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Chapter One

 


Lynne ran. Not that she figured she
could outrun them, but she had to try. And if she could get far
enough in front of them so that she could turn the tide on them,
then she’d do it. She no longer looked behind her, because every
time she did, they seemed nearly ready to grab her. Taking a small
stumble had cost her precious seconds, but she recovered and kept
running. Soon, they’d have her anyway, but she wouldn’t go
easily.

Tree limbs tore at her skin. There
were cuts on her legs and arms that she knew she’d feel if she ever
got to sit down. Her face screamed in pain. The last branch that
had scratched her cut deeply, and the blood flowed down her chin,
but it was only another wound on her already battered face where
they had punched and slapped at her. Her arm was broken. But still,
she ran.

Three days ago—had it only been that
short of a time span since she’d been in her own bed? The alarm to
the windows hadn’t sounded, and even the ones to her bedroom door
hadn’t awakened her. She’d been sleeping soundly when, without
warning, there was a rag over her mouth and she’d breathed in the
first whiff of chloroform.

The first pain that ripped into her
shoulder nearly took her down and brought her from her memories.
The second one in her thigh made her fall. She had to get up. She
could hear them laughing behind her. There was blood pouring from
her leg, and she could only imagine what her shoulder was
doing.

Getting up, she was off again,
limping. She had just made it to the trees when pain ripped through
her calf. Pain throbbed as hard as her heart was beating. She could
barely breathe through it. Leaning against a tree to get her
bearings, she heard one of the men speak close beside her. She
figured they were only about ten feet from her now.

“Come out, come out,
wherever you are. Come on, McCray, it’s not any fun when you don’t
give us a sporting chance. You come out and run again and we’ll
slow down running after you.” He laughed, and she knew his brother
was close, as well. “Tommy here said he’d give you a ten-minute
head start. That’s more than you deserve after what you’ve done to
us.”

She felt the tears mix with the blood
on her face. She hated tears more than she hated these men. All
she’d done was call the police on the pricks. She thought they
should obey the law of not stealing from your neighbor. They’d
broken into her home four or five days ago and kidnapped her, but
she was sure as she was standing there that they’d had help. Tommy
and Jay Ingram were the meanest men she’d ever encountered, but
they were also the stupidest. And today, when they’d told her their
plan, she’d never dreamed they were serious.

She was to be their prey, and they’d
hunt her like an animal. If she gave them a good time, they
wouldn’t rape her. If she didn’t play fair, then they’d fuck her
over and over until she was dead, then leave her where she lay to
let the animals have a feast on her dead body.

“Yeah, you come on out and
show yourself to us and I’ll give you those ten minutes that Jay
said I would.” They snickered like five-year-olds. “I got me a
stopwatch all ready for you.”

Someone broke a stick right where she
was standing and she nearly bolted. But at the last second she
froze. Right in front of her was the biggest cat she’d ever seen.
She didn’t even know that panthers lived in that part of the
world.

He was staring at her with the
darkest, most intelligent eyes she’d ever seen. And he wasn’t
moving. She was sure that if she moved, he would take her down and
have her for dinner. Right now, she didn’t know if having a big cat
chew her up would be preferable to being raped repeatedly and then
murdered. When another branch broke, she looked to her left and saw
that Jay was almost close enough to touch.

The cat was looking between the man,
about two feet away from her, and back at her. She didn’t, for
whatever reason, want the panther hurt, so she leaned down slowly,
praying that her knees wouldn’t pop, and picked up a small rock.
She showed it to him and was sure he nodded at her.

Lynne was hurting and couldn’t see
well, but tried to think where would be the best place to throw it.
Looking as far to the left of her as she could without giving away
her position, she held her breath and threw it as hard as she
could. When it hit a tree near her, about ten feet away, she nearly
cried out in frustration, but when the men took off in that
direction, she bolted to the other. She’d have to live to fight
another day.

She stumbled twice…once when the cat
stood up, then again when the pain gripped her so tightly it nearly
knocked her over. Falling to the ground, she turned to see the
brothers coming at her, and they looked pleased. She didn’t have it
in her to fight now…she was all done in.

“That wasn’t very nice,
Lynne. We played fair and now you—” The big cat lunged at Jay and
took him down. The shot that rang out made her think that she’d
been hit again, but she saw that Tommy had the gun pointed at his
brother and the cat. Struggling to stand, she hoped the cat ate
them and silently thanked him for his help.

Another shot rang out and she heard a
scream. Shuddering and still moving slowly forward, she tried not
to think about the cat and how he’d saved her life. She might make
it if she didn’t bleed to death first.

Twice she had to stop to lean against
a tree. When she grew too weak to move, she sat down. Gathering as
many leaves as she could find on the earthy floor, she covered
herself and leaned gently against the tree behind her. Her back
screamed at the pain, but she was to the point she couldn’t go on.
Closing her eyes, she thought that dying right there would be the
best solution to her weakness. Either she’d be too weak when they
found her and she wouldn’t care, or the big cat or one like him
would come find her and eat her. Again, she probably wouldn’t
care.

~~~

Corrine reached for her son. The old
fool just lay there, staring up at her. She looked at her mate and
wanted to kick him in the head. The darned old fool. When Khan
answered her, she wanted to cry. He always sounded so
distrustful.

“You have to come to the
west wood. You’re not going to believe this. Your father has been
shot.” She felt his immediate concern, and
she continued. “He’s going to be fine,
more’s the pity. What possessed him to take on a man with a gun?
Could have been the girl, but I don’t know. I would say it was the
poor thing. All beat up like that.”

“Someone beat Dad? When?
Where? What girl are you talking about? I’m coming, and I’m
bringing the rest with me.” She told him
to bring the truck. He would need to load the old buzzard in
it. “Can he shift, Mom? Is he hurt
badly?”

“No. He’ll be fine. He and
I were out exploring when we came up on this noise.”
She looked off in the direction that the girl had
gone, knowing that she wouldn’t have gotten far.
“Tell Walker to come to me. I want him to see if
he can find the girl before…she might already be dead, the poor
thing.”

“Mom, we don’t need to
find a girl. And I’m assuming you mean a human girl. Let her die if
that’s what is necessary. She shouldn’t have been on—”

“Listen to me, young man.
You will stop that train of bull hockey right now. I will not have
a young woman die on this property if there is something this old
woman and you can do to fix it.” She
looked at her mate again. “You stay home
if you don’t want to help, but send Walker. Now.”

Corrine wasn’t pack leader any longer,
but she was still Khan’s mother and he would listen to her or she’d
take a paddle to his hide. She didn’t care how much larger he was
than her, he’d darned well listen to her. Kneeling down next to
George, she ran her finger down his cheek and smacked him. Darned
old fool.

Walker showed up first. His long
panther was sleek with sweat from getting to her so quickly. She
waited for him to check out his dad before she told him what she
needed. He was a good boy, and unlike his older brother, Walker
didn’t hate everyone that wasn’t like them.

“She was leaning against
that tree. There’s enough blood on it for you to scent her.” He
stood up against the tree and buried his nose in the bark. When he
turned to look at her, he had a very strange expression on his face
before he turned back to the tree and licked the blood. “She went
that way, but I’m pretty sure she didn’t get far. I know she’s been
shot at least twice, and her face….” She wiped at the tear.
“Walker, the men who shot your dad were intent on killing her or
worse. I believe they beat her pretty badly as well.”

Walker dropped to his four paws and
took off, but not before he leaned against her and whimpered. She
assured him that she would be all right until the others got there
and sent him on his way. She had no idea where the girl or the men
who had been chasing her had come from, but they had been on family
land, their land. Corrine sat next to George and waited for the
cavalry to show up.

The first person to get out of the big
truck was Dylan, the bad boy of the family, yet so calm. He was one
of her middle children and the most laid back of all her sons. He
walked over to his dad and felt his pulse much the same way she had
every two minutes since she’d shifted to care for the old
man.

Khan and Reed, the oldest at
thirty-six and the baby at twenty-six, rolled out next, both nearly
vibrating with anger. Marc just stood back and smiled. He always
was one to give others a chance to settle things before he took
over. Khan, she had an idea why he was upset, but Reed she didn’t.
Before she could ask, he looked at Khan and picked up the argument
that had apparently been going on for some time.

“And what does it matter
to you one bit if I move out on my own? Maybe if I did, you’d quit
breathing down my neck all the time. I went to college like you
made me. I thought you’d back—”

“When you get settled in a
job, maybe. You want to end up in a dead-end job without any kind
of future? I say no. You’ll do what I tell you, or so help
me—”

“Enough.” Corrine looked
at George and nearly wept with happiness. But he looked mad enough
to tear into both them and the men who had shot him. Then his voice
thundered again. “That’s quite enough out of both of you. You’re
upsetting your mother. Now, help me up. Where’s that
girl?”

“I sent Walker after her.
She’s hurt pretty badly.” She let George lean on her as they made
their way to the truck. One of the boys, she noticed, had put a
single mattress in the back for him. “Walker will be able to track
her with all that blood. And he’s the best suited to find her. He’s
supposed to let me know when he does.”

“Those damned men. What
the hell were they thinking running her down like they were?” He
looked up at Khan when he growled. “What you got to say, boy? Spill
it.”

“She’s human. The better
question is what the hell was she doing on our property with them?
We don’t need their kind around here.”

“She wasn’t with them. She
was being run down by them. That one had already shot her a couple
of times, and if’n you had seen her face and body you’d know that
you’re barking up the wrong tree.” George lay down on the mattress
after being lifted up into the bed. “Wouldn’t be right of us not to
help her. She probably saved my hide too. Nearly pissed myself when
she showed me that rock.”

Corrine had no idea what he was
talking about, but didn’t say anything. The old fool was out of his
mind. She started to climb up in the bed with him when Khan pulled
her back down.

“You ride inside and I’ll
stay with him. My mom won’t be riding in the back like
that.”

She wanted to smack him and hug
him.

“Please.”

“All right, but you let me
know at the first sign of trouble.” She looked at George and felt
her heart twist a little, remembering him falling like he had.
“He’s stubborn, but I love him.”

“Of course you—” Khan
stopped and looked out toward where she’d sent Walker. “He’s found
her. He said she’s weak and has lost a great deal of blood. He said
he wants to treat her at the house.”

She waited for what she knew was
coming. When he didn’t, she did for him. “And you told him
no.”

“We don’t need her kind
sniffing around where we live. For all we know, she might have done
this so she could get close to us to expose us.”

Corrine didn’t say anything, but
hugged him to her. If she thought she could get away with it, she’d
hunt down that woman who had hurt her son and rip her throat out.
But this one needed their help now. The door closed with a hard
snap, and she looked over at Dylan, who was driving. His raised
brow said a great deal, but she didn’t give him what he wanted. She
didn’t have any answers either.

“Khan said your brother
found the girl. Go that way.” She pointed to where Walker was.
“We’ll put her beside your dad if we have to. But we’re not leaving
her out here in the woods to die alone.”

Dylan nodded and started the truck.
Reed sat beside her and stared out the window. He was still mad,
and she wanted to comfort him, but knew he’d not be happy with her
if she did. Even though he was her baby, he was a grown
man.

It took them ten minutes to get to
where Walker was. He was a man now, having shed his panther. But he
didn’t look any less dangerous. She watched him pace as they got
closer and wondered where the girl was. When they pulled up beside
the tree where he was, she got out and looked at him. He was more
than a little upset.

“They beat her with what
appears to be a whip. She’s been shot three times, one in the
shoulder, the left thigh, and once in the right calf. How she got
this far is beyond me.” He moved from the tree, and Corrine saw her
then. He’d covered her with his flannel shirt. “Her heart rate is
slow, but she’s strong. Healthy. If we take her to the hospital,
we’re going to have to explain what—”

“We are taking her to the hospital.
That’s final. I don’t want anyone coming around here and asking
questions we don’t have answers for.”

Before she could say anything to Khan,
his father did.

“Walker, put her in here.
Right here beside me. We’ll take her to our house and help her
there.” No one moved. “Walker. Do what I tell you. Khan,
move out of the way. You don’t want to help, that’s fine, but you
aren’t going to be a hindrance either.”

Corrine moved toward the girl with
Reed. They were going to do it even if no one else did. As soon as
she saw her, though, she couldn’t move. The girl looked close to
dying.

“They did her wrong. I
didn’t see any signs of rape, but they hurt her. She smells like
them.”

She looked over at her son when he
stood beside her.

“I’m going to find them,
and when I do, I’m going to kill them slowly for what they did to
her.”

Corrine looked back at the girl and
wiped away her tears. “Your dad said she saved his life. That she
did something to distract them from finding him so they could both
run.”

Walker nodded. “I want you to take Dad
back to the house and you bring the truck back, please. Then you
and I will load her up and take her to the house.”

His voice was low, lower than it had
been when he was telling her what he’d found out about her not
being raped. She looked at him, wondering why he thought she’d
leave his dad over coming out to help this poor little girl. When
it occurred to her she could only stare at him with her mouth
open.

“Yeah. I didn’t see that
one coming either. She can’t ride with Dad and I don’t want to hurt
Reed when he helps me lift her.” He put his arm around her and held
her close to whisper the rest. “I will hurt him and you know it.
Can you please help me with this?”

“Yes. I’ll take your…can I
at least tell your father?” He nodded, then shook his head.
“Walker?”

“I can’t bring her into
this. You have to know that. She’s a human and we’re not even close
to being….” He glanced at her, then away. “Khan will wish her dead.
I can’t have my family torn apart because I suddenly find myself
with a mate.”

Corrine looked at Khan, who seemed to
be ready to murder someone, anyone who dared to speak to him. She
looked back at Walker and knew that he might be able to hold his
own with his brother, but Khan was their leader now and as such
would be naturally stronger than his younger brother. She looked
back at the girl, who had no idea how much trouble she’d caused by
simply being a victim. “I’ll stay here with her, and Dylan will
bring the truck back. We’ll take her to the hospital and leave her
there.” He started to protest, but she cut him off. “You don’t want
her, then you will not make yourself nuts with her being here. I’ve
spoken, and you’re going to obey.”

She sat on the ground next to the girl
and held her hand. She was cold, but her pulse, while slow, was
strong. Corrine didn’t know what to do about her being Walker’s
mate. She could see his point about Khan, but she doubted that he’d
harm her knowing what she was to his brother. However, she would
make it difficult. When the truck pulled away, she looked at her
second son and hurt for him, then looked back at the
girl.

“You poor thing. So much
love could be yours but for the hatred of another of your kind. She
hurt his brother and now….” She looked at Walker again. “And now
you’re going to be hurt more, I think. Or maybe you’ll be the one
to bring him around.”

Twenty minutes later, the truck pulled
up. This time there was only Dylan in it; the other had apparently
stayed behind. The mattress was covered this time, and there was a
medical kit beside it. Along with a few blankets, there was some
bottled water and some of her old rags.

Corrine watched as Walker lifted the
girl and put her gently in the back of the truck. He stiffened when
she cried out, and her heart hurt for them both. As soon as she was
lifted into the bed beside the girl, they were off. She told Dylan
to take them to the emergency room. Walker told him to take her to
his house. Dylan nodded and started the engine. Corrine wondered
where they would end up. She wasn’t the least bit surprised to see
that they were headed to the house. Things were about to get
interesting for them all. Walker was in for the time of his life.
She only hoped that the girl beside her could fix it.


Chapter Two

 


Lynne felt as if she was coming up for
air when she woke with a rush. She could hear her heart pounding in
her ears, fearing the unknown and that the Ingram boys had found
her after all. She really had hoped that the panther would have
found her, knowing that he would have made her death quick. Before
she could linger on that thought, she heard a noise and looked
toward it.

“Hello, dear. How are you
today?” Lynne watched the woman approach what she now realized was
a bed. “I know you’re probably hurting very badly, but you’ve been
here for several days and I wanted to make sure your family knew
you were all right. Can you tell me who you are?”

She did hurt and was hurting more by
the second. As parts of her body began to scream at her, she looked
around the room the best she could. It didn’t look like anything
that the Ingram’s might live in. This place was much nicer and a
great deal cleaner. Lynne tried to focus on the woman’s face and
got the impression of dark but graying hair and a friendly face. It
took her two tries to answer her.

“There’s no one.” She
closed her eyes against the overwhelming pain. “Not even a cat.”
The laughter from the woman startled her, and she peered at her
through what felt like sand and fuzz.

“No, you don’t own a cat.
We would have known that right away.” She came closer, sat down on
a chair that Lynne had just noticed, and took her hand. “You’re
going to be fine, my dear. You should try to rest again. Next time
you wake up, I’ll have you some broth made.”

Lynne closed her eyes and started to
drift again when she suddenly remembered something. “Don’t let them
hurt that cat. He wasn’t hurting anyone. And please don’t give me
back to them. I don’t want to die by their hand. They’ll make me
suffer.”

“They won’t get to come
near you again. You just rest, and the cat? He’s just fine too. A
little on the ornery side, but going to be just fine.”

Lynne heard her, but didn’t think
she’d heard her correctly. She couldn’t hold her eyes open any
longer and let herself drift away. She knew fleetingly that
something was taking away the pain, but didn’t have time to think
about it before she was in a black void.

The room was bright with light when
she woke the next time…or at least the time that she was awake for
more than a few seconds. She’d been laying there thinking about how
much she hurt and wondering where she was when a noise sounded
close to her. Opening one eye, she saw an older man sitting in the
chair that had been occupied by the woman from before.

Lynne had seen her sometimes when
she’d wake, screaming in pain. She’d not meant to do that, but her
own voice was what had awakened her. The woman had comforted her,
soothing her with softly spoken words. Lynne had no idea what they
were, but had slipped away when she’d taken her arm. Lynne knew she
was giving her something for pain and whatever it was made her feel
very good. The man clearing his throat had her looking at
him.

“You’re safe here. My mate
and I have been caring for you for ten days now. I don’t know how
long those men had you, but you are safe here with us.” His voice
seemed to rumble from his chest. “Can you tell me who you
are?”

“Lynne.” She swallowed to
try again. “Caitlynne McCray. But I go by Lynne. Where am I?” She
hurt, but not as badly as she had, and she began to take inventory
of her body. The man leaned forward and picked up a glass with a
straw hanging out of it. He offered it to her, and she turned her
head. He didn’t say anything as he put it back on the bedside
table.

“I’m George Bowen, and my
wife, who’s been caring for you mostly, is Corrine Bowen. You’re in
our son’s home…my second son’s home. Walker has been your doctor.”
He leaned back in the chair and smiled. “You’re very lucky that we
found you when we did. Those men meant to harm you.”

They had. But she didn’t say anything.
She needed to get out of there and find the pricks so she could use
her own kind of punishment on them. She was up to her thigh when
she felt the shooting pain there. He must have noticed her whimper
a little.

“He removed the bullets.
There were three altogether. And the lashes on your back are
healing nicely. He had to stitch up a few of them, but he said
you’d not have too much in the way of scarring.” He picked up a
small cell phone when it rang and spoke quickly to someone on the
other end. “Yes, she’s awake now. No, I don’t believe she’ll be
able to do that just yet. I know what you said, Khan, but this
isn’t your house and he can let whomever he wants, whenever he
wants, stay here. You do that.”

He hung up the phone, and she tried to
sit up. He stood up, but didn’t come to her aid. Just as well; he
might be old, but she was pretty sure he could take her if he
wanted. By the time she was sitting up, she was covered in sweat
and in so much pain that she thought she was going to be sick with
it. The door opening had them both looking toward it.

The man standing there was more than
big, he was fucking huge. When he stalked toward the bed, she
cowered. When he didn’t move any closer, she looked at
him.

“I won’t harm
you.”

She shivered at the sound of his voice
and pulled the cover up over her shoulders. Even that small
movement wore her out.

“I was only going to check
on you before I went to the hospital to see to another
patient.”

“She only just woke up,
Walker. Come and introduce yourself to Caitlynne McCray. Oh, she
wants to be called Lynne.” The younger man looked at the older one
and seemed to glare. Lynne was startled by his bark of laughter.
“You don’t scare me with that look, young man. I’m your father.
Come here and speak to her. I’m going to tell your mother that
she’s awake.”

George got up and went to the door,
but stopped long enough to shove the younger man toward her. She
might have thought it was funny if she wasn’t terrified of him. He
didn’t speak as he settled into the empty chair. Then, when he
reached for her hand, she snatched it back.

“I need to feel your
pulse. Please.” She put out her arm and was embarrassed to see it
tremble. He pushed her gently back on the bed and she had to let
him. She was in no shape to fight him. “It’s a little fast, but
that could be because you’re angry.”

This time when she snatched her hand
back she put it under the covers. She was already getting tired and
wanted him to say whatever it was he wanted, then to go away. She
looked around the room for her clothes. When he chuckled, she
looked back at him.

“You’re in no shape to
leave just yet, if that’s what you’re thinking. The bullets that
entered your leg were clean shots, but the wounds will need to be
babied for a few more days. The one in your shoulder is doing well
too, but again, will need to be kept still so that you don’t tear
out the stitches. Who was it that was chasing you?”

His change of subject startled her,
but she knew better than to simply answer because he asked. She’d
been trained to be on the alert to such ploys. She pulled the
blanket back to see what sort of injuries she had. He laughed
again, but she ignored him this time.

“When can I walk on it?”
She glanced at the door again and wondered how much energy it would
take to make it there. “I have places I need…. Why aren’t I at a
hospital?”

“I decided that it would
be safer for all of us if you remained here. And you won’t be able
to leave until I say so.”

She raised a brow at him. His laughing
at her was getting on her nerves. She lay back on the bed and
closed her eyes.

~~~

Walker watched her until she fell
asleep. He knew she had to be hurting, but didn’t give her anything
for the pain. She’d be just stubborn enough to get out of bed and
do some serious damage to his work before she fell again. He
reached up and brushed a lock of her hair from her face.

When she’d first been brought to the
house his mother had helped him clean her up. Her face had taken a
beating, and the rest of her body hadn’t fared much better. While
there were no broken ribs, she was badly bruised, and he had been
able to make out boot print bruising on her. Her legs were covered
in long, wide scratches, probably from her run, and her arms, too,
were covered in scrapes as well as numerous cuts. He looked at the
marks on her wrists again, and his anger returned.

She’d been beaten; her back told him
that story. A whip had been used, and if he didn’t miss his guess,
he’d say a belt as well, the buckle end on her tender skin. He’d
had to stitch up quite a few of them, two cuts along her breasts,
especially.

Her face had intrigued him. Neither he
nor his mom had been able to tell anything about her looks. Her
face had been swollen, her eyes too. The left eye had been hurt so
badly that blood had filled it until recently. Now he could see
that they were a lovely shade of blue.

And lovely she was…a small, pert nose,
high cheekbones, as well as full, lush lips that he wanted so
desperately to kiss. The swelling had gone down considerably, and
in its place was a woman he could look at, and wanted to for the
rest of his life. He leaned back in the chair and thought about her
and the relationship that could never be. Everything about her made
him want to strip down and crawl into bed with her and never
leave.

Khan hadn’t actually forbidden it, but
he had been very vocal in that he didn’t want her there. He could
understand him to a point, and his brother, oldest of them all, was
the new leader. But neither Khan nor the rest of them, with the
exception of his mother and father, knew that she was his mate. He
doubted very much that it would make a difference to Khan,
either.

But the fact remained, she was his
other half. Standing up, he leaned over her and smelled her. He
tried to tell himself that it was to see if any of her wounds were
infected, but knew it for the lie that it was. He wanted her scent
and nothing more. Leaving her before he did something incredibly
stupid like lick her throat, he closed the door softly behind him.
His mother was standing in the hall when he looked up.

“She’s sleeping again. I
didn’t give her anything for pain because she might use that to
leave—”

“Did you talk to her? Did
you tell her what she is to you?”

He shook his head, frankly tired of
telling her that he wasn’t going to claim her.

“She’ll be gone soon
enough. Then what are you going to do?”

He kissed his mom’s forehead and
stepped back. “Nothing. I have to go into town and check on a
patient. Don’t wait up for me.”

“What kind of patient
needs you for that long? Walker Bowen, answer me this minute.” He
stopped on the stairs and turned to look at her. She had always
been very perceptive and now was no different. “If you think going
to another woman will solve your problem in that room, you’re just
as naïve as your brother.”

“Stay out of this, Mom.
This is between her and me, and I will do what I want. I’m a grown
man who knows what I’m about. And have been for some time.” He
looked down the stairs to avoid seeing the look in her eyes. “I
won’t be coming back until she’s able to move on her own. She’s
well enough in her healing that she only needs to rest and
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