
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Out of the Cage: A vampire doing his friend a favor runs across his beloved in a confused human altered into a shifter through experimentation.

	 

	 

	Agreeing to do his fellow vampire enforcer a favor, Nereo Belmonte heads to Stone Ridge, Colorado. He thought the task sounded simple enough—search the minds of four men who’d been experimented on and see if he can restore their memories. To his surprise, when Nereo walks into the room, he finds himself drawn to the blood of one of them—Warren Berger. With a vested interest in the job, Nereo worries the mental fog he encounters may never clear, leaving Warren’s mind in danger of returning to the experiments’ original programming.

	Warren knows his name. He knows his duty—follow Doctor Winoan’s orders. Everything else is immaterial. Except, when Winoan orders him to kill a man, he hears a noise that makes him question that—a snarling hiss that sounds like an order to stop. To Warren’s surprise, something deep within his psyche responds, and he obeys, as does his three team members. The odd presence in his mind decides that the speaker—a cheetah, which turns into a man—is their new leader. Warren doesn’t understand what’s going on, but he has no choice but to obey.

	Upon meeting Nereo, that voice in Warren’s head purrs with delight. Warren agrees—he wants the man. While peering into Nereo’s red-irised gaze, odd images flood his mind, clouding him with confusion and distrust. Can Warren learn to trust Nereo, allowing him to help, before those who worked with his old boss finds a way to counter his internal voice’s control and steal him back?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	Man cannot discover new oceans unless he has the courage to lose sight of the shore.

	~Andre Gide

	 

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“I really appreciate you doing this for us.”

	Nereo Belmonte relaxed in his office chair and stared at the ceiling as he replied to fellow vampire enforcer, Vince Marché. “You’re welcome, Vince.” Grinning, he added, “Besides, the rumor-mill is all about how the Stone Ridge pack has been blessed by Fate, what with all the mate-matches those guys have found... you included.”

	Less than a decade before, Nereo never would have believed that Vince would end up with a shifter beloved. The other Vampire Council enforcer had avoided shifters at all costs. He’d been more than a little prejudiced against them, too—a result of his upbringing.

	Times do change.

	“That’s true,” Vince replied, and Nereo could hear the happiness in the other vampire’s voice.

	And he has every right to be.

	“Maybe you’ll find your beloved there,” Vince continued.

	“From your lips to Fate’s ears,” Nereo quipped back, a smile curving his lips. At almost two hundred years of age, Nereo had been waiting a long time to find his soul mate. He couldn’t give a rat’s ass who it turned out to be. “I’ll fly out in the morning.”

	“Good luck, my friend.”

	“Thanks, Vince,” Nereo replied before lowering his phone from his ear. A press of his thumb disconnected the call, and he tossed the device onto the desk. Lifting his arms over his head, Nereo stretched, arching his back and flexing his arms. The twinge to his right side reminded him that he was still healing.

	“Another day, and I’ll be right as rain,” Nereo muttered as he lowered his arms. With a sigh, he rose to his feet and headed out of his home office. “Can’t believe that bastard managed to get the drop on me.”

	Still, Nereo had taken down the rogue vampire. He’d walked away with deep claw wounds raked along the right side of his rib cage, but he had walked away. The rogue hadn’t.

	Nereo strode into his bedroom and pulled out a large duffel bag. As he began packing, he thought about Vince’s request.

	Vince and his three buddies were already on assignment, so they couldn’t help out their friends in Stone Ridge. The alpha there—Alpha Declan McIntire—had requested their aid in peering into the minds of four soldiers who’d been experimented on. Evidently, they didn’t respond to any commands other than who they perceived as their alpha.

	As part of their experimentation, the men had been programmed to think their alpha was the scientist doing the experiments—Doctor Winoan. Then the doctor had begun using them as his personal bodyguards. Evidently, he’d realized his life was in danger.

	That hadn’t stopped the wolf pack from capturing the doctor, though. Of course, it was by dumb luck that they’d stumbled upon the group’s real leader—Bailey Dyer. The man had been their unit commander, and he’d been smuggled out of the scientist’s facility by his brother—Ronan. Ronan had ended up mating with a wolf shifter, and they’d helped alter the experiments done on Bailey, saving the man’s memories.

	As Nereo folded a couple of pairs of polo shirts and placed them in the bag on top of his jeans, he marveled at Fate’s unique design.

	Hope I’m going to be in there somewhere soon. Maybe I’ll ask to meet all the single wolf shifters.

	Nereo wouldn’t mind a shifter beloved.

	I wouldn’t mind a human beloved, either.

	Whoever Fate ended up sending him, Nereo knew the other half of his soul would be just perfect.

	Smiling, Nereo chuckled under his breath at his thoughts. He felt a fissure of anticipation slither up his spine. Hope, he decided.

	After finishing his packing, Nereo headed to his kitchen. He opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle full of red liquid. After popping the cap, he brought it to his lips and took a gulp.

	Nereo grimaced at the taste of the cold blood. While he always had the stuff on hand, it would never be a favorite. Still, he knew he needed the sustenance before heading to the wolf shifter pack the next day. With his healing injury, Nereo needed more than his standard once-a-week donor, and he didn’t feel like hunting right then.

	With the bottle still half-full, Nereo grabbed the tomato juice. He poured it into the blood and put the juice away before screwing the cap back on it. Then he tipped the bottle back and forth, mixing the two liquids.

	Once Nereo reopened the bottle, he took another swig. Grunting with pleasure, he headed toward his living room, ready to make his version of a bloody mary. Turning on the TV, he found a show to watch. Then Nereo poured himself a whiskey from the sideboard, adding a couple of shots to the bottle, too. Taking both drinks, he settled in his favorite recliner and relaxed for the night.

	 

	“What kind of vehicle do you want us to have available to you when you arrive?”

	Nereo had just finished making his way through security when the call from Beta Dixon Holsteen came through his line. Slinging the strap of his bag over his shoulder, he thought swiftly. He tried to decide what would be a fun vehicle to wander around the mountain roads of Colorado.

	With a grin, Nereo couldn’t help but ask, “You wouldn’t happen to have a motorcycle I could borrow, would you?”

	Beta Dixon’s deep chuckle sounded through the line. “You’re one of those, huh?”

	“I own a Harley,” Nereo stated, surprised by the beta’s teasing, but he was happy to roll with it. Vince had told him that the pack was fairly laid-back, so hearing the confirmation pleased him. “But driving across country would take a couple of days, and I figured you needed me there before that.”

	In truth, driving cross-country hadn’t even crossed his mind when Vince had approached him with his request.

	“Well, I think I can arrange that for you, Nereo,” Beta Dixon told him, his voice full of warmth. “With you flying out here, you’ll probably need all the gear, too, right?”

	“I will,” Nereo confirmed, his anticipation ramping up. “Maybe after I see to these guys you need help with, I’ll take a few days to explore.” Realizing how bold that statement was—inviting himself to wander around a wolf pack’s territory—Nereo quickly amended, “If that’s okay with your al—um, you all.”

	Damn. No talking about alpha’s in the middle of a human airport.

	As much as Nereo would have loved to have taken one of the Vampire Council’s jets, none had been available. Instead, he was taking a commercial flight. At least he didn’t have to pay for it, and he was flying first class.

	“I’m sure that won’t be an issue, Enforcer Nereo,” Beta Dixon replied. “When does your flight land?”

	“Twelve-seventeen,” Nereo replied, catching sight of a sign that indicated the gate he needed. He turned in that direction and strode swiftly down the corridor. “Thank you again for the transportation.”

	Chuckling gruffly, Beta Dixon reminded, “You’re doing us a favor, so no worries.” Before Nereo could reply, the beta added, “Your contact is Kade McGraw, one of our enforcers. I’ll text you his number.”

	“Thank you again,” Nereo replied dutifully. “I’ve never been to the mountains of Colorado. I’m looking forward to it.”

	“See you soon,” Beta Dixon replied before disconnecting the call.

	Nereo located his gate, found a seat, and pulled up a reading app on his phone, settling in to wait for his flight to board.

	 

	Twenty minutes later, Nereo heard the announcement for handicapped boarding on his flight. He pulled up his electronic ticket on his phone and rose to his feet, knowing first class would be called shortly. When it was, Nereo approached the gate with several others.

	Standing in line, Nereo couldn’t help the way his gaze fixated on the slacks-covered butt of the human man in front of him. The fabric pulled enticingly with each step the male made, showcasing firm, round cheeks. Sliding his attention higher, he took in the slender, muscular arm pulling the rolling suitcase behind him.

	Hmm... a businessman who keeps himself in shape. Too bad his cologne is hiding his natural scent, although it’s fairly nice.

	The man’s short business cut showed off a strong neck, and Nereo licked his fangs as his keen vampire sight spotted the perfect place to feed from.

	I wonder if he’d be interested in joining the mile-high club.

	As the thought flickered through Nereo’s mind, the man strode away from him, moving down the tunnel to get on the plane. He held up his phone to be scanned, still staring at the male.

	“Is something wrong, sir?” the woman at the gate asked, glancing over her shoulder at the retreating human.

	Nereo yanked his focus away from the guy to offer her a reassuring smile. “No, everything is fine,” he told her. “Just eager to get where I’m going.”

	She smiled and nodded. “Have a nice flight.”

	“Thank you.”

	Heading down the tunnel, Nereo turned a corner and spotted the plane’s open door. Another attendant waited, and he followed his instructions to locate his seat. A quick glance around showed Nereo the nicely dressed male easing into a seat two rows up. After sitting in his own seat, he leaned down and stowed his bag beneath the chair in front of him. When Nereo straightened, he watched the guy lean toward the woman beside him, and they pecked briefly.

	Oh well. Not like I need the sustenance.

	Dismissing the hottie, Nereo changed his phone to airplane mode and returned to his book.

	 

	The flight was uneventful and landed on time, for which Nereo was grateful. Once they’d docked with the airport terminal, he grabbed his bag and followed the others off the plane. With the strap slung over his shoulder, Nereo made his way through the airport, following the exit signs.

	Nereo slowed his steps, peering around the area near the doors. Spotting a large, dark-haired man holding a sign with his first name on it, he headed that way. Before he’d taken three steps, the guy riveted a dark-eyed gaze on him. When the male arched one thick eyebrow in silent question while glancing at the sign he held, Nereo dipped his head in acknowledgment.

	As Nereo approached, the man folded his sign in half while turning and speaking to someone. A much shorter and slenderer man pushed away from the wall he’d been leaning against. The other guy reached the bigger man first and took the sign from him. The first male slung his now-free arm around the smaller man’s waist before focusing on Nereo again.

	“I’m Kade,” the man greeted, holding out one large hand. “Nereo, right?”

	Taking Kade’s palm in his own, Nereo shook and released. “I am,” he confirmed again. “Nice to meet you. Thanks for meeting me.”

	Kade nodded. “No problem.” He tipped his chin and indicated the other man. “This is my mate, Tom.”

	Nereo shook the other man’s hand. Even over the smells of the airport, he could still catch Tom’s human scent drenched in wolf shifter. “Nice to meet you, too.”

	“And you,” Tom replied before pressing back into Kade’s hold.

	“Do you have any luggage to grab?” Kade asked, pointing toward the pick-up area.

	Shaking his head, Nereo lifted the shoulder that the strap rested on. “I like to travel light.”

	Kade’s goateed lips curved into a small smile. “I don’t blame you. Let’s head out, then.”

	“With pleasure.”

	Turning, Kade and
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