a few short scenes demonstrating racism in various forms.  These racist views are not the views of the author or anyone associated with the book, and are not meant to offend anyone. They have been written to demonstrate parallels between the shifter world and the human world in the story and to help highlight the strong moral values of the hero and heroine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE PATH TRAVELED THUS FAR…

          

          (An overview of the shifter world if you haven’t read the previous books in this series)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In today’s world, humans know of and fear shifters—with good reason.  Shifters have better hearing, sight, and sense of smell compared to humans. They also run faster and can self-heal, making them harder—but not impossible—to kill.

      

      

      
        
        Shifters can blend in with the human population.

      

      

      
        
        In the 150 years since shifters came into being, humans and shifters have developed a strained coexistence and understanding.  Humans don’t interfere with shifters’ lives, and shifters stay away from humans.

      

      

      
        
        Not everyone abides by that unofficial stance.

      

      

      
        
        Humans lead their lives, happily ignoring the presence of the packs who inhabit the mountains and forests throughout North America, Europe, and various isolated regions.  Wolf shifters, meanwhile, tend to congregate in packs.

      

        

      
        Those wolf shifters who live and work alongside humans usually do so in secret. A pack offers safety, whereas being a lone wolf means having no support, no backup. And shifters do not have rights.  Period.  They are viewed as less than human, even though they are feared and hated for their superior abilities.

      

        

      
        There is no overriding law or council that rules over or controls shifters or packs. Each pack has its own rules, traditions, and goals, though the structure of packs tends to be consistent from one pack to the next.  Only one rule is universal among all wolf shifter packs: No one may break a blood-bond, the sacred bond that links two mates.

      

        

      
        For now, the U.S. Government remains quiet on the ‘shifter issue’, not interfering with the activities of the WSSO and other anti-shifter hate groups. Without legal protection against the anti-shifter hate groups that target them, shifters have developed ways to combat their enemies. Many packs form alliances, while others take unique approaches including espionage and blackmail.

      

        

      
        Those methods have proven effective. . . until now. One anti-shifter organization has developed a genetic weapon, one that will ensure shifter genocide.

      

      

      
        
        Shifters’ Origin

        Over 150 years ago, anthropologists dug up several wolves from the ice in Antarctica and shipped them to various museums to be prepped for display. When the wolves were thawed, the taxidermists and other staff became exposed to a virus that spread like wildfire.

      

        

      
        Thousands became sick. Most died before doctors isolated the infected people and stopped the spread of the virus. Those who survived the illness started shifting. They were seen as monsters. Even in their human form, the first shifters were hunted until they were killed or ran off. The wolves in them soon took over, driving them to form packs for survival. Packs formed mainly in North America and Europe, where the virus spread the fastest. The survivors of the virus were not human or wolves, but a new species—shifters

      

        

      
        That original virus is now referred to as SOV, Shifter Origination Virus. When the virus jumped species from wolf to human, it took a copy of the wolf’s genome, the DNA that is unique to a wolf. The virus spliced the wolf’s DNA with the human’s DNA by creating a genetic ‘bridge’ between the two. It is this bridge that enables shifters to shift between human and wolf.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        This story follows the lives of male and female shifters in three packs.  All of these shifters are broken in one way or another, but they never give up. They do more than fight to survive… they fight for the ones they love.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Packs

        In the mountains of Colorado, west of Boulder, three wolf shifter packs rule near Devil’s Peak. Each pack has its own territory and laws. Very few rules are universal between the packs, except the laws of nature. . . and these shifters like to defy nature.

      

      

      
        
        Black pack (alpha: Damien Black)

        Novak pack (alpha: Drake Novak)

        Greyson pack (alpha:  Liam Greyson)
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CALLEN

      

      

      Callen crouched low in the bushes on the outskirts of town, watching the humans come and go to the seedy bar with the horrendous name Pussy Will, Oh! The place was packed with bikers, drifters, and people from Boulder who didn’t want to be seen anywhere close to home. Of all places for her scent trail to lead. . .

      He had no clothes with him, and even if he did, at night his eyes shown with too much yellow in human form. One way or another, Callen would draw attention to himself at a time when stealth and the ability to blend in were required.

      Katy. Her name rolled right off his tongue, as if he’d said it a thousand times. Except he’d never met her or even laid eyes on her. Neither had Anna, for that matter. Anna was a genetic engineer who’d gotten involved with The World Shifter Suppressor Organization through no fault of her own. At some point that was still unclear to Callen, Anna and Katy had banded together in their fight against the WSSO.

      Anna had only communicated with Katy through email, encrypted email at that. Katy was cautious, maybe even paranoid, but that seemed justified given that she was on the run from the WSSO. The World Shifter Suppressor Organization wanted her dead, and Callen was determined to find out why.

      Callen tried to ignore the offensive smell of unwashed human bodies nearby. A thread of nervousness traveled through him. He hadn’t asked for his alpha’s permission for this mission, and Callen really hated venturing into areas so heavily populated with humans. He, Frank, and Blade had been protecting Anna while she worked to counter the damage the WSSO had caused with SEV, the shifter eradication virus.

      When Callen had found Katy’s note at the cabin saying she’d been on the run from WSSO mercenaries for a week, the urge to protect her had been strong, inexplicably so. He’d only caught her scent only one time before then.

      Callen had ordered Frank and Blade to escort Anna back to the pack while he tracked Katy. He only hoped he found the woman before the WSSO. He didn’t know how long she could outsmart or outrun the mercenaries, but time wasn’t on her side, not with how she was running scared, without backup, and without a plan.

      Callen would have to put his angst aside long enough to find Katy and retreat to the peace and simplicity of the woods. First, he needed clothes. Reconnaissance through the main part of town turned up a thrift store.

      He broke a back window, slipped in, and quickly grabbed jeans, a shirt, and boots. Unfortunately, the only shirt in his size was a t-shirt with a smiley face smoking weed. Not exactly the image of an enforcer, but it would have to do.

      Outside the bar, Callen hesitated long enough to prepare himself mentally for the onslaught of sounds, lights, and human odors he’d encounter. With one last deep breath of clean Colorado air, Callen entered.

      The noise inside was deafening, but the smell of alcohol, sex, vomit, and piss made him cringe. He nearly stepped back outside when suddenly that same tangy, intriguing scent that had caressed his soul in the woods caught his attention.

      Katy was somewhere in this mass of unwashed bodies. Her scent, that heavenly mix of honey and orange, seemed to be coming from the crush of people on the dance floor.

      He scrutinized the half-dozen women there. One woman was grinding her ass against a man’s crotch while another man was sucking on her breast through her skimpy tank top. Another woman in a skirt too short to cover anything had her legs wrapped around a biker, who was quickly backing her against a wall as he reached for his fly.

      Callen hated everything about the place, but especially the vermin that thrived there. Unfortunately, it wasn’t his first time and probably wouldn’t be his last time in a dive such as this.

      His work took him into human towns more often than he liked, but someone had to track down the humans and shifters Damien deemed a threat to his pack. At least Damien was not a blood-thirsty alpha like Drake. Damien always had a plan in play and would do anything to protect his pack, as would Callen.

      That resolve was how Callen got through his job some days. Interrogations, killing, torture. No one in his pack understood how isolated his job left him. His packmates pulled away from Callen as if he carried a plague and close contact would drag them under, or worse, make him focus his ‘talent’ on them.

      Moonlight and a small pocket of fresh air spilled into the bar as the back door opened. With the change in the air current, Katy’s scent struck Callen full force. His eyes locked onto the red-head wearing a denim jacket in a booth on the other side of the dance floor. She was straddling a biker with studs in his brow and Nazi tatts decorating every inch of his arms and neck. The man was large enough to be a shifter, but everything about him reeked of human depravity.

      The booth started rocking. Callen’s stomach reeled at the sight of the biker thrusting his hips against the woman, making no attempt to cover her or hide what they were doing. The woman smelled of sex, but not only from the one guy. This couldn’t be Katy, could it?

      Callen pushed his shock, his disgust, away. He knew nothing about Katy except she was in trouble. It wasn’t his place to judge her or her lifestyle.

      “What the fuck are you looking at, asshole?” the biker asked as Callen approached.

      “The denim jacket,” Callen said, no longer caring that the two were having sex as he spoke to them. The scent coming from the woman was unfamiliar, but the jacket held Katy’s scent. “Where did you get it?” he asked the woman.

      The red-head glanced over her shoulder, then licked her lips as she ran her eyes over Callen. “I’ll answer your questions when it’s your turn, tall, dark, and handsome.”

      “Keep your focus on me, doll,” the biker said as he thrust into her particularly hard. “You don’t need the likes of him.”

      “Where did you get the jacket?” Callen asked again, forcing his hands to stay at his side. He had no time or desire to be drawn into any of their racist bullshit.

      The biker whistled and in seconds two bikers, each covered in bulging muscles and tatts designed to intimidate, were standing behind him. Callen really wasn’t in the mood for this.

      “I’m not here to cause trouble.” He never gave more than one warning, if that.

      A biker behind him threw the first punch, but Callen had been expecting it. He ducked, then swung the man by his arm into the booth, knocking the red-head into her partner’s chest. With only one hand, Callen lifted the second biker behind him and sent him flying toward the dance floor, a message to anyone else who got the bright idea to interfere.

      That’s when the man screwing the red-head shoved her to the side and reached behind him. Callen wrenched the biker’s arm up until he felt the familiar jolt of a man’s shoulder popping out of its socket.

      The man screamed and dropped his gun, which Callen kicked under the table. He didn’t need guns, and he certainly didn’t like them being pointed at him. At the same time, chairs and tables were being shoved aside to make room for a fight, Callen heard the slight intake of breath under the table. That sweet scent that Callen had so-easily memorized greeted him as he bent down.

      The second Callen peered under the table, a woman charged out from beneath, knocking him over.

      “Katy, wait!” Callen yelled as he scrambled to his feet, but not fast enough to keep her from darting through the crowd and out the back.

      A throng of bikers closed in around him, cutting him off from her. The scent of night air and garbage wafted into the club as Callen heard the metallic thud of the back door slamming shut. He shoved people aside and pounded the safety bar on the door open without losing any momentum.

      As he bolted into the alley, a storm of bullets sprayed the large dumpster twenty-five feet away. A man clad in black fatigues and holding an assault rifle edged his way around the dumpster to the gap by the brick wall.

      The scent of Katy’s fear filled the alley. She was hiding behind the dumpster. Clothing exploded off of Callen as he shifted and charged the mercenary. Callen’s wolf sank his teeth into the man’s shoulder, lifted him off the ground, and slammed him into a wall. The mercenary crumpled to the ground, and Katy was nowhere to be seen.

      Callen had only caught a glimpse of short, dark hair running past him as he’d taken care of the mercenary. Callen shifted back to his human form, quickly removed the man’s pants, shirt, and boots. He dressed as he followed her scent down the alley and toward a street. If it weren’t for all the people around, he would have let his wolf take the lead, but he didn’t need to attract any more attention to him or Katy.

      The man he had knocked out was definitely working for the WSSO, but his scent wasn’t the same as the man who had been tracking Katy through the woods and later beaten Anna within an inch of her life. Callen had committed that scent to memory, and he fully meant to save Blade the hassle of having to kill him. First, Callen had to find Katy and help her escape the other mercenaries hunting her.

      He’d followed many trails in his time, including those that smelled mostly of fear, like Katy’s did now. Fear smelled like a precursor to death because it often was. The smell always left Callen feeling anxious, eager to end a hunt, to catch his prey. Except, the one he currently hunted wasn’t prey. Right now, Callen’s wolf was as anxious as he was, digging his claws in with the sole purpose of protecting Katy.

      Her trail led to a narrow street between stores and the start of a residential area. As Callen rounded the corner, a pipe hit him square in the face.

      “Son-of-a—” He bit off the curse as he yanked the pipe, pulling his attacker into a chock hold. He was about to crush his attacker’s throat when the soft feel of a woman’s curves against his body stopped him.

      Katy.

      Immediately, Callen swung her around. Dark brown eyes wide with fear froze along with the rest of her as she looked at him. Hair as dark as her eyes, but short and wavy, cut in an uneven and carefree style, reached past her high cheekbones, accentuating her face perfectly. The jeans she wore were ripped, muddy, and hugged her form like a second skin. The t-shirt was relatively clean, though it was torn at the top as if someone had yanked her by the collar. A layer of dirt and grime covered her skin, but nothing could hide that delicious scent that had invaded his dreams for over a month.

      “I won’t hurt you,” Callen said. His fingers itched to wipe the dirt off her cheek, to touch her creamy skin beneath, until a thin line of blood trickled down her cheek from her temple.

      When he reached to brush her hair aside to check her wound, she yanked hard, trying to free herself from his hold. She didn’t beg or scream. She just stood there wide-eyed and silent, like a trapped animal.

      “Easy now.” With the utmost care, he reached toward her forehead again.

      The air remained thick with the scent of her fear, but she allowed him to sweep her hair aside and inspect the cut. The cut was minor, but an anger ripped through him at the mercenaries who’d hurt her.

      “If you let me go, I’ll make it worth your while,” she said, her voice shaking.

      It was a hell of a time for his cock to pay attention, going hard at the mere suggestion of getting to know this beauty. He pulled her back into the alley, away from the streetlights and open space where they’d be easy to spot.

      “Please no! I meant money!”

      The bitter scent of her fear made him reel, and he realized what she thought he intended. The instant he heard the click of a gun clip being inserted into a gun, he clamped his hand over her mouth.

      One sniff told him three men were headed his way. He had two choices, leave her so he could confront the mercenaries heading toward them, or take her back through the biker bar. Either way, if he released her, she’d run from him.

      Callen pushed her up against the wall with one hand over her mouth and his body pinning her. He nearly lost himself in how soft she felt against him until her muffled cry tore through him. He had never hurt a woman before let alone intentionally scared one, but he had to get control of the situation or they’d both be dead.

      He tried to ignore how sweet and succulent she smelled as he pressed his lips to her ear and whispered. “They’re coming for you, and now for me. If you want to survive this, then you’ll do exactly as I say. Understood?”

      Slowly, she nodded. Beautifully expressive eyes watched him with extreme wariness. She was trying to figure him out, but she wasn’t panicking and giving away their position.

      “Three men are approaching. All with guns.” Callen removed his hand from her mouth.

      Her eyes traveled down his form. “But you’re one of them.”

      He snickered. “Only borrowed the uniform, Princess. It was either that or go naked.”

      “Naked?”

      Her fear spiked again.

      “I’m a friend of Anna’s,” he said, hoping that would be enough to get them through the next few minutes.

      “You’re one of them?”

      “I told you I borrowed—”

      “I mean a shifter,” she whispered. “I saw a wolf back there. . .”

      “That was me.” He hated taking his eyes off the street, but he had to gauge her mindset.

      Big brown eyes almost seemed to smile now as she took a deep breath and released it as quietly as she could. “Tell me what you want me to do.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        KATE

      

      

      Kate had been running scared for a week. It seemed everywhere she turned, the WSSO found her. It wasn’t like she didn’t know how to disappear off the grid, but the WSSO simply had too many eyes on the ground, hands in too many local pockets. . . government, law enforcement, and ordinary people who feared shifters.

      She couldn’t trust anyone, yet this tall man whose hard body pinned her to a wall in an alley hadn’t done anything to hurt her. He spoke with confidence. She could use a dose of that right now because fear was all she’d known since the WSSO had stormed her small apartment. She’d barely grabbed her go-bag and made it out of the window and down the fire escape in time.

      If this guy was a shifter, as he claimed, then the WSSO was his enemy, too. For the moment, she had an ally.

      Her eyes quickly darted over his form, pausing as she noted his heavily muscled arms. He backed away from her, giving her a chance to get a good look at him at last, and not just his feet from under a table.

      He was a head taller than her, bald and clean-shaven, with rich, dark skin and some very impressive muscles beneath the black shirt and pants he had ‘borrowed’ from one of the mercenaries trying to kill her. This dreamy guy had low cheekbones and a wide nose that seemed to balance his face really well, but it was his eyes that captured her attention. Not the yellow flecks swimming in the fields of deep brown, but the softness she saw there, as if all those hard edges he exuded were nothing more than a facade he used to protect himself.

      He threw an uneasy glance her way as he split his focus between her and the street at the end of the alley. She really hoped Anna had sent him because the only reason Kate had to trust him was the fact that he hadn’t killed her yet. That didn’t mean much, not if he wanted her for something else. No, she wouldn’t let her mind go there, not until she got away from those trigger-happy mercenaries.

      “We’re going to head back through the bar,” her new ally said.

      “Are you sure about that? You sort of stand out in there,” she said, knowing there was no delicate way of stating the obvious. He had been the only black man in a bar full of bikers, most of whom were covered in tatts, and not the cute or soulful type with poetry, cats, and dragons. She still wasn’t sure how he’d made it out of there unscathed, especially after he’d gotten into a fight with a few of the assholes inside.

      From her limited view under the table, she had watched her shifter enter the bar and move through the crowd with a confidence that had both awed and frightened her. She was positive he would end up stabbed and bleeding out on the floor. When he had taken out those bikers one-handed, she had sensed a foreboding about him. But that wacky smiley t-shirt he’d been wearing had made her wonder about him. That shirt had been too incongruous with all those nicely sculpted muscles and the way he held himself.

      He had definitely gained her attention, not that she would have approached him earlier, even if the bar had been the civilized type where a girl could get to know a guy and not worry about getting killed in the process. She didn’t have that much experience with guys, especially ones that could break her in two with one hand.

      “I think our chances are better out here,” she said, remembering how she’d hidden under the table when he’d approached. Her whole body had woken up at the sight of him. She actually wondered what it would be like to touch him, to have his hands glide down her body.

      Her fantasies about him had stopped the second he had asked the woman screwing the biker where she’d gotten the jean jacket, Kate’s jacket, the one she’d given the woman to keep quiet about where Kate was hiding.

      At the time, Kate had thought this guy was just another man the WSSO had sent after her, definitely not someone she’d want to get to know better. And here she was, back to admiring his body when she should be finding another way out of this mess, one that didn’t involve returning to the bar full of bikers he had royally pissed off. The psychos inside would be on him—and her—the second they entered.

      “Out here, we’ll be up against guns,” he said.

      “They have guns in there, too.”

      “They’re not as likely to open fire in such a confined space. They’d end up shooting each other.”

      “Assuming you’re right, we’re still vastly outnumbered. I’m sure you’re strong and all, but there were at least thirty bikers in there, not including the women. And some of them are as mean as the men. How do you propose we get past them? It’s not like that dump has a fire alarm to pull.”

      His brows lifted. The way he was watching her as if she were a source of amusement was downright frustrating. She wasn’t playing games. Maybe he was. She really had no idea why he was here.

      “Follow my lead.” He grabbed her hand and led her back into the bar.

      The moment they entered, an eerie hush came over the bar. The women moved toward the restrooms as the loud scraping sound of tables being shoved aside pierced the silence. That was a bad sign, a really bad sign. Facing guns in the alley sounded better every second.

      A line of six bikers blocked the entrance. Kate moved in closer to the shifter, whose name she didn’t even know. With his hand securely holding hers, he walked through the bar as if he owned the place, and no one was calling him on it yet.

      Another line of bikers formed behind them, cutting them off from the exit to the alley. Now it made sense.

      Kate squeezed her shifter’s hand because it was the only thing she could do short of crying. This wasn’t her world. She was at home anywhere she could plug her laptop in. Libraries, coffee shops, even the dressing rooms of certain clothing stores. As long as they had free Wi-Fi, she was game.

      This here, though, was way beyond her comfort level. She had only entered the seedy bar in the first place because she’d had a maniac with a gun on her tail. Okay, in all fairness, she now had several maniacs with guns on her tail. With the way Swastika-face and Spike with the stud collar around his neck were slapping the flat side of their knives against their thighs, that door might as well be miles away.

      The alley was looking better and better. If it wasn’t for how calm her shifter was, and that he had an iron grip on her hand, Kate would happily crawl back under one of the tables with a bird’s-eye view to another biker getting off with the woman of the hour.

      “What a dumb shit you are coming back here,” said the biker with tatts of barbed wire and guns snaking up his arm and around his neck. He sported a black eye and a bloody nose.

      Given how many knives and guns were now on display, Kate fully expected her shifter would release her hand at any moment. How he thought this was better than facing the WSSO in the alley was beyond her.

      Without any warning, her shifter swung her around to his front.

      WTF? Was he going to use her as a shield? When she started to resist, he kissed the side of her neck, sending a delicious, if ill-timed, shiver through her.

      “I just came for my girl. Didn’t mean to cause any trouble.”

      “You want me to believe she is yours?”

      Oh, she did not like the way he’d said that. Granted, she didn’t belong to this shifter—she didn’t belong to anyone—but Barbed Wire had outright implied the shifter had no right being with her. This was not the time to worry about insults, however, let alone try to fight on that guy’s level. She had to worry about her situation. If she separated from Mr. Tall, Dark, and Very Handsome, she might get out alive.

      Again, Kate tried to pull away. The second she moved, her shifter wrapped one huge arm around her waist. Nothing like trapping her and showing the skinheads that she was important to him. Talk about being a target. . .

      Her body tensed, and breathing was getting hard. The room was starting to spin. Her shifter discreetly brushed the pad of his thumb over her ribs in small circles.

      The situation no longer felt hopeless. If anyone could get her out of this hellhole alive, it was this shifter. Even so, she had to think about her own survival, which meant making a decision. Once the first punch was thrown, she’d have her opportunity to escape, but there’d be no time for indecisiveness. Stay or leave?

      As she did with most decisions in life, Kate went with her gut. She wrapped her arms around her shifter’s torso, making sure she leaned into him in a way that showed she was indeed his.

      “Yes, I’m his. Got a problem with that?” she asked Barbed Wire, who was three times her size.

      Yeah, she was crazy, or stupid, and very surprised she could muster the voice to say anything given that she and her shifter were surrounded by bikers who no doubt planned to kill them. There was something about her shifter that instilled a sense of faith in her, though. Faith that she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      The biker’s eyes raked over her. She shuddered. No, they wouldn’t kill her, at least not right away. They’d kill her shifter, and then they’d use her.

      “I like ‘em feisty,” Barbed Wire said. “More fun to break in.” His friends were laughing with him.

      Kate wanted to shrink into the woodwork, but her shifter didn’t let go of her. One massive arm slid her to his side, keeping her safely tucked against him.

      “Tell you what,” Barbed Wire began. “Leave the girl here and my guys will let you leave untouched.”

      “Like I said, she’s mine. But I’ll make a counteroffer, one I think you’ll like. You let us leave, and I won’t tear your arms and legs off.” Her shifter locked a hand around her wrist as he stepped into the biker’s space and towered over him. “And don’t think I can’t do it.”

      That’s when she saw the proof that he was what he said he was. His bones started moving under his skin, and his muscles fluttered like lake water rippling on a rainy day. An eerie silence spread through the bar. Most humans knew shifters existed. Few had ever met one, but their reputation was enough to make the bikers clear a path to the door. All but one biker who blocked the door.

      A growl erupted from her shifter. Low and subtle at first, that deep, ominous warning grew louder until the biker moved away from the door.

      By then, Kate couldn’t move, even to escape the bar. That growl had scared her as much as the other humans in the dive, probably worse, given how she started shaking. Then her shifter gently squeezed her hand, driving her fear away.

      With her hand still in his, Kate exited the bar. Surprisingly, no one followed. Music soon blared from inside once again. Kate’s knees felt ready to give way, but she couldn’t let her shifter see how scared she had been, not after he had been so calm and composed in there, handling the bikers without throwing a single punch.

      “We need to get off the street,” he said, his eyes constantly checking every doorway, shadow, and car that passed by. “It won’t be long before the mercenaries head into that bar and learn I’m with you. As you said, I stand out. Ironic, given how dark it is out, right?”

      His tone snapped her out of her fog. “Don’t turn their prejudices against me. I was only pointing out the potential flaw in your plan to return to a bar full of hard-core felons and nutjobs. If something had happened to you in there, I would have been. . . Never mind. Can we not talk about it?”

      She was beyond scared, and not just because of those bikers. That growl had unnerved her, and now she was unintentionally lashing out, being bitchy to the guy who had saved her—twice. Her entire body was shaking and the tension rolling off of him wasn’t helping any. She needed to get ahold of herself, and fast.

      He pulled her into another alley and released her hand, only to start searching through a pile of discarded crates. He wasn’t the most talkative guy, and she was starting to wonder what he was planning. He didn’t trust her, not that he should. She didn’t trust him either, for that matter, now that they had made it past the bikers.

      He was shifter, she was human, and they had nothing in common, other than Anna. . . if he’d told the truth and did indeed know her. Now was as good a time as any to slip away.

      “Don’t,” he said, turning in her direction.

      “I-I wasn’t going anywhere.” She hadn’t taken a step yet.

      “Damn right. You’re staying with me until I can figure out what to do.”

      “I. . .” she cleared her throat. “I don’t even know your name.” Don’t ruffle the shifter’s feathers, Kate, or pull his tail. Heck, that doesn’t sound right. There had to be a good wolf shifter comparison, but her brain was still stuck on the way he’d said ‘don’t.’ Well, she didn’t take orders from bullies, even very well put together bullies. As casually as she could, Kate shrugged her backpack off and slipped her hand in. She never took her eyes off of him as she rooted for the gun she had hastily shoved in there.

      “I’m Callen,” he said, with a slight dip to his head. His shoulders eased, as did his stance, tension leaching from his body at that moment as if sharing his name was a huge step for him. Maybe it was.

      “Hi, Callen,” she replied, smiling as her hand finally found the gun. She knew it was foolish to trust a guy because he gave her his name, but somehow that little offering of his name made her relax. Kate released the gun in her bag.

      “Hi, Katy,” he said with a deep breath and a smile that reached his eyes.

      Oooh, he really needed to smile more. He had a killer smile that knotted a girl’s insides in a fun type of way. “It’s Katelynn, actually, though I prefer Kate. Katy… well, somewhere along the line Anna started calling me that, but I don’t like it.”

      “You didn’t correct her?”

      She shrugged. “The way she said it, it seemed like a nickname. You know, something personal, like something a friend would call me.”

      Callen offered his hand for a handshake. She accepted and gave a hearty shake, but nothing too forceful, just enough to let the guy know she wasn’t a weakling. “I guess that formalizes the introductions. By the way, that was a ballsy move back there.”

      He cocked his head. “Which part?”

      “Claiming me as yours. Black guy, white girl. Do the math.”

      His face soured. Well, she certainly couldn’t blame him. Life was hard enough without a bunch of assholes judging a person by their appearance or circumstances. She’d been on the wrong end of that stick often enough to know.

      “Color difference isn’t something we think about where I come from.”

      “Well, welcome to my world where differences not only make you stand out, they get you kicked, beaten, and, if you’re not careful, killed.”

      He quirked a brow. “Are our differences going to be a problem?”

      She couldn’t make him out, least of all what he wanted with her. “Depends on your intent.” When he continued watching her without saying anything, she added, “You got us out of there in one piece, and that was the goal, right?”

      “I would have gotten us out of there one way or the other, but I was trying not to kill anyone.”

      “I. . . I don’t know what to say to that.” He’d killed people before. A killer. She had trusted her life to a killer.

      “I don’t like exposing myself as a shifter. It’s too risky, but so is starting a fight when I’m outnumbered and have to worry about protecting you.”

      “It’s not your job to protect me.”

      “That’s something we need to discuss.”

      “Tic toc.”

      That same eyebrow lifted again.

      “It means time’s wasting. Start talking.” She was starting to feel boxed in, trapped, and she didn’t like it.

      “Not here. We’re too exposed. As soon as we’re back in the woods—”

      “Woah, there. I’m not going anywhere with you, least of all the woods.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know you or what you want with me.”

      “I told you who I am. And as I said, we’ll discuss the rest when where somewhere safe.”

      “Even if I agree to go anywhere with you, it won’t be those cursed woods. I finally found my way out of there.”

      “I can protect you better in the woods.”

      “Not happening. And for the record, Callen, telling me your name doesn’t mean I can trust you.”

      His jaw tightened. “Fine, we stay here, but we have to get off the streets. Know any place to hide, some place private?”

      Private? Hell, no. Just because he saved her from the WSSO mercenaries didn’t mean she could trust him any further than she already had. She tightened her grip on her backpack, mentally trying to picture exactly where that gun was. She should have put it in an outside pocket.

      “If you prefer some place public, that’s fine, too. Riskier, but I understand.”

      He was smart, this guy. Good at reading people, better than her probably. Either way, he’d left it up to her, which was a point in his favor. When it came right down to it, she was in trouble, and she needed help, at least until she found a way past the WSSO. She had no one else to trust, and this wall of muscle had already saved her twice. It wouldn’t be the worst risk she’d taken this year. . . or even today.

      “One or two places come to mind.”
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        CALLEN

      

      

      Callen followed Kate through the streets. From the way she dodged in and out of the shadows, it became clear she’d been here before. She knew this place as well as he knew the woods in and around his pack’s territory. Already, he longed to be back home, surrounded by familiar scents and sounds, to have the freedom to shift whenever he wanted. To run, simply run for the sake of stretching muscles and enjoying the fresh air. Most of all, he missed the peace he found there. His wolf practically purred at the thought of returning home, but he couldn’t leave Kate, not when she was in danger.

      This small woman with a pixie’s haircut and the bravado of a shifter wasn’t what he had expected. She was cautious, street-savvy, and decisive. Yet, she’d let Anna call her Katy, a name she didn’t like, all because she seemed to need a friend. How could someone as smart and beautiful as Kate not have any friends?

      As they wove through the streets, he realized he hadn’t been among so many humans in a long time. He’d noticed the sneers and disgusted looks the humans had given him in the bar. No one had focused on his eyes, which is what he assumed would draw attention, given how the yellow had a tendency to overtake the brown when he was stressed.

      He’d forgotten about how skin color mattered here in the human world, how he might be viewed differently than Damien or Frank on that basis alone. Back home, when others feared him, it was because of his position as Damien’s enforcer—his reputation for being cold and callous when it came to doing his job—not because of his skin color. So many things were backward in the human world, like how one small female could be so alone, so harmless, and yet have the entire WSSO hunting her.

      “In here,” she said as she slid a piece of plywood aside and squeezed through the window of a condemned house several blocks from the town’s main street.

      He pried the wood off to fit through as he followed her in. Once he was inside, he grabbed hold of her arm. “Wait here.” She didn’t object, which pleased him. She could easily have been one of those females that objected to or questioned everything a male did simply because they needed to assert their independence. Clearly, Kate was very independent, and she didn’t need to prove anything to him or anyone else.

      The house was small, with two bedrooms off the back, a kitchen, bathroom, living room, and a basement. Yellow paint peeled from walls that bore gaping holes, as if someone had gone at them with a sledgehammer, and the ceiling had water stains with mold in the corners. The rug in the living room had been soaked through at one point and had obvious signs of mildew. The entire place stank of stale, putrid air, and given the droppings everywhere, one or more rodents called this place home. On the positive side, the house had running water and was far enough from the town’s main street to ensure some privacy. It would serve their purpose for the interim.

      Kate plopped into a faded red recliner, sending a cloud of dust into the air. She didn’t try to hide her exhaustion. He’d like nothing more than to get her somewhere clean and safe, but they’d seen nearly a dozen mercenaries while weaving their way through the town.

      She reached in her pack and withdrew a flashlight.

      “Leave it off.”

      “I can’t see well.”

      “There’s nothing you need to see here.” He could see well enough for both of them.

      “That’s not for you to decide, is it?”

      “Bedroom,” he said, trying to keep his growl low. He wasn’t used to being challenged over security issues.

      Kate grabbed her bag and raced for the window. He stepped into her path. “You said you’d hear me out before leaving.”

      Brown eyes flickered toward the bedroom. “You getting laid wasn’t part of the deal.”

      His wolf stirred at the idea as if he were a teen with nothing more important on his mind. Callen took a deep breath and reined in his emotions and his wolf. He didn’t know why he felt so unsettled around Kate, but he did.

      “If you want to use the flashlight, you have to go to the bedroom where there aren’t any windows. I don’t want anyone seeing the light.”

      “Oh.” Her cheeks reddened slightly. It wasn’t her fault he wasn’t a big talker. Blade had always accused him of being too quiet. Callen had always found silence worked better, especially in interrogations. Outside of work too, quite frankly. As alpha, Damien always had a commanding presence while Hayden was generally quiet, but knew how to speak up and oppose anyone, including Damien, when he disagreed. Blade tended to be quick to speak, too quick, but he was a hell of a guy. Hell, Callen was thinking about Blade again, wondering if he, Anna, and Frank had made it back. He needed to get his mind off of them.

      “Come on,” Callen said, taking Kate’s hand in his and guiding her to the bedroom. Once he shut the door and shoved an old blanket under the door, so no light would escape, he set her flashlight on a flimsy wooden desk and turned it on.

      The stream of light revealed a room more dismal than the rest of the house. A dirty and disgusting mattress sat atop a rusty metal frame, making it only marginally better than the floor.

      “Why would anyone ever live in a dump like this?” Callen mumbled under his breath.

      “Are all shifters as spoiled as you?” Kate tossed her pack onto the bed, which groaned from the weight.

      “Spoiled? Because I have enough pride in myself not to live in filth?”

      Kate surveyed the room, her face crestfallen. “Do you see that small shelf over there? That’s where I kept my school books, the ones I found in the dumpster behind the school I used to attend before I had to leave.”

      She opened the tiny closet and retrieved the sole hanger, white plastic with tiny bite marks from a small animal. Probably a mouse or rat.

      “This was my only hanger, which was fine since I only owned one coat which I kept on during the winter, twenty-four seven.” Her fingers trailed over the dust-laden desk next, leaving five lines across the top. “I studied here by lantern at night. During the day, I was in the kitchen where I had sunlight. But I liked it best in here because it was warmer. Kind of hard to study, even stay awake, when you’re cold, no matter how many layers you have on.”

      Callen’s heart sank as she moved on to the dresser next, with another story, painting a picture of life in this house, enough to make him wonder how long ago she’d lived here, how poor her parents had been that they couldn’t afford heat. And why she’d had to root through dumpsters for books, so she could educate herself instead of going to school which was free to all human children.

      “I didn’t mean to put you down. I’m sorry.”

      Steely eyes lifted at last. “Not much has changed here. More dirt, more rat droppings, but it was safe, and it was home, shifter.”

      “Shifter?”

      “Weren’t you the one pointing out how humans are like animals compared to shifters? Rather ironic considering that most humans think shifters are more animal than human.” She placed the hanger back in the closet. “Not everyone has money in this life, or the means to get it.”

      He moved behind her and turned her to him with one hand. From somewhere deep inside, he wanted to hug her, and he had never been one to hug anyone. She sounded like she needed it, but her body language, her face. . . everything said she didn’t want his touch, so he kept his distance.

      “How old were you when your family lived here?”

      She stared at him in disbelief and he had no clue what he had said wrong. Fuck, he hated the human world where things were so complicated.

      “I think you’re right, we’re better off in the living room.” She shut the flashlight and shoved it back into her pack.

      “Kate, please. I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to insult you. I want to find out what’s going on and figure out how to keep you safe.”

      “Why? Why do you even care what happens to me? Are you doing a favor for Anna, trying to impress her maybe? She’s not a pushover, and she’s been through a lot in the past few years, so if you’re using me to get to—”

      “Anna’s a friend, nothing more. In fact, she’s involved with a friend of mine. So, yes, I’m here in part because of her. Because she’s worried about you.”

      And because your scent had me wound so tight, I couldn’t sleep at night. My wolf kept howling until I had no choice but to find you.

      “You’ve done your job, shifter. I’m safe. You can go back home, tell Anna I said, ‘Thanks’ and that I’ll be in touch, eventually.”

      “How? You don’t know where she is.”

      “Then I guess I won’t find her.” Kate shrugged as if it didn’t matter, but he could see the sadness in her eyes. Anna was her only friend. A woman Kate had only communicated with via phone and email, and had never met in person, was her only friend.

      Callen took the flashlight from her and placed it back on the desk. With a single click, the light filled the dingy room once again, and he imagined a young girl living here, perhaps not knowing anything better existed or that she was living in squalor.

      “I’m guessing light pink.”

      “What’s light pink?” she asked.

      “The color of the walls when you were little.” He pointed to the few remaining splotches of faded pink paint on a crumbling wall. “Is that your favorite color?”

      She eased back onto the bed, the springs creaking despite her slight weight. “Blue, actually. I guess the walls were pink for whoever lived here before me. The place was already abandoned when I moved in. What you see now is pretty much how it was back then.”

      “Your family. . . struggled.”

      “My foster parents had good jobs and a nice place, but I couldn’t stay there after what happened to Janie. This was one of the places I crashed once I left.”

      Hell.

      Callen’s fists clenched behind him. Some enforcer he was. He was supposed to be able to read people, but he’d read her wrong from the very start.

      “Maybe we should discuss your current situation and then get some rest.” He still didn’t know why the WSSO was after her.

      She lay down on the mattress, with her head on her backpack, and he winced at the idea of her skin touching that filthy mattress. At least she had jeans and a long sleeve top on.

      “Discuss, shifter.”

      “Callen,” he reminded her. “I already apologized. I’m not used to anyone questioning my sincerity or my word, especially humans. They usually prove untrustworthy. Do me the courtesy of using my name, please.”

      “Fine, you’re sincere. I believe you, I don’t see what it matters what I call you. You’ll be gone in the morning, and I’ll never see you again.”

      He’d battled the stigma of being an enforcer for over twelve years. So many of his pack kept him at arm’s length, too afraid to get close to an enforcer because what they feared he’d to do them. . . as if he randomly went around torturing people or bashing heads together.

      Callen didn’t enjoy killing or making others suffer. He only did what was necessary to ensure the survival of the pack, and he was damn tired of everyone treating him as if he didn’t have a heart.

      He stormed out of her room, slamming the door behind him, and instantly regretted it. Making noise here could attract the wrong attention. He needed to focus on the situation and not let one small woman and her attitude get to him. She was nothing to him, other than a friend Anna wanted to protect and possibly an ally given how the WSSO was after her. Her words and especially the way she had looked at him had hurt, more than it should have.
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        KATE

      

      

      Callen stormed out unexpectedly, the hurt on his face tugging at Kate’s soul. When had anyone ever cared enough about what she said or did that her words could hurt? She’d never sniped or done anything to Anna to upset her, but maybe that was because she and Anna had only communicated through emails and one phone call early on. It was easy to keep her emotional distance that way.

      Here, with Callen in her face and trying to. . . Damn it. She didn’t even know what he was trying to do, but somehow it seemed personal to him. Janie would have been the first one to tell her to march herself out there and apologize. Then again, Janie was always the kind-hearted one, whereas Kate was the selfish bitch. That’s what her foster-mom had told her often enough, so often she’d begun to believe her.

      Kate slipped into the living room, leaving the bedroom door open a fraction so she’d have some light. Callen stood by the window, peering out through the opening between the boards.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, though she wasn’t entirely sure what she was apologizing for. She’d spoken the truth back there. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had someone on my side, and honestly, I’m still not convinced you’re on my side.”

      “I said I won’t hurt you. Whether or not I continue helping you is another matter.”

      She straightened her stance. Earlier, she hadn’t thought she needed or even wanted his help, but his words and tone made her reconsider.

      “I’m not too proud to admit I’m in trouble here and can use some help, but I don’t know a lot about you. You could be as big a threat as the WSSO. Maybe more, considering I’m alone in here with you.”

      With her only light source behind her, his face was hidden in the dark. Being able to see his expression, gauge his mood, and maybe what he was thinking would go a long way to settling her nerves.

      She lightly gnawed on the silver pendant that hung around her neck, wishing she hadn’t pushed her luck with the WSSO. She’d gone into their files one too many times and now she was paying the price. Going back to her apartment wasn’t an option, and by now, the mercenaries would have found the cabin and nearby bunker. How they had found her trail in the first place was beyond her, but they had. Now she had to deal with it.

      “That can’t be good for your teeth.”

      She dropped the pendant back against her chest with a soft thud. “How well can you see me in this light? I’m straining my eyes just to see your outline.”

      “I can see the freckles on your nose, Princess.”

      Princess? Seriously? What about her made him even think of a princess? Her threadbare jeans and sneakers with the hole by the big toe, the white t-shirt that had turned yellow from a week’s worth of sweat and was smeared with dirt from the woods, her dirty and all-too messy hair that really needed to be washed along with the rest of her, or the green canvas backpack stuffed with all that remained of her possessions?

      “So, it’s true, everything they say about shifters?”

      “Depends what they say. Our hearing and eyesight are quite good, like a wolf’s. Or was there something more personal you wish to know?”

      His voice was soft and deep and the way he spoke warmed her all over, including areas that shouldn’t be warmed by a guy she didn’t know. She hadn’t heard of shifters having any type of hypnotic effect on humans, but now she was starting to wonder. Kate backed away.

      “You’re still afraid of me,” he said on the tail end of a sigh.

      “Still waiting to hear why you were looking for me. Beyond that line about helping Anna.”

      “Not a line. I saw what those mercenaries did to her.”

      Panic raced through Kate, and she inadvertently stepped closer to him. “They caught her?” She couldn’t keep the squeak out of her voice. It was like Janie all over again.

      “She’s fine now, but they beat her up pretty bad before Blade stopped them. One got away and continued hunting you. I guess he figured you were an easier target, at least one that wouldn’t get him killed. Either he lost you before the bar, or he was waiting for you to come out. Probably didn’t want to go up against a bunch of bikers by himself. Unlike you.”

      Callen didn’t approve, not that it was any of his damned business. “That bar seemed like a good place to hide at the time.”

      “How long were you planning to stay under that table? And how is it no one knew you were down there?”

      “There was a woman outside when I got there. I guess I looked kind of desperate. She offered to hide me in exchange for my denim jacket.” The jacket had been her last clean piece of clothing. She had put it on to blend in better at the bar. “Sorry I smell so bad.”

      His laugh made her head snap up. “Hey, it’s not like I’ve been near a shower in between dodging bullets and grabby bikers.”

      Callen rose from where he’d been leaning on the windowsill. “One of them touched you?”

      The anger in his voice made her shiver. There was raw power there that reminded her of how he had walked through those bikers as if they were nothing more than cockroaches he’d squash the second any of them dared get out of line. It was a shame she hadn’t come to that conclusion back when one of the bikers had been feeling her up as Callen stared down their leader.

      “It’s fine,” she said, dismissing the incident with a casual wave of her hand. It had creeped her out at the time, but getting out alive had been the goal so she had come out ahead.

      “Which biker?” he asked, with a definite growl following his words.

      The sound, low and ominous, triggered something in her memory. Her entire body recoiled. The need to escape was so great she ran into the bedroom, shut the door and curled up on the bed with only her backpack to hold on to. The dim light didn’t chase away the memories or keep the door from opening. The creak sent a chill down her spine, as if something dangerous would walk through and devour her.

      Except it was only Callen, with his deep, rich skin gleaming in the low light, his muscles brimming with power, and his step filled with determination and purpose. He was definitely out of her league, but she could still admire him, appreciate his form, maybe even imagine what it would be like to have those arms wrap around her, and make her feel safe, if even for a little while.

      “I scared you again, didn’t I?” His tone was as cautious as his movements.

      Those dark brown eyes of his held a sadness that made her heart tighten, especially given how another frown overtook his strong face. Guilt poured through her. He hadn’t done anything wrong, except get mixed up with her. Unstable, trouble-maker Kate.

      “I’ll be gone by morning.” She tore her eyes from him, which was harder than she expected. He was easy on the eyes, and there was something about the way his eyes softened for her that made her want to stand in front of him, face to face, and simply breathe him in, stern expression and all.

      “You don’t have to worry about me or what trouble I’m in,” she added.

      Callen sighed as he closed the door and leaned against it, one leg bent under him with his foot flat against the wood. “I’m not sure what I’ve said to antagonize you, but clearly I’ve done something. What will it take for you to give me a chance?”

      “A chance? At what?” There it was, that eagerness to help her that made her entire body tense up every time. “Why are you bothering with me, Callen?”

      “I’ve already answered this. Anna—”

      “Yes, yes, I heard the whole ‘Anna said I needed help’ routine. But what do you get out of it? Tell me the truth. That’s all I’m asking.” She’d know the truth when she heard it. She had heard so many lies over the years they were easy enough to spot.

      “My orders were to accompany Anna, Blade, and Frank back home, but then I caught your scent in the woods, before Anna was attacked, and I. . . I was intrigued.”

      “Intrigued?” That sounded scary and oddly thrilling at the same time.

      “There was something about your scent that called to my wolf, and to me. I wanted to follow, to investigate, but I followed orders and ignored your trail. Until Anna was attacked, and we found your note. I couldn’t rest knowing those mercenaries were hunting you. It’s as simple as that.”

      Simple? Nothing about this man, this shifter, was simple. He just didn’t see it.

      “If they learn you’re helping me, they’ll come after you.”

      “Then they’ll have one hell of a fight on their hands because I fight to win.”

      “You’re only one shifter.”

      “And you’re only one woman. We’re stronger together than apart, wouldn’t you say?”

      “What if I don’t want your help?”

      “You could view this as a business arrangement. The WSSO is your enemy and mine, which makes us allies by default.” Callen’s foot came off the wall as he took one lumbering step toward her. “We protect our allies, Kate, even when they don’t want us to.”

      Kate bit back a cry. The idea that she wouldn’t be so alone anymore, that she’d have someone helping her was more than she could have imagined. She had a few allies such as Logan, but she couldn’t even find them. They communicated through message boards and posting anything right now was risky. The WSSO seemed to be wired into everything she had ever done online.

      She had been running for over a week straight, with no one watching her back, making even sleeping hard to do. Taking a chance on Callen, this large guy who had come out of nowhere and claimed to want to help her was risky. She needed something steady and solid she could count on to not hit her from behind when she least expected it.

      “I promise, Kate, I won’t get mad at whatever it is you’ve done.” He moved closer, and she couldn’t help that she flinched and scurried away from him until the back of her knees struck the bed and she landed on her ass on the crappy mattress. She didn’t like anyone towering over her, even a man whose smile made her melt, whose face revealed a genuineness she hadn’t seen from anyone in a long time.

      Callen knelt down in front of the bed as she sat there debating her future. It was sweet how he was trying to make her feel at ease around him. She wasn’t scared of him. It had been that growl earlier that had reached down inside of her and squeezed her soul like a vice.

      “Tell me what you want, Kate. If you want me to leave, I’ll do so, but I have to be honest. I don’t think you’re going to survive long against the WSSO on your own.”

      Kate reached out and lightly traced his jaw with a single finger. His breathing hitched, and his eyes closed. She wondered what was going on inside that handsome head of his. Was he as straightforward and honest as he appeared? God, she hoped so, because trusting wasn’t something she excelled at, not by a long shot, and she really wanted to trust Callen.

      “How would this work?” she said as her fingers traveled down his neck to the corded muscles of his shoulder. Power and beauty. She had never met anyone like him, and he was offering to help her. She’d be crazy not to accept, but trusting him. . . that couldn’t happen until she was sure about who he was and what he really wanted from her. “I’m not exactly used to taking orders from anyone.”

      He captured her wandering hand and positioned it at her side. “I’m not looking for someone to order around. I simply want to help. Get some rest, and we can talk more tomorrow.”

      He rose, but before he walked away, he took her chin in his hand and held her for a moment. The yellow of his eyes swirled, mirroring the fire shooting across every nerve in her body. God, he had a way about him that would melt more than her resolve if she wasn’t careful.

      “I promise, I’ll never hurt you.” With that, he disappeared into the living room.

      Kate shuddered as she lay down on the mattress. I’ll never hurt you. Those were nice words. Unfortunately, she’d heard them before and had yet to see anyone live by them.
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