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“PICKING UP STRAYS, now are we?”

Mikhale grunted and indicated for Lucas to open the back door of the Lexus so he could lay the kid inside.  Mikhale was a pretty big guy, so folding himself into the back seat of the Lexus wasn’t an easy task, but he was pretty flexible so he managed, somewhat....at least most of him was inside the car anyway, which made it easier to deposit the kid on the seat without jostling him around too much.  As his hand slid back over the kid’s coat, however, it swiped against a wet area on the material that upon closer inspection was soaked in blood.  Mikhale had known the kid was bleeding, the scent of it was hard to miss for someone like him, but that amount of blood meant he’d likely been stabbed which also meant a huge gaping wound that would need compression.

Good thing Mikhale was up on his first aid, being the official pilot for the clan and the go-to guy for the Search and Rescue in their territory.  

“Okay buddy,” he said to the groaning bundle on the car seat, “I’m gonna have a look at your injuries, okay?  I’m not gonna hurt you, just want to see.”

He reached for the coat and pulled it open.  “What the—” Shock caused him to hold his breath as he looked at the frail body inside the huge, blood-soaked coat.  Disbelief had him reaching for the hood and pushing it back to expose the delicate features of the kid’s face.

Mikhale backed out of the Lexus as though he’d been burned.  “Holy shit!”  he turned wide eyes on Lucas.  “He’s a fucking she!”
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Prologue

THORYN MICHAELS MOVED through the back alleys of east Vancouver as quietly as her tattered shoes would let her.  On more than one occasion she’d had to stop and attempt to restick the duct tape that was doing a pisspoor job of keeping her sole attached to the rest of her sneaker.  It was no use though, what stickiness was left was covered in dirt and gravel now anyways, so the tape just barely hung on, making a scuffing noise against the pavement as she hurried along.  The alleys were full of transients, huddled against dumpsters, their bloodshot eyes peering out at her from inside cardboard box homes or mumbling to themselves as they rummaged through garbage bins, filling shopping carts with their treasure finds.  She made eye-contact with no one, keeping her head down, knowing that the people here were likely seeking the same anonymity that she was striving for.  Her stomach growled; she pushed the thought of food from her mind.  It was better not to dwell on what she didn’t have.  And it was better to keep moving.     

She had made it this far without gaining any unwanted attention from the beat cops who frequently made their rounds through the wider alleys.  At least she had that much to be thankful for.  The last thing she wanted was to be brought back to Larry and Sheila’s little house of horrors again.  If she had to go through one more night of fighting off Larry’s disgusting, pawing hands trying to get down into her pants, or hear Sheila’s snide comments about how much worse her life would be without them, as the bitch turned a blind eye to that sick, pervert of a husband she had, she’d kill somebody.

Even faced, as she was now, with the prospect of spending another night here, on the streets amid the city’s most rejected and unwanted individuals, seemed much better than any of her other options anyway.  Larry and Sheila’s had been her last shot at foster care, and if she were totally honest, they were probably the best she’d had as far as foster parents were concerned – which really wasn’t saying much at all.  She had begun to think of her life as a living V.C. Andrews novel, minus the incest, but things were definitely heading to dark places.  If she could just manage to keep herself hidden, stay on the down-low for the next couple of months she’d be free and clear.  As soon as she turned sixteen the system would turn a blind eye to her and she’d finally be free...to do what, she had absolutely no idea, but one thing was certain, freedom, in any form, was better than the life she’d been living.

A police cruiser came into view, causing her to duck into the shadows and draw her hood up over her head obscuring her from view.  She huddled low, a dark bundle inside an oversized coat she’d found in a garbage bag full of clothes out behind the Salvation Army Thrift Store.  It smelled of mothballs and was at least four sizes too big, but it was thick enough to resemble sleeping bag material and she’d slept like a baby on it the night before, so she figured it was a great find.  It was definitely coming in handy now, she acknowledged, as the cruiser slowed enough for her to hear the police radio crackling inside the car while an officer shone a spotlight down the long alleyway toward the garbage bins, just beyond where she was crouching and swept it along toward the building at the far end.  They were likely looking for druggies or prostitutes, and not her, but Thoryn was taking no chances.  It would be just like Sheila to put out a missing kid alert, even if Thoryn had threatened to report her hubby to child welfare for his perversion; the money she got for fostering was the only thing keeping her and the sleaze of a husband she had going.  But then, Sheila was a smart cookie; she knew how to fuck the system, Thoryn had even seen her do it with some of the other kids in her care.  For that reason, Thoryn was pretty sure that Sheila wouldn’t have told anyone about losing a foster kid.  So long as no authorities knew she was missing, Sheila could keep getting the monthly paycheques; it might be enough to keep the old bat’s mouth shut, at least long enough for Thoryn to get the hell out of Vancouver.  

It was nearly midnight when she finally reached the far east side of the city near Hastings and slipped behind the chain-link fence, sliding down the gravel path toward the train yard.  Her plan was to find a freight car that was open and slip inside, then hopefully, she could stay hidden when the conductor walked down the length of cars in the morning and hitch a ride to one of the towns just outside Vancouver...maybe to Hope.  Hope sounded like a great place to start a new life to Thoryn.

Her plan seemed to be going perfect, too...until the sound of a beer bottle being smashed against the side of a concrete barricade, followed by the high-pitched hoot of male laughter caused the hair on the back of Thoryn’s neck to stand straight off her skin.  

Shit.  

“Well, well boys, what have we here?”

Thoryn felt bile rise in her throat and looked around anxiously for a place to run, knowing she’d never make it back through the fence in time.  She’d thought she’d been lucky to have gotten through Gastown without running into any of the Reapers.  Their gang was responsible for most, if not all, of the violent crime this whole side of east Vancouver and anyone in their right mind new to steer clear of them.  Just her luck she stumbled on half a dozen of them tonight, probably on their way back from trashing some poor Chinese guy’s shop and robbing him blind.  Keeping her head down so that her face remained hidden by the hood, she slipped her hand into the pocket of her coat and felt for the small pocketknife she’d found inside the same garbage bag at the Sally Ann.  Her fingers curled around its smooth hilt offering a small amount of courage.

That courage quickly disappeared, however, at the sound of three switchblades being drawn and the definite click of a handgun barrel sliding back into place.  

Double shit. 
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VANCOUVER WAS DEFINITELY not a place Mikhale Savage wanted to spend anymore time than he absolutely had to.  Twenty-four hours was plenty.  He missed Raven Falls, his settlement home far up north in Alaska, where the Northern Lights shimmered in the night sky and the sound of the wilderness filled his soul and renewed his spirit.  The city made him feel congested.  Smothered to the point of illness...something he’d never actually been in his life.  But he had promised Nikolai that he would see this merger through.  And since Nikolai was now the Alpha of the Alaskan clan now that their parents had gone off to take their place on the Counsel of Elders as Alpha Dominai in Budapest, Mikhale wanted to prove to his older brother that he could be counted on.  He wasn’t a kid anymore.  He’d been shifting into his full wolf for nearly four years now, dammit, and he wanted to mark his place in the clan.  With that as his purpose, he just needed to suck up his hatred of the city for a few more hours, sign the merger documents in the morning, and by tomorrow night he’d be on his way back to his beautiful, wild, Alaska.

“God, I could really use a run,” Lucas muttered beside him in the shiny black Lexus they’d rented to get them around the city.

Mikhale grimaced.  He’d been thinking the same thing all evening.  The idea of going back to the stuffy motel room didn’t appeal to him at all.  “Maybe if we head down toward the train yard,” he decided, “we can park the car by the river and run down along it.”

Lucas clapped his hands together.  “Sounds like a plan, my man.  Let’s do it!”

It didn’t take them long to get there, find a place to park the car, strip out of their clothing, and change.  Mikhale hit the ground on all fours and gave his thick, furry mane a shake as though needing to rid himself of the dust and grime of the city.  He lifted his nose to the air and couldn’t prevent the heavy sneeze that nearly made him strike the sensitive body part on the ground between his feet.  Fuck!  This place stinks!  

He waited for Lucas to move up beside him, cast a yellow-eyed look his way to make sure the other was ready and then they both bolted off into the shadows, running like the wind.  Gravel and rocks flew up as their feet hit the ground, claws digging in for traction as tiny prey animals scurried out of their way.  The feeling of running in wolf-form was exhilarating, even if they were limited to the shadows near the river.  They ran until there was nowhere left to run and then turned and ran back, racing one another, so that by the time they reached the Lexus, both wolves were panting hard, their tongues lolling out from widely grinning mouths full of teeth.  

Mikhale would have liked to remain in wolf-form for a while longer, but the smell of humans near by spurred him into changing back.  Standing at the trunk of the Lexus where he’d tossed his clothing, he was in the process of reaching inside for his jacket when the sound of a harsh, tortured cry mingled with the definite scent of fresh blood prickled his senses.  His ears perked, listening, his hearing so much sharper than any human’s hearing could be.

“Sounds like a fight,” Lucas whispered next to him.

Mikhale’s mouth pressed into a grim line.  “More like someone getting the shit kicked out of them.”  He tossed the keys to Lucas.  “Stay here, I’m going to take a look.”

Lucas rushed to put a warning hand on his arm.  “You know Nikolai doesn’t like us getting involved in human crap,” he cautioned.

Mikhale shrugged.  “Niko’s not here.”  He patted Lucas’s back.  “Relax, man, I’m just gonna take a look.  Call me a curious guy!”  He winked and moved away before Lucas could offer up another argument.

It didn’t take him long to find the action.  Just beyond the fence on the far end of the trainyard a group of seedy looking young men were laying the boots to a lone figure who lay curled into the fetal position on the ground, probably trying to protect their head and vitals from the attackers. The odds were about six to one, not good in any scenario.  As one guy reached for a broken piece of two by four and raised it above his head, Mikhale decided enough was enough.  With a speed that wasn’t even close to being human, he was on them, grabbing the arm that had the two by four and twisting it with a sickening crack before headbutting the asshole and letting him drop to the ground.

He turned then, looking into the faces of the astonished attackers and grinned.  “Who’s next?”

The following moments were a mix of oofs! and ahhs! mingled with one holy fuck! and finally an I’m fucking outta here!

Mikhale laughed, watching them run—the ones that could anyway; he hadn’t even broken a sweat!  Stooping down he picked up the gun that he’d knocked out of one assholes hand just as it had been pointed at his skull.  He’d easily broken the guys fingers for that mistake.  The asshole was lucky he hadn’t ripped the hand clean off the arm.  But Mikhale was pretty sure Nikolai would have had something to say about that if he did.  They weren’t supposed to hurt humans...well, not permanently damage them, anyway.  Broken bones could heal, bruises would fade, but people didn’t grow back limbs, and once a throat was ripped out, well...that was game over.

“Argh!”

The groan came from the small, dark bundle still curled on the ground.  Mikhale tipped his head, considering his options.  The kid probably needed a hospital...doctor at the very least.  The good Samaritan thing to do would be to bring him to one.  

He crouched down and touched the guy in the area where a shoulder should be.  Man, the kid was tiny!  Mikhale’s huge hand met nothing but frail bone beneath the heavy winter-style coat.  “Hey,” he poked his fingers against the coat.  “Hey, buddy.  Want me to take you to the hospital?”

The bundle moved slightly and this time Mikhale heard a sob.  “No.  Please go.  Leave me alone,” a muffled, tortured voice whispered weakly.

Mikhale frowned.  That was a pretty soft voice for a dude.  “Buddy,” he poked the coat again, reaching across to turn the kid over.  The sharp cry made him stop.  “Dude, you are seriously hurt, man.  Let me help you.”  Without waiting for a consent, he leaned in and easily scooped the kid up in his arms, cradling him against his body.  The kid was light...like, feather light.  Another soft cry followed by a whimper and Mikhale’s mind was completely made up.  He’d take the kid to the hospital, tell them where he’d found him, leaving out the part about the six guys, and then be gone.  He’d use a fake name if he had to, but the guy needed help.

Lucas raised his eyebrows as he approached the car.  “Picking up strays now, are we?”

Mikhale grunted and indicated for Lucas to open the back door of the Lexus so he could lay the kid inside.  Mikhale was a pretty big guy, so folding himself into the back seat of the Lexus wasn’t an easy task, but he was pretty flexible so he managed, somewhat....at least most of him was inside the car anyway, which made it easier to deposit the kid on the seat without jostling him around too much.  As his hand slid back over the kid’s coat, however, it swiped against a wet area on the material that was soaked in blood.  Mikhale had known the kid was bleeding, the scent of it was hard to miss for
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