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He went around the tree to see Kobie still in her cat form. She spun toward him and even from this distance, he could see she was unhappy about something. He barely got to sit when she bound over and knocked him onto his back and held him there with one large, firm paw. He frowned. She couldn’t be this pissed that he’d stopped her from attacking his friend. “Hey...”

“Blair, you had two phone calls.” Daisie came bounding over. “Mom read who called for me. I think Kelsey is a pretty name and,” she held out the phone, “Layna too.”  

Shit. He turned and looked up at the she-cat giving him a hard look. She gave a low yowl at him and then released him and walked into the trees. He blew out a breath and glanced to see Calum leaning against a tree with his arm around a woman with long black hair. “Thanks, Daisie.” He held out his hand for the phone and sat up. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kobie come back and almost wished it was the cat returning, the look she gave him was not friendly. He did not know why she was mad—okay, getting calls from two women in the past hour made him look like some kind of playboy, but there were explanations. Getting up, he looked over to see Calum’s amused look. Shit. He’d missed a step or something somewhere. 
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Blair inhaled deeply, assessing all the scents that surrounded him. Slowing down, he approached the cliff’s edge and sat. He checked the air again, he found nothing that shouldn’t be there. Slumping, he huffed out a breath and slid forward until he was almost hanging over the edge. 

He’d been at Bruce’s for two weeks now and he wasn’t feeling more settled with the turmoil rolling inside of him. Kelsey was mated to Gage. He’d known for years it was coming—everyone knew it was going to happen, but that didn’t make the pain lessen. He watched some birds take flight in the bush below. Scenting the wind, he checked to see if they flew because of an intruder or not. Satisfied it was nothing important, he looked out across the land. 

The last two weeks were meant to be a fix for his broken heart, a distraction, with tasks to occupy his mind and moods that kept bouncing from mopey to furious without warning. It wasn’t working on any level. Usually, he enjoyed the change of scenery when visiting Bruce’s—it was overpopulated with female shifters of his kind.  He hadn’t even been able to muster the excitement to flirt with the women. That made him more annoyed than anything. Was he going to be this pitiful always, or was this only a temporary rut he was in? He didn’t know, needed to figure it out, but couldn’t find the focus to work through it.

He was acting like a pathetic, lovesick—puppy, kitten, or whatever the appropriate equivalent would be. Glancing behind him, he knew he should continue checking the perimeter, but he needed a few more moments of his pity party before he got back to it. 

That Tomas asshole had cranked up his game, and all the clans were on high alert. It felt like the Alliance was one step behind lately, and they needed to figure out how that was happening. Females were disappearing from all over. Bruce needed all the help he could get with the many women that lived here. He would not fail—again. Blair shook his head to try and prevent the next thought but was too late. Kelsey and the future Queen of the Alliance, Rayne, were abducted on his watch—Straightening up, he decided to get moving. He couldn’t go and think about that. His blood pressure sky-rocketed when he did. A run usually helped to clear his head, but he couldn’t go too far while he was helping Bruce watch over the clan. 

Of course, the one thing that nothing helped to erase was the image of Kelsey in the middle of a thunderstorm, soaked and oblivious as she stood in front of Gage in his cat form, and accepted him as her mate. That moment had broken something inside of Blair. He’d been in love with Kelsey for at least five years, could be longer. He wasn’t sure the exact moment it had happened—just one day it hit him. He’d spent the day in a fog trying to figure out how to tell her. He never got the chance. The next day he found out that the reason Gage was the jerk he was toward Kelsey, was because she was his mate, and he was trying not to claim her because she was too young. Nothing in his life had been the same since that day. Nothing. 

Blair glanced to the East and checked for movement. Being here was supposed to be his new start, a cleanse. He chuffed at himself, stop answering the phone when she calls, and you might stand a chance, idiot. He looked in the other direction. How could he ignore the call when it was Kelsey? He’d even told Gage he was trying not to answer all the time, but it was Kelsey, and he was just a man. Dropping his chin, he looked at the large white paws on the ground in front of him—okay; he was mostly a man. 

Turning, he took off full speed down the incline. When he finished this sweep, maybe Bruce would let him tear apart that old tractor and try to get it running. Mechanics, he understood—it was life that was a puzzle for him. Gage’s old man, Ed, who was his Alpha, had taught him everything he knew about mechanics, big equipment, and repairs alongside Gage, Jake, and Gary. For that, he would always be grateful. That alone was also the reason he hadn’t acted on the idea of going back to his birth clan. He owed Ed for giving him a purpose in life. His mother, before she passed away, had sent him to the Lockman clan. He was only two, so he remembered nothing about her but had to trust in the decision. According to Ed, he had some relatives living in his original clan, yet he had discouraged him from reaching out to them. In Blair’s mind, if they hadn’t contacted him, there must be a reason—or they just didn’t care.  Of course, someday he might need to know more. Now, was not that time, he couldn’t handle any more intense issues in his brain. 

Blair always considered himself easy-going or had until his first shift. That day he discovered he was a lethal weapon. He enjoyed the feeling, and it took all his restraint to not attack, maim or kill everything in his path when he was in cat form. If he was being truthful, as a man he often struggled to contain the rage inside of him. There had to be a reason, but he couldn’t figure out why. Fury and rage were the only words he could find to describe what he felt and his need to control was insane at times as well. All the more reason to stay with this clan. Ed was a strong Alpha and if Blair’s cat ever got out of hand, Ed’s son, Gage, was damn good at using his dominant tone to control him. 

Grabbing his jeans, Blair pulled them on and zipped them up quickly. Habit had him checking his phone immediately after that. Six missed calls. He clenched his jaw and stared at the screen; did he want to look? If any of them were from Kelsey, he’d have to call her back.  “Sorry, Sweetie.” He stuffed the phone back in his pocket and picked up his boots and shirt.

As he came out of the tree-line, he saw Ketu walking out on the other side of the lane. Ketu shook his head and pulled his shirt over his head. “Nothing out of place.”

Blair flipped his shirt over his shoulder. “That’s a good thing.” It was—despite his need for blood and finding something to take out his frustration on. 

Ketu nodded, then brushed his black hair back out of his face. “Bruce said there was trouble at a clan three hours west of us a few days ago.”

Blair rubbed his hand over his short hair. “Yeah, I told Devin I’d happily go lend a hand.”

Ketu stopped, putting his hand out so Blair would stop. “What are you running from?” He lifted his hand then dropped it again, “we usually have a blast when you’re here—” he motioned up and down in front of him, “You’re in Blair’s body, but man, you are not our Blair.”

Blair couldn’t help smirk at that. He shrugged, “just working through a few things.”

Ketu snorted, “work fast, dude, Layna is moping about like a heartbroken teenager and it’s depressing.”

Blair started walking hoping that would end the discussion. Layna was Ketu’s sister, and she was a sweet woman, for that reason alone, he’d put space between them the moment he’d arrived. As if she knew he was thinking about her, she came out of the barn as they went across the yard. She paused and smiled at him. He gave her a brief movement of his head that he hoped came across as friendly and not offensive. He stopped when he noticed something. In all the years he’d been coming here, he had never put it together. Layna had the same build as Kelsey, her hair was a darker red, but the sprinkled freckles that covered her—shit—now he felt like a bastard. He’d been using sexy little Layna as a substitute all these years. Hell, she even called him the two times her cycle had hit. Fuck. 

After cursing a few more times inside his head, he turned to go talk to her. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Bruce come out onto the porch of the house. Bruce leaned on the railing and jerked his chin, calling him over.

Bruce was a big burly man, the kids here called him Teddy Bruce. He may appear to be easygoing, but Blair knew there was a reason Ed trusted him to watch over the clan members here. The scars on the man’s face were a testament to how not a teddy-bear-like he could be. 

Blair glanced to see Layna noticed as well, and then she turned to go back in the barn. He’d fix that situation later; he decided as he went over to stand below the porch.

“You or Ketu pick up anything?” Bruce spoke softly, as always. Although he’d heard the man use a much louder voice, he preferred the soft version.  

“It’s clear.” Blair shrugged. “I’ll check up the road when I run into town later.” He glanced over at the tractor.

“Sounds good.” Bruce straightened up, “Gage called and told me to tell you to answer your goddamned phone.”

Frowning, Blair pulled it out of his pocket. He quickly brought up the call log, five of the six calls were from Gage. The sixth was from Jake. He frowned. “I’ll call him now.” He waited for Bruce to give him a nod and turn to go back into the house. Hitting send, Blair put the phone to his ear.

“About fucking time. Where the hell have you been?”  Gage’s tone was harsh.

“Checking the boundaries. What’s going on?”  Tucking his hand in his pocket, he turned and looked back to the lane that led toward the cliff. 

“A complete shitshow,” Gage growled. “Coop’s hurt and was in the hospital...”

Blair jolted like someone had just slapped him. “What?” Their kind didn’t go to hospitals, they had a shifter doctor on call but risking going to a hospital was rare.

“Old fool tried to do something he should have had help with...”

“Is it serious? Does Ed need me back there?”  He would go back. He didn’t want to, but it was Coop, so of course, he’d be there.

“Busted tibia, a stand gave out and crushed his leg. Nona and Shaelan say he can’t even think about a shift for a month, maybe more.”

He didn’t know who either of those people was, but it was still the worst thing to happen to a shifter, being injured so badly you couldn’t shift. “Fuck.” Blair rubbed his hand through his hair.

“He refused to stay in the hospital, so Mom has him put up in the guestroom.”

Blair nodded as if Gage could see him.

“Kelsey and I will be home tomorrow—so,” he paused for a moment, “we’ll be okay in the shop.”

“Okay.” Blair didn’t want to breathe a sigh of relief into the phone, so he moved the phone from his mouth for a second. It was too soon to see Kelsey—way too soon. In fact, he didn’t know how he’d ever face her again.

“The reason I’ve been trying to reach you is there’s a whole other fucking mess.”

Blair frowned, “with what?”

“Devin and Rayne are staying here to try to get this clan back on track...”

Blair still couldn’t believe what Gage had told him last week, the sickness of the shit that clan had been doing and suffered through all these years still blew his mind.

“...we now have clans all over this continent with relatives of members that vanished,” Gage sighed loudly, “the Alliance has designated a team to look into clans that were with the Alliance when it was formed, but haven’t been seen in a while,” he mumbled something under his breath, “but here is just a big emotional clusterfuck.”

Blair cringed, knowing how well Kelsey would handle all that. For a brief second, he was glad he was a tiger and not a panther. “What do you need from me?”

“Dev’s dad asked me to give you a call. The Alliance is ass-deep in so much right now they’re running out of bodies to call in. We have all security amped up in all clans, so we can’t pull any of those—just in case Tomas tries again.”

Blair’s whole body tensed at the very mention of the Tomas organization. “Makes sense, don’t pull anyone from clan security. Just tell me where you need me—” he shrugged, “or what our King requires of me.” It would do him good to have a definitive task to keep himself busy. Any task.

“We need someone to escort nine members of a clan from the border to,” he paused and swore, “fuck, I can’t even remember the details.” He made a soft growling sound, “I don’t think I’ve slept since we got on this damn mountain...”

“Send me the details later. Just tell me where I’m going and when to be there.” Blair looked over at his truck, he could be packed up and pulling out in ten minutes.

“I’ll get Dev to email you the finer points, but Blair?”

Blair lifted his chin at the tone. “Yeah?”

“I don’t know what happened to the rest of the clan, but those nine are the last of it as far as we know.”

A chill went down Blair’s spine. “I’ll get them where they’re going safely.”

“I know you will. We were going to send Cal with you, but he doesn’t want his mate involved in anything like that right now and it’s too soon for them to be separated...”

Blair’s eyebrows shot up, “Cal’s what?”

“Shit—so much has happened, I think we skipped over that.” He cleared his throat. “Yeah, Cal found his mate in this village, and let me tell you, I would not mess with her. Vicious little thing.” Gage chuckled.

“Holy hell. I can’t believe Calum is mated.”

“I’ll tell you all the details later, and they’re quite something.”

Blair smirked at Gage’s tone, “I look forward to it.” He sobered, “I can be ready to head out in ten. Send me the details of where I’m going and make sure Devin has my number and all that.”

“I knew we could count on you.” Gage’s tone was serious again.

Blair bit his tongue, literally, so he wouldn’t ask how Kelsey was.

“Shit, I have to go. Marilyn just stomped by with the fork in her hand—I’ll get Dev to send you that now.” Gage hung up abruptly. 

Blair held his phone out and looked at it. He didn’t know who Marilyn was or why Gage sounded panicked over her having a fork, but he would definitely be asking him about it the next time they talked.  He looked at the phone for a few more seconds, then hit send beside Jake’s name. Stubborn old ass Coop was the last thought he had before Jake yelled into the phone over the sound of equipment in the background.
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Kobie paced away and stared at the ground, trying to gather her thoughts before she spoke. Turning, she looked back at Fischer. She’d grown up with him in her life from as far back as she could remember. He was her brother’s best friend and unfortunately a one-form, other than that, he was an amazing guy. There had been a few times in her brief life she’d considered making a play for him, he had this boy-next-door cuteness going on with his sandy hair always hanging over his eyes. Kobie was too loyal to the clan to do that and other than his cuteness, she wasn’t emotionally attached to him. She blew out a breath and placed her hands on her hips. “I don’t know, Fish.”

Crossing his arms over his chest, he gave her a sympathetic look. “Look, your brother made me promise that if anything ever happened to call that number and get you out of here,” he heaved a visible sigh, “your dad agreed.” He moved closer to her but seemed to know not to touch her right now. “I spoke to the Prince of this Alliance and he’s a very blunt, straightforward man.”

Kobie cleared her throat so she wouldn’t give in to the tears that threatened to fill her eyes. The prince, holy crap. “I know the Alliance is trustworthy,” she turned and looked out across the field, “but crossing the border and leaving here...”

Fischer grasped her shoulder and turned her, so she was looking at him. “There is nothing here for you now.” He jerked his chin toward the house. “Dad and I can’t keep you guys safe.” He shook his head. “It’s just a matter of time before they think to look here, and we can’t go up against them.” He frowned, “I still don’t know how they didn’t track you over here already.”

She did but wasn’t sharing how and besides, she knew this area better than anyone. Nodding, she stepped a more comfortable distance from him. Reaching up, she pulled the elastic from her hair, then stalled to think as she pulled it all back and put it back in the elastic. “How are we getting over to the other side?” She didn’t have a choice. She had to get the others to safety.

“Dad and I will take care of that. Jay and your father came up with the plan, we just have to follow it.” He glanced at the barn. “Be ready to go first thing in the morning.”

Kobie nodded, “yeah. Did you get me that stuff?”

Fischer pointed to the bag on the ground where he’d been standing then reached into his pocket, “you should have said something if one of you are injured.”

She grinned, “we’re not. Keep it, give it to whoever they send for us.”

He looked at the tube in his hand and then back to her. “For what?”

She chuckled softly, “they’ll send a male, he needs to put a dab under his nose.”

“Won’t that fuck with his sense of smell?”

She tucked her hands into the pocket of her jacket. “Yes, and that’s the point.” She motioned to the barn with her chin, “we have no idea when Annamarie and Nichelle will come into their first cycle or shift, so—”

“Ah. Got it.” He took the cap off and smelled it. “Jesus.” He capped it and then stuffed it in his pocket, “that will do the trick.”

“It always does.” She turned and looked back across the field. “We squeezed about six tubes of it all around the farm before we came over here.” She sucked in a breath and cleared her throat. She wanted nothing more than to go over and check if any of them had come back, but after they’d found the three bodies of their men, she knew she had to get the remaining members of the clan out of there. “Were you able to get their bodies out of there, so no one could find them?”

“Yeah. We buried them in the old meadow.”

She let out a shaky breath. “Thanks. I’ll tell their mates they were buried with respect.”

“Do you need anything tonight?”

She knew the food he’d given them was probably still sitting there uneaten. It was hard to force anything down when your universe had just caved in around you. Clearing her throat, she shook her head and turned toward the barn. “No. We’ll be ready before dawn.” She couldn’t look at him and see that expression on his face again. “Thanks, Fish, for everything.”

Going through the door, she turned and locked it again. Cortney met her. “Everyone resting?”

Cortney nodded and flipped her long hair out of the way. “Finally, yes.” She glanced at the door, a hopeful look on her face.

Kobie shook her head. “Fish buried the ones we found.” She cleared her throat, trying to prevent her voice from cracking with emotion. “His dad and he have been taking turns driving over,” she shook her head slowly, “no sign of anyone else.”

“I tried calling all the numbers we had. There’s no answer.” She held the cell phone out to her. 

“Did you take the battery and card out of the phone after?”  Kobie took the phone and stuffed it in her pocket. Fish had given it to her, along with the numbers he knew. 

“Yes.” Cortney handed her the card and battery. Then put her hand over her mouth. “I don’t know what to tell Daisie about her father.”

Kobie turned and looked over to where the girls slept. Daisie was nine and probably the biggest ray of sunshine on the entire planet. The combination of her big blue eyes and shiny strawberry blonde hair just hit you in the heart when she looked at you. “Nothing for now.” Kobie took her elbow and guided her further away from the others. “Jay and Dad had an emergency plan lined up for the clan.” 

Cortney looked surprised for a second. “I suppose it makes sense our Alpha would think of that.” She glanced over at her daughter again, then used her fist to wipe a tear off her cheek. “At the rate members were vanishing.”

Kobie nodded. “We’re going across the border with the protection of the Alliance.”

“The border?” Cortney’s voice cracked.

“Fish will keep checking for any that return.” She had to believe some of them would make it back. “They’ll join us when they do.” She inhaled a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to keep herself calm. “We can’t stay here—if they come back...” She couldn’t finish.

“I know.” Cortney nodded. “When?”

“Dawn.”  She placed her hand on the other woman’s arm. “Go get some rest.” She glanced up to the top of the mow. “Torrey and I will take watch until dusk.” She waited until she left and went over to where the others were sleeping. Taking a deep breath, Kobie turned and started climbing the ladder to the mow. She’d fill Torrey in on the plan after she checked out the loft door and made sure that there was no one in sight that shouldn’t be.

Opening the door a few inches, she looked out it. Cortney and Torrey were technically her elders, but they both had daughters to watch over, so Kobie took it upon herself to take the lead. The others followed suit. Until her father or brother came back, she was the leader of the clan. Despite the other two women being seventeen and seven years older than her twenty-three years, they respected Kobie would do all within her power to keep everyone safe. 

Leaning closer to the opening, she inhaled deep and took the scents into her system. She closed her eyes and took a moment to process the many smells. Opening her eyes, she glanced across the mow at Torrey and shook her head. Torrey gave her a quick nod, telling her all was clear on her side too. 

Getting up, Kobie walked carefully over the tiered bales to the opening on the other end, she’d spend the next twelve hours walking in a circle checking every direction if she had to. She touched the pocket with the phone in it and wanted nothing more than to call her brother again. She knew she shouldn’t. Couldn’t. 

As she looked out across the barren field, she clenched her jaw. Jay, you better get your ass back here. She wanted her father to return too, but she needed her twin in ways she could never explain to anyone. They had a connection, something that had bound them together before they were born. She smiled despite the ache in her heart. Hunting with her brother when they shifted was her most favorite thing on earth. They were in total synch with each other, like they were of one mind. 

Sniffling past the emotion, she closed her eyes to inhale the air outside. She had to hold on to the hope that her brother would contact Fish as soon as he was able. She inhaled slowly. If you need me, I’m there, Jay. Always.
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Chapter Three
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They were late. Blair got out of the van and went to the front to look along the road. He scoffed and glanced around, this was a path, not a road. Pulling out his phone, he brought up the email from Devin, he knew he was at the right location—he read it quickly again, and he’d been early.  Tucking his phone back in his pocket, he opened the van—which he still couldn’t believe he had to drive. It was like he was a soccer mom or something, only he wasn’t a mom or a female, and he hated soccer. Grabbing the map, he opened it where he had it creased and studied the route again. He’d already come up with about six alternate plans, just in case he needed them, he had no details on what had happened to this clan, but he would make sure he got them all out safely. 

Right now, he was running on pure adrenaline, and thankful for it. He’d driven straight through after he’d picked up the van. It had been a long drive, but with so little detail, he didn’t want to not be here on time and leave them stranded in uncertain circumstances. He had a twenty-minute nap when he got here, just enough to keep him going.

Devin said eventually they’d be going to his campground, but they had to be checked out prior, so Blair was to take them to a new location they’d set up. One in the middle of nowhere, about halfway between Gage and Devin’s places. He was okay with that, he preferred the middle of nowhere to populated areas.

Grabbing his pack, he stuffed the map in and then looked at the stack of blankets he’d gotten, along with water and some basic snacks. They could pick up anything else required along the way. He had no idea what state they would be in, hell he didn’t even know where they were from or what they were running from exactly.

Closing the door softly, he inhaled and focused to see if he could scent any change in the area. Nothing. Jamming his hands in his pockets, so he wouldn’t check the time again. He looked to his left, then slowly to his right. The sound of a vehicle had him straighten, his cat rubbed along him, alert and ready as well. 

The SUV stopped and a man jumped out of it, leaving it running, the door opened and hurried toward him. Blair looked at the vehicle. No one else was inside. Shit, something is wrong.

“Are you Blair?” The guy approached him fast.

Blair’s cat didn’t like this at all.

“You are definitely a cat, damn, sorry to rush at you, I’m Fischer.” He looked over his shoulder. “Pretty sure we were being followed, so I detoured past the turnoff and dropped them off.” He pointed to the treed area. “Kobie is leading them through there to meet you here.”

He knew he was a cat? Did that mean this clan was cats? Blair inhaled subtly; Fischer was a one-form. His confusion must have shown on his face.

“Yeah, I’m a one-form. Grew up with the Alpha’s son.” He pulled something out of his pocket and held it out to him. “Kobie says you have to dab this under your nose—” he looked apologetic, “there are two women close to their first cycle...”

Fuck. Just what he didn’t need to be contending with. Blair took the tube and opened it. Then held it away from him as long as his arm could manage. “How the fuck am I supposed to keep them safe if I can’t smell?”

Fischer started backing toward his vehicle. “Kobie will do that,” he smirked, “best hunter in the clan.”

That made Blair feel better, not much, but if his senses had to be crippled, having their best hunter alongside him was better than nothing. 

“I gotta go. Get back out on the main road in case they’re still looking. I’ll lead them in the other direction, buy you some time.”

Blair nodded. 

“If I know Kobie, they’ll make it here in about fifteen minutes.” He paused halfway in the driver’s seat, looked like he wanted to say more, but didn’t.

“They’ll be safe,” Blair told him and he meant it. 

“Tell Kobie if any of the others come back, I’ll hide them until we can get them out of here.” He got in and made fast work of turning around and leaving.

Others? What the hell was going on? He looked at the offensive tube in his hand. Did he have a choice? No, not really. If his cat was distracted with some female in her cycle, it would make this trip ten times harder, not to mention it would piss off any of the males with them if his cat was flirting with their females. He looked at the van. Yeah, cramming ten bodies into that for a long drive was going to be hard enough, never mind distracted cats.  This Kobie guy must have balls of steel to request he use this crap and impede his most important sense. Blair shook it off, he’d probably do the same to protect his clan. He had to respect that he was just looking out for what remained of his clan. “Shit.” He opened the tube and put the smallest possible amount he could on the tip of his finger. “This is going to suck.” He hissed, then chased his head as he leaned back away from his hand, reaching to touch under his nose.

Almost fifteen minutes on the dot, Blair heard movement in the trees. He inhaled and immediately regretted it. Sucking more of the offensive scent into his body. He went around and opened the side door of the van. If someone was looking for them, introductions would have to wait until he got them the hell out of here. 

His cat was freaking out inside him. He didn’t like not being able to smell. When the sound got closer, Blair hunched down, ready to spring in case the clan members weren’t causing the barely audible sounds. 

A woman with long brown hair stepped out of the thick growth. She had a small girl with strawberry blonde hair and huge frightened blue eyes in front of her. Blair stepped down into the ditch and held out his hand to help them up it, “It’s okay, honey,” he took the little girl’s hand, “I’m Blair and I’m taking you somewhere safe,” he kept his voice soft and light. 

“I’m Daisie.” She said in a shaking voice.

He was sure his heart just cracked a little inside him. “Hop up in and get comfortable.”  He helped her and then turned to the woman and nodded as she climbed in and pulled the child onto her lap. “Are the rest close?”

She nodded, “Kobie spread us out to keep the sound to a minimum.”

Blair didn’t pause to chat. He went back to the ditch and squatted down watching and listening. This Kobie guy was smart. Keep the sound from traveling, send the women and children first so he can watch over everyone. He felt a small measure better about not being able to smell. The brush moved and another woman with an older girl came out. No mistaking these two for mother and daughter with their matching curly hair. 

He held his hand out to the teenager. She looked exhausted. “I’m Blair, take my hand.” She hesitantly took it. He pulled her up out of the ditch. “Water and snacks are under the seats.”  He released her hand when he was sure she had her footing, then turned back to the mother. 

“Franki slipped and has a gash,” she pointed to her arm as she climbed into the van. 

Blair nodded and reached in under the front seat and pulled out a first aid kit and held it out. “Fix it up when they get here.” The woman took the kit. Fuck, the scent of blood would be like a damned beacon.

“Kobie took off her shirt and wrapped it,” Daisie told him as he turned back to the ditch.

He winked at her. “Smart move.” He stepped back over to the ditch. Her shirt? He had to have heard that wrong. 

Two more women stepped out of the foliage. One of them had dyed red-streaked hair and was holding the arm of a short blonde woman as she held her wrapped arm. Franki was a woman. He hadn’t caught that part. Snapping out of it, he slid down the ditch and held out his hand to her. “I’m Blair, we have a med kit in the van.”

The one helping her let go and climbed up the incline. “Kobie dosed any blood on the ground with rubbing alcohol.”

He took Franki’s elbow and helped her out of the ditch. He’d never thought of using rubbing alcohol to cover scents, but it was a good idea, and he hoped it worked. 

“Annamarie was freaking out, so Mika is dragging her along,” Franki told him.

He glanced at the van again, deciding the one with the dyed hair was one of the cats close to their first change. She had to be around eighteen, nineteen. Hopefully, her cat would figure out now was not the time to introduce her to their world. Stopping for an inevitable first change was not something they had time for. Of course, if he could fucking smell, he’d know how close she was.

Blair hoped as he’d never hoped before that Mika was a man, otherwise, his tense guts told him he was going to be transporting nine females many stressful miles.  He released her elbow as she got in the van. 

Hurrying back when the vegetation moved, he waited at the bottom for the next ones to arrive. A woman with short brown hair, around twenty, huffed out a breath as she cleared it. She turned and gave the older woman with long red hair a glare of attitude. Mika was not a man.

“Come on.”  He did not have time for haughty girls. The upset one took his hand, then assessed him and gave him one of those smiles—the kind the old Blair would have lapped up like a starving kitten. He pulled her up the incline and then released her hand as soon as her feet were on level ground. He was almost thankful for the stink under his nose right now. His cat did not need to know about the pheromones he knew she’d be tossing at him right now.

He turned back to Mika. She was in her late twenties if he guessed right—and when it came to females, Blair was usually right on the money guessing their age. Taking his hand, she gave him a brief nod then looked at the van. 

“We should dump the seats, there’d be more room.” She stepped to get in the van.

“Leaving seats laying here would be a flashing sign.” He said quickly, then turned back to the growth, watching.

“Good point,” Mika said from behind him.

Before Blair could think of anything else to say, a tall woman cleared the growth. She was wearing jeans, a jacket, and just a bra underneath. Turning her back to him, she reached out in front of her and backed up the incline while spraying over her tracks as she went. He would have tried to scent what she was misting the ground with but knew the only smell he’d pick up was that god-awful ointment again. 

Backing toward the van, he looked all around them. Opening the passenger door, he reached over and opened his bag, pulling out the first shirt he found.

Kobie reached the van and then finally turned to look at him.

Blair’s heart did this hard stop in his chest. She had dark blue, almost black eyes, combined with her high cheekbones and pouty lips. She was probably the most exotic-looking she-cat he’d ever seen. His brain snapped back to functioning, and he held out his t-shirt.

Stuffing the spray bottle into her backpack, she took it. “Thanks.” She yanked off her jacket and tossed it in the van and pulled the shirt over her head. “How’s the arm?” She looked in the van.

Mika nodded as she wrapped it. “It’s not bad.”

“Good. There’s no time to shift and heal it, so hang on, Franki, just keep an eye on it.” Kobie leaned over and grabbed a bottle of water, then took a long drink of it.

“Sorry,” Franki mumbled, “I know better.”

Capping the bottle, Kobie shrugged, then reached up and pulled out the elastic holding her long, almost white, blonde hair. Shaking her head, she pulled a small twig from it then tossed it in the van instead of the ground.

That told Blair she knew a lot about hunting and tracking. 

“Grab a nap when you can.” She told the women, “Nichelle, you have the first watch,” she pointed behind the van, “I don’t care how insignificant you think it is, you tell us what you see.”

The one with the dyed hair nodded her head and then shifted in the cramped space so she was looking out the back window.

With an abrupt nod, Kobie closed the door and then finally looked up at Blair for more than a second. “Thanks for being here.”

Blair nodded, then wiped his wrist under his nose, wishing he could smell.

She shrugged and brushed by him and climbed in the passenger seat, then pulled out the spray bottle again. “The ointment was necessary.”

Blair watched her spray where she’d been standing, then held the bottle out to him. “I get it. I don’t like it but understand why.” As soon as she closed the door, he sprayed the ground and backed around to the front. He didn’t know where he’d stood or not stood since arriving, so he pulled the tube of gunk from his pocket and squirted some on the ground. He doubted even a torrential rain would wash that scent away. Climbing in, he handed her the bottle and tossed the tube on top of his bag. 

Holding his hand out, he watched as she looked at it for a moment. “Blair Elden.”

She looked at him for a timeless moment, making him feel like he’d just been thoroughly judged. Placing her hand in his, she gave it a half shake, then pulled it away. “Kobie Sorum.”

Starting the van, he pulled away without leaving a tire mark behind. 

“You’re part of the Alliance?” 

He glanced in the mirror to see all the women watching him, waiting for him to answer Kobie’s question. “Not directly, no. The king’s son asked me to come to get you.”

“That’s a compliment.” She stated in a serious tone.

Blair shrugged, “He knew I’d get you out safe.” He glanced to see her nod as she watched out the window. “Look,” he looked at the tired, scared women behind him, “I know you’re beat, but I need some details.” He cleared his throat and checked the side mirror. “I feel like I’ve been sent in blind here.” He gave her a quick look, “your one-form friend said you were being followed.” She gave him a slight nod. “By who?”

He heard her blow out a breath. “I’m not sure. My father, the Alpha, and the men didn’t share the details with me. It’s been an ongoing thing though, as far back as I can remember—” she gave him a hard look, searching his face for a second before he looked back at the road. “Women and children were being taken...”

Blair swung his head and looked at her. “Fuck.” He said in as quiet a voice he could manage. “Tomas.” Fuck!  He looked back at the road quickly. “Does anyone have a cell phone or any sort of electronic gear with them?”

“I just have a phone; the battery and stick are out of it,” Kobie said quietly.

“Toss it all out the window.” He knew his tone wasn’t pleasant, but he’d just found out they had handed him an impossible task. He liked how she immediately followed his instruction. “So did your Alpha send you...”

“No. This was a contingency plan set up with Fischer—I didn’t know about it.” She cleared her throat. “When we—found our men that were on patrol, I gathered up the others and got out of there.”

He didn’t need to ask if the men were alive. “The rest of your clan go after them?”

“They left and said they were going to get the others—four days before we found the patrol. We haven’t heard a word from them since.”

Blair nodded and glanced in the rearview mirror to see the little girl looking at Kobie. “I get it.” He said quickly so she wouldn’t have to say anymore in front of the child. Glancing at the speed he was driving, he put his foot on the accelerator. This changed his original route back. He motioned to his pack, “grab the map out of there, we need to take the most remote route back.”

Kobie listened and opened his bag and pulled out the map. 

“You navigate.” He told her. Grinding his teeth, he went over the routes in his head, trying to find the nearest location he could stop and call Gage. He was going to need some kind of backup on this. “I need to make a quick call.” He glanced in all the mirrors as he slowed again. “See how soon I can meet up with someone along the way.” He chanced a glance at the woman beside him, expecting panic to be on her face. She only nodded and then looked at the map again.

Stepping out of the van, he closed the door and hit send. Being on the outside or not he knew all the shifters in that van that had reached their first turn could still hear him, but it was for the sake of the four he knew hadn’t that he tried to keep his voice down. He wiped at his nose, waiting for Gage to answer. 

“Blair?”

“Fuck, Gage, this is a shitshow,” Blair said quietly.

“What’s wrong? Did you pick them up?” Gage sounded like he was running.

“Yeah, I got them.” He glanced over his shoulder at the passengers, “all nine females.”

“They’re all women?” 

“Women, girls, and a child.” Blair clarified.

“Are they okay?”  Gage said something he couldn’t hear. “We were just about to head home, hang on, Devin’s right here.” He heard more sounds. “You’re on speaker.”

He didn’t waste any time on greetings. “They’re searching for them. The contact had to drop them off to run through a bush because they were being followed.” He heard a few curses but didn’t know who said what. “It’s Tomas, Gage, I feel it to the core of my soul.”

“I spoke to Jesse, and he confirmed the Alpha had been communicating with some of the council members in the Alliance,” Devin’s tone was hard, “and yes, we believe it was part of Tomas’ association they were dealing with.”

“They’re all females.” Gage blurted out.

“Fuck.” Devin hissed. “I was told their best hunter was with them. What do you need, Blair?”

A fucking miracle. Blair glanced in the van to the anxious faces watching him. “Oh, their best hunter is, and she knows her shit. I’m going to back road it as much as I can, so I don’t have an exact route. How close is anyone that can lend a hand?” He heard a commotion. Presumably, they were pulling out a map.

“Closest, right now with everything going on is roughly six hours out...”

Blair closed his eyes and blew out a breath. He opened his eyes and then turned and slowly surveyed all around them. “Okay, text me any locations and numbers from here to that house you set up.” He rubbed his hand across his nose again, wishing to fuck he could smell. “I’m going to be moving fast and crazy as long as I can.”

“Check-in when you can,” Devin said. “I’m calling Dad and filling him in.”

“Their contact said more might return.” He looked at the little girl. For her sake, he hoped it was true.

“Okay, I’ll tell him. See if we can get someone from down there checking into that.” Devin said quickly.

“Blair,” Kelsey sounded like she was holding the phone, “be safe.”

“Always, sweetie.” He said automatically then clamped his tongue between his teeth because he had replied like that. “Gotta get moving.” He hung up and opened the door. Tossing his phone on top of his bag, he had the van moving before his door was closed. “The Alliance is going to alert all clans along our trip, so we have a backup if we need it.” He glanced at Kobie. She only nodded and kept looking out the window.

“Thank you.” One of the women behind him whispered.

“I’ll get you there safe.” He said and hoped to hell he could manage it. 

“You must be a fierce warrior to be sent alone.” 

He didn’t need to look to see who said it, he knew the voice went with the flirtation he’d gotten from Annamarie. Opening his mouth to answer her, he snapped it shut again. He would not feed her little infatuation. 

Devin and Gage had been just as shocked as he was picking up all females. That made him feel a little better, not by much though. He also knew the only reason he was alone was because of all the other shit happening, and they hadn’t been given all the details.
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Kobie looked over at Blair again. She did that a lot more than she should be. She’d known they would send a male, what surprised her was they’d sent a young one and so far, she was impressed with him. He was around her age, but there was something harder about him. She looked out the window and rolled her eyes at her brain’s stupid side trip, aside from the muscles she was sure were under his clothes. But there was something darker in there that you didn’t see with most men their age. She inhaled and could only smell his scent on the shirt he’d given her. Did they have to send someone so damned sexy? She blew out a breath, trying to keep her body from betraying her to the shifters sitting behind her. She smirked. At least he wouldn’t smell it. 

She glanced once more, then looked away. His hair was even whiter than her own and spiked up messy like he spent hours running his hands through it. It was so different from the slicked-back, neat hair on the men Kobie was used to being around. His eyes were the palest blue. She thought he was looking right through her each time they connected with her own. 

His phone rang and startled her. 

He answered it quickly. “Yeah?” His brows furrowed, and he gripped the wheel tighter and kept driving fast. “When? Is everyone okay?” He glanced in the side mirror, then at the one on her side. “Don’t go back, find somewhere to hole up and call that number again and tell them...” He held the phone out and glanced at it before putting it back to his ear, “yeah I’ll tell her.”  He hung up but continued to hold his phone. He held it out to her. “Check these on the map and see where the closest is.”

Kobie took the phone but continued to look at him. “What’s happened.”

His pale eyes connected with hers briefly. “That was your friend, Fish. Someone tore apart their place before he got back,” she sucked in a breath, “his father was at your place checking for others.”

“Was there anyone?”  She held her breath.

Blair just shook his head and didn’t say anymore. “Check those locations.” He glanced in the mirror to see all but that teen Nichelle was napping. “We may need to dump the van and go cross-country to stay off their radar.”

She watched him for a moment, then glanced at the others behind him. “We’ll need some packs and supplies if we’re doing that.”

“Will they be able to?” He asked in a hushed voice.

Kobie opened the message on his phone and set the phone on the map on her lap. “Yeah, Daisie could run for days if she had to.”

“If they found your friend’s place, they’re going to figure out you crossed the border.” He reached over and placed a hand over hers until she looked at him. “Tomas’ organization is huge. He has the resources to track you from one end of the globe to the other.”

Her heart picked up the tempo. What he was saying sunk in. This Tomas person would find them anywhere they went. She appreciated his complete honesty with her, even though it scared her. “You and I will get them to our destination.”

Blair watched her for a second more, then squeezed her hand and released it. 

She looked back at the map.

“How do I get this shit off my nose?”

She smirked at his distraught tone. 

“Look, you’re just going to have to trust that I can control myself and my cat—” he made a sound of exasperation, “I’ve had years of fucking practice with that, but I need all my senses to get us through this.”

Kobie blew out a breath. He was right. She didn’t know him, but she trusted him, and from the signs her cat had been conveying, so did she. That was surprising. They just met. She’d never been conflicted with her cat, ever. Leaning down, she opened her pack and pulled out a wipe. Grabbing the bottle of alcohol, she sprayed the wipe and held it out to him. “It will burn for a few seconds, but in a few minutes, you’ll be able to smell again.”

Blair raised an eyebrow as he took it
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