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        He’s a predator. A wolf shifter destined to rule…

      

        

      
        Slater’s enemies chained him, tortured him.

        Sophia defied their rules, sacrificed herself for him.

        Now his wolf has her scent.

        She’s his to protect, to seduce, to blood-bond.

      

        

      
        He’ll give up his pack for her,

        Kill for her,

        Commit the ultimate sin for her.

      

        

      
        She will never be anyone’s prey ever again.
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        Fight Hard. Love Harder.

        Lethal Wolf is a wolf shifter, stand alone romance with steamy scenes, heartache, redemption, and a very happy-ever-after.
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        SLATER

      

      

      The scent of rotting vegetables reached Slater Novak long before his captor opened the tray slot at the base of the cell door and shoved the tray through. The tray slid across the cement floor until it struck the chain by his naked thigh. Slater picked up the bowl of soup, half of which had sloshed onto the tray. No meat. Never any meat. The bastards either planned to starve him or were too stupid to know a shifter needed protein in his diet. A lot of protein.

      Another scent struck him from the hall outside his cell. Sweet and fruity like an apple. Female. He inhaled her scent again, taking what little pleasure he could in this hellhole. A touch of machine oil tainted the otherwise delectable scent. He’d smelled her here, several times before, and each time the need to scent her again grew stronger, as did the need to know why she smelled of machine oil. The very question was ludicrous, given his current situation, and yet he needed to know more about her.

      Then again, she was one of them, a shifter hater. Humans tended to stay away from shifters, except those who felt it was their right to rid the world of shifters.

      These humans, in particular, were an odd, sadistic bunch. The damn spike collar they’d locked around Slater’s neck was proof enough. They’d placed metal spikes on the inside of the collar. He’d shred his own neck the moment he shifted.

      Fresh air swept into Slater’s cell, raising the hairs all over his naked torso. The female had left the food slot open. Slater inhaled deeply, inadvertently drawing in more of her scent. Intrigued by the scent, his wolf finally stopped his incessant clawing. Slater couldn’t blame his wolf. He was equally intrigued by the heady smell, but this was hardly the time or place to be thinking about a female, especially a human female.

      Slater had been trapped in the windowless, ten-by-ten foot cement cell, unable to release his wolf for an entire week. The only time his wolf stopped clawing and nipping at him from within, begging to be released, was when she appeared outside his cell. His wolf needed to run free, but unfortunately, he was as trapped as Slater.

      “I put some hamburger in your soup,” the woman said from the other side of the solid steel door. Her voice was soft and definitely hesitant, so unlike the obnoxious guards who often delivered his food.

      Slater dug into the bowl with his fingers. Beneath a layer of dense mushrooms were a few meager pieces of hamburger. He should have smelled that. A week caged without protein was beginning to take its toll on him, dulling his senses.

      Without delay, Slater scooped up the meat with his fingers, not caring how much he looked like an animal at that moment. Not that it mattered. The anti-shifters already considered him an animal. He swallowed the meat, ignoring the taste of the rancid vegetables in the soup.

      “Why?” Slater asked, the question slipping out without thought. He should have asked what it would take for her to let him out. Bribing and threatening the guards hadn’t worked. He needed a different approach.

      “I heard them say not to give you meat,” she whispered.

      “So you decided that was a good idea?” he asked, curious now.

      Was he dealing with an ally, perhaps, or some girl who needed to rebel against her parents? She sounded young, but older than a teen. The group that had captured him was partially made up of families. When the mercenaries had thrown him off the truck, beaten, bound, gagged and hooded, he’d definitely heard kids playing nearby.

      “I didn’t see what harm a little meat could do. Unless you have allergies. I guess I should have asked you that first. Do you? Have allergies, I mean?” she asked, her voice sweet and genuine.

      A growl tore from Slater’s throat before he had a chance to push his wolf down. Slater closed his eyes, trying to rein in his anger and frustration. The anti-shifters had ambushed him and his group, using a stun gun to immobilize him. They’d thrown him in a truck, killing any chance of leaving a scent trail behind for his pack to find him. Slater was on his own now. Famished, exhausted, and getting weaker every day. He needed this woman.

      Slater dragged the chain as he moved closer to the door. The chain slipped from his fingers and one of the spikes left yet another cut along his neck.

      “You’re worried I might have allergies,” he snapped. “Do you fucking know I have metal spikes digging into my neck that keep me from lying down?”

      “I know,” she said, her voice barely audible, as if she felt sorry. “I was the one who put the collar on you.”

      She’d put the collar on him? She was as sadistic as the rest of them!

      Slater bit back the curses at the tip of his tongue. His brother Nathan would be the first to remind him to be strategic, to find out why the woman was still outside Slater’s cell. On the other hand, Nathan wasn’t the one sitting here with spikes pushing into his neck.

      Dread filled Slater. He didn’t even know if his brother was still alive. The last he’d seen, the anti-shifters had shot Nathan’s wolf. His brother had gone down, blood pooling beneath him, staining his white fur. Slater had almost reached him when the anti-shifters’ stun guns struck him.

      He played that scene over and over again in his head. Nathan had moved, had he? It wasn’t a headshot, but somewhere else on his body, where his wolf would have a chance to heal him. God, he didn’t know if he’d imagined Nathan’s chest rising and falling or if that was his mind playing tricks on him.

      “Is that how you get your jollies? Torturing innocent people?” Slater asked, feeling somewhat deflated. He didn’t want to talk to her or any of her murderous group, but he needed to keep the conversation going, to charm her if possible.

      Nathan would laugh at that, tell him he only needed to be himself. While it was true Nathan never lacked for female attention, he’d never had to cozy up to a human before. . . from behind a steel door. . . with a fucking torture device around his neck.

      A delicate ankle appeared in front of the open food slot. The woman had sat down on the other side of the door.

      “You’re not human,” she said.

      “So that makes it okay? Fucking unbelievable!” Slater spun and headed to the far end of the cell, putting as much space between him and his jailor as possible. The spikes sank into the front of his throat, quickly forcing him to pick up a few feet of the chain. He needed to remember to move slowly and to carry the damn chain when he crossed the cell. Sudden movements, or allowing the weight of the chain to pull against the collar, drove the spikes into his neck.

      “No, it doesn’t make it okay. None of this is okay.” She kept her voice low. She wasn’t supposed to be here, he realized.

      Slater smiled. He had ammo now. “We’re not that different.”

      “I meant the word ‘people’ is used for humans.” Her voice gained a strength she hadn’t shown before. “Not shifters. According to M-Michael, that is.”

      His whole life, Slater had heard the same bullshit from his own father, alpha of their pack. We’re not people. We’re shifters. Better than the humans. Never forget that.

      “Call me whatever you want, but making me wear this collar is nothing less than torture.”

      “I didn’t want to put the collar on you.”

      That was interesting, if she was telling the truth. “Then why did you?”

      “They d-didn’t give me a choice.”

      Another stutter. On a word she’d said perfectly before. He made her nervous. He wanted to smile at that small victory, but he couldn’t. There was a softness—and regret—in her voice. If anything, he wanted to understand her better, especially to figure out why his wolf had remained blessedly calm during this surreal conversation.

      “I’m sorry for all of this.” She started to close the tray slot.

      “Wait,” he said, more forcefully than he’d intended.

      The slot stopped closing. The two-inch gap wasn’t enough to see her, not at this angle. If he didn’t have the damn collar on, he would have put his head against the cement floor and peered through the slot, maybe caught a peek of more than her ankle. All he could see, even sitting cross-legged on the floor, was the tips of two slender fingers where she’d grabbed the edge of the tray door. Her nails weren’t painted, just neatly trimmed.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “I’m not allowed—”

      “And you weren’t allowed to put meat in my soup, either. What’s your name?” he insisted.

      “Sophia.”

      A beautiful name. Too beautiful for the enemy. But that’s what he needed to find out. Was she an enemy or an ally? Slater had a feeling she didn’t know the answer, either.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SOPHIA

      

      

      Two days had passed since Sophia had been allowed to take food to the shifter. Michael was starving the poor man. . . shifter. . . Damn. She really hated having to think in terms of human or shifter, but blending in with Michael’s mercenaries, getting in their mindset was safer, as was not asking questions. Questions had consequences, and she hadn’t yet healed from last week’s question.

      Michael’s word was law among his followers. If she’d known what she was walking into when her father threw her in the car back in Illinois two years ago, she would have cut and run at the first gas station he’d stopped at to fill up. Then again, she’d been recovering from a beating and hadn’t exactly had tons of courage to draw on at the time. As a result, she ended up trapped here, in a compound in the woods of western Colorado.

      Sophia debated between pulling her dark brown hair up into a ponytail or leaving it down to conceal the bruises on her neck. Gently, she touched the bruise around her right eye. Somehow, the mottling of purple and black made her brown eyes look darker. Or maybe that was simply her mood. She needed to get away from these lunatics, and that shifter they’d taken prisoner might well be her best shot, if she could gain his trust.

      She folded the thin blanket as neatly as she could and strapped it to her back with twine she’d found in a drawer in the armory, tucked her shirt in to help hold the blanket in place, and threw on her jean jacket to conceal the extra padding. After a quick check of the hallway, to make sure her father wasn’t nearby, she snuck out the backdoor of the small cabin.

      Almost immediately, the twins, ten-year-olds Benny and Henry, bolted past her, nearly knocking her over. They darted through the trees close to the string of cabins that lined the trail, not the least bit concerned about who or what they knocked over. The kids here had no structure, no school or homework, just mandatory time in the woods working on target practice. Michael’s future followers would be as uneducated, callous, and steady with a gun as the present ones.

      Sophia took a deep breath of cool, clean wilderness air to calm herself, and immediately thought of the shifter and the recycled air in that horrific prison Michael kept him in. She still had no idea how she was going to free him.

      Twigs and pine cones crunched under her hiking boots as she entered one of the many trails that led to the main section of the compound. Dinner would be in an hour, and everyone except the guards on duty would be heading to the dining hall.

      Just as the trail snaked past the armory where she worked, she caught sight of the fortified building at the far end of the main compound. Security around the prison remained lax, with only one guard patrolling, probably because there was only one shifter inside the concrete building. Sophia still had no idea how she’d get the keys to the cell and the chain. Michael wore the keys around his neck, twenty-four-seven from what she’d seen.

      The main compound consisted of the maintenance shed, dining hall, prison, and the latrines just beyond the prison. She offered a cautious nod as she passed two women laughing away at the entrance to the dining hall. Neither returned the nod. Typical.

      As she passed the maintenance shed where one of the married couples was arguing, Sophia ground to a halt. Her heart nearly stopped when she spotted the four off-duty guards sitting on logs, drinking, and laughing.

      Sophia resumed her earlier pace, hoping to appear casual, as if she was heading to the latrines

      Small branches crunched behind her.

      Crap. She’d hoped the guards would keep drinking and ignore her.

      “Hey there, Fifi,” Banks said.

      Double crap.

      She steadied herself and straightened her posture as Banks walked around to her front. Next time, she’d have to go the long way, off the trails, come up from behind the latrines, and just ignore the overflowing sewage there. Better to step in crap than have to fend it off in the form of Banks.

      “I’m not a dog, Banks. My name’s Sophia.”

      Craig Banks, head guard and all-around asshole, grinned as his eyes traveled the length of her. Sophia fought the shiver running down her spine as the six-foot-one guard puffed out his broad chest, trying to impress her. The man could be dressed in the finest wool suit instead of the camo pants, blank t-shirt, and combat boots he was wearing, and she’d still want to throw up at the sight of him. The man enjoyed hurting others. Last month, when he’d tortured that poor bear shifter for information, Banks had been cracking jokes the entire time.

      “No, cupcake, you’re certainly not a dog, not with that body and that gorgeous face.” Banks ran his fingers across her bruised cheek. She flinched, but not from the pain of her cheek. “And that’s a compliment. I don’t usually go for brunettes, but you’re the exception.”

      Lucky me. For once, she was glad for all the people still hanging out talking nearby. Banks wouldn’t touch her here. Well, no more than he had already. Her eyes started to drift in the direction of the prison, but she caught herself. Ironic how the shifter felt trapped in there and she felt trapped out here. Right now, she’d gladly switch places with him.

      “I’m still waiting for that walk in the woods you promised me,” Banks added, letting his hand slide down her neck to the top of her blouse.

      Resisting the urge to bite his hand, Sophia subtly stepped out of his reach. Burying her feelings, steeling herself against his touches, and politely telling him no was the only course of action she’d come up with to deter the jerk so far. Her father certainly had been no help. He liked Banks, thought the guard would help ‘settle’ Sophia’s so-called wild ways. She’d escaped, tried to return to civilization, and for that, her father had dragged her back and branded her a troublemaker.

      “I didn’t promise you anything. In fact, I told you no. Not maybe, or that I’d think about it. Just a simple no.”

      “Your father said you’d go with me. Ah, come on, cupcake, you know I’d be gentle with you.”

      Sophia straightened her spine as his hand traced over the bruise on her cheek a second time. Hold it together. Don’t give him cause to retaliate.

      “I d-don’t care what my father says. I don’t date. Anyone. Now, please, I need to use the latrine.”

      He stepped aside, barely. “I’m not giving up on you, cupcake. When you’re ready, you’ll see. You and me, we’ll be good together.”

      “I really need to go,” she said, stepping past him.

      Banks’ hand snaked around her waist and pulled her in against his chest. His hot breath landed on her ear. “Don’t give that prisoner any more food, you hear me?”

      “I only brought him soup. Please, Craig, if you hold me any tighter, I’ll lose control of my bladder right here.”

      He released her. Sophia hastened her pace just enough to make her lie convincing as she scurried away. He couldn’t know she’d slipped the shifter some meat into his soup the other day, could he? She’d been so careful. Maybe Banks was just reminding her about Michael’s latest order of no more food for the shifter.

      Sophia slowed her pace as she neared the one-story, windowless building that housed five cells with no heating, air conditioning, or light except for the string of bare lightbulbs hanging from the ceiling down the center of the hallway. She bounced on her toes, waiting for Hansen, the guard on duty, to disappear around back for his nightly joint.

      As soon as Hansen was out of sight, Sophia nudged the front door open just enough to slip through, then carefully closed it again. Michael had hired an anti-shifter organization to build the prison specifically to contain shifters. Banks had been trying to impress with that little tidbit because he’d had input in the design. Each cell was made of three-foot thick concrete walls, a concrete floor, a concrete ceiling, and a steel door. At the base of each door, there was a small slot wide enough to pass through a food tray and a small bottle of water. Aside from recycled air that vented through an eight-by-four grate in the ceiling, each cell contained a toilet and a one hundred fifty watt lightbulb that stayed on—all the time.

      Once safely inside the prison, Sophia shut the door and pulled the blanket out from beneath her jacket, shirt, and pants. As she opened the tray slot on the last cell, the shifter’s chain rattled. Their one and only prisoner was awake.

      She had served him his food several times since they’d captured him, but had never spoken to him until the day she’d snuck meat into his soup. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was about the shifter that fascinated her. He’d been full of anger—rightfully so—but he’d been genuine, too. If she was ever going to find a way to free him—and herself—then she needed to gain his trust, if that was possible.

      “You again, mouse?”

      Mouse? That was new. At least she was better prepared for that arrogance of his this time.

      “Are you sick, shifter? I told you my name last time. You played me to get it, remember?” Her mouth quirked up as she baited him. She shouldn’t be feeling so daring after her encounter with Banks, but being here with the shifter—despite his gruff demeanor—was calming. At least he didn’t scare her like the guards did.

      “I didn’t play you, mouse. You volunteered the info. Didn’t take much prompting, either. You should try to hide that skittishness of yours better, before someone takes advantage of you.”

      I’m trying.

      “You almost sound as if you’re worried about me, but that can’t be. I’m just another human, right?”

      He chuckled. “True, but I don’t like the guards here.”

      “Imagine that, shifter. We have something in common after all!”

      He fell silent. In fact, she didn’t hear any movement in his cell, not even the rattling of his chain. Sophia bit her lip. What was he doing? Why wasn’t he saying anything? He was there. . . There was no way out except that steel door.

      Sophia began wringing her hands. She hated complete silence, the calm before the storm as she referred to it, that intense period before being caught breaking one of Dave Shaw’s rules and then being punished for it. She could swear her father remained silent just to unnerve her, the anticipation of the beating was almost worse than the beating.

      “D-did I insult you, shifter?”

      “Your presence is an insult.” His words, tone, and voice remained clipped.

      “I thought you might like some company. It must get lonely in here.”

      “I won’t answer your questions any more than theirs.”

      “Excuse me?” she said. Was he implying that she was there to pump him for information?

      “You want information, mouse? Then open the door.”

      She exhaled. Why did she think this was going to be easy? “I came to get away from them for a bit. That’s all.” And I need to gain your trust.

      “You’re lying to me, mouse. I smell pines nearby, which means we’re in the woods. Infinite places for you to go to be alone.”

      “I didn’t say I want to be alone.”

      He chuckled. “Do you do this with each shifter your people capture? Try him out before he’s killed. After all, we have more stamina than your human males.”

      Sophia’s cheeks heated. Oh, god, imagine what her father would say to that! A shiver ran through Sophia. Her father would kill the shifter.

      “Watch what you say around here, shifter,” she warned.

      “How very disappointing that you’re already lying to me again.”

      “About what?” she asked, forgetting that she should be mad at him for making her sound like a slut.

      “Why you’re here. You can’t expect me to believe you’d rather be in a dim, depressing prison with a shifter who doesn’t want your company than with your own kind out there, in the fresh air.”

      “And here I thought you’d be smart enough not to make assumptions about other people.”

      “Tell me then, why are you here?”

      “I already told you.”

      “The truth. I want the truth, mouse. Or this conversation is over.”

      He wouldn’t believe her. This was a waste of time. Maybe she should try to stow away in the next shipment out of the compound. No, the guards checked those too carefully. . .

      “Mouse?”

      “Michael and his followers won’t give up until they have what they want. The shifters before you. . .” She couldn’t say it. Watching the guards torture and execute the three shifters had been terrifying.

      “Dead.” There was no hesitation in his voice, just a cold statement of the facts.

      “Y-Yes.”

      “Unless you plan to unlock that door this very minute, mouse, leave.”

      His voice had deepened with an intensity she hadn’t heard from him before. At that moment, she pictured a strong male, one who’d gladly help her escape. That was just her imagination running wild again. This shifter was arrogant and hated her because she was human. He was no better than Michael and her father in that regard; those men hated all shifters because they didn’t know them, didn’t want to know them.

      “I’d unlock it if I could,” she said in a whisper before she could stop herself.

      “Leave, mouse.”

      The chain scraped along the floor. He was moving away from her. He wasn’t ready to listen. This had been a colossal waste of time.

      “The food is monitored,” she said as she placed the blanket on the floor. “But I’ll try to get some for you soon. Meat, if possible.”

      “Why do you even care if I starve? Why defy your own people?”

      “They’re not my people!” she snapped, without meaning to.

      “Of course they are. You’re out there with them. Walking in and out of here at will.”

      He wasn’t hearing her, not at all. He’d just continue to bait her. She’d been foolish coming here, thinking she could find common ground with him and together they could figure out a way for both of them to escape. “You know nothing about me.”

      “Then, tell me what I should know about you, starting with what you want from me.”

      Maybe he had been listening. Or he was screwing with her. Like Banks, only with some intelligence behind his words. This shifter was cautious.

      “I don’t think you’d believe me.”

      “Probably not, but you won’t know until you try.”

      She took a deep breath and hoped he wouldn’t scorn her, or worse, reveal anything she was about to say to the guards. “I want you to help me escape.”

      “I think you have that backward,” he said with a slight growl to his voice.

      She stood there, stunned for a brief moment. “Are you growling at me, shifter?”

      “My wolf is, more or less. He doesn’t like you.”

      “Oh.”

      “Hardly a witty reply, mouse. Perhaps you need to go back to torture training or something, maybe read a book on the side.”

      Tears formed at the back of her eyes. Why was he being such an ass? And why was she letting it get to her?

      “I’m serious, shifter. If I find a way to get you out of there, will you help me get away from the mercenaries? I mean, far away, where they won’t catch me and drag me back?”

      Silence. This was crazy. She was crazy for thinking she could gain him as an ally.

      “No,” he said in one decisive word. No remorse, no reason, just a simple no.

      “No? Really?”

      “I have no reason to trust you,” he said. His voice was quite steady, but it lacked his usual sarcasm or hostility. Then, in a noticeably softer voice, one that almost seemed intimate, he said, “Give me a reason to trust you, mouse.”

      She wiped the tears away. She could do this. She could earn his trust. “How?”

      “You know how.”

      She did, but it wasn’t like she could walk up to Michael and ask for the keys. She checked her watch. “I need to get to dinner before I’m missed.”

      “Just as I thought.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m not sure what game you’re playing, but you’re trying to use me.”

      “A deal. That’s what I was asking. Nothing more. I help you and then you help me.”

      “If the food is monitored, then how did you get the meat for me before?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Maybe I do.”

      “Seriously? You’d rather ask about how I snuck meat into your soup instead of the possibility of escaping?”

      “Go back to your hole, mouse.”

      “Fine! I hid some hamburger in a napkin when the guards weren’t looking.” More precisely, she’d spat out part of her own hamburger at lunch and pocketed it when the guards had been distracted, but some details were best left undisclosed.

      “I misspoke before. The guards don’t monitor all the food, just me, at meals. You could say I’m on probation.”

      The first time she’d escaped, she’d taken enough dry goods for a week, thinking it might take her that long to hike out of the woods before she’d reach a road. After that, they’d watched her closely for any sign that she’d try to escape again. Except they thought she’d use the same tactic as before. They were wrong.

      The chain rattled closer to the door. Sophia put her cheek to the floor to look through the slot. She could see a thick-muscled thigh, his knee and calf, and part of the chain, but not the upper torso or face that belonged to that very male body. He’d sat down. To talk with her?

      “I believe you,” he said, which shocked her. He wasn’t the trusting type, not that she could blame him in his position.

      “What do you look like, shifter?” she asked, needing to think of anything other than the rising fear of escaping—and being caught.

      “Like any other man. Except better.”

      She chuckled, amazed at how he easily he’d made her laugh. Oh, how she wished she had caught a peek of his face when the guards had brought him in. “You think highly of yourself, don’t you?”

      “Just a little humor, mouse. Don’t read into it.”

      There was a lightness to his voice that hadn’t been there before. “I. . . I’ve seen all of you, except your face. I started to remove the burlap sack when I fitted the collar to your neck.”

      “What stopped you?”

      Fear. “Disobeying our leader has consequences.”

      “And yet you’ve broken several rules just by coming here to speak with me.”

      “I need to get away from here, shifter,” she said.

      “Then perhaps we do have common ground. Release me, and then we’ll talk.”

      “I. . . I have to go.” She dusted the dirt off her jeans as she rose.

      “I’m grateful for the meat.”

      She swallowed hard, knowing the small amount hadn’t been enough. “I’ll bring more meat when I can. Can you at least tell me your name?”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t like calling you ‘shifter’.”

      “It’s what I am.”

      “But it’s not who you are. I mean, it’s impersonal and cold.”

      “You want to get personal with me, mouse? Come on in. I’ll get as personal as you’d like,” he said in a voice that reached up and caressed her face, then slowly moved down her torso and settled in the small of her back, slowly inching lower. Oh, this guy was dangerous in so many ways, and yet her insides thrummed at the very idea of getting to know him better.

      “I can’t,” she replied. Two little words and yet they felt so utterly wrong.

      “Can’t or won’t? Ah, but yes, I’m a dangerous shifter who will rip your throat out without a moment’s hesitation.”

      Her stomach knotted. All that sarcasm, all that hate. She was starting to doubt her plan, her ability to befriend him just long enough for them to work together. “I don’t have access to the keys to the cell or your chain.”

      More silence.

      She took that as her cue to leave.

      As she bent over to push the blanket through the tray slot before she left, he asked, “Who are you, mouse?”

      She knelt in front of the door as she considered his question. If she wanted him to trust her, then she had to trust him. At least she hoped that’s how it would work between them.

      “I’m the woman who has a tendency to trust the wrong men in life.” The words slipped out before she could think about them. She closed her eyes and inhaled. For a long time, she’d wanted nothing more than to be able to speak her mind without debating every word, every inflection she used.

      “Yes, I can see that about you.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked, her voice pitching high. She really shouldn’t be insulted, but she was. She was letting this shifter get to her in more ways than one. She cleared her throat, determined to get this conversation back on track. “You don’t have to give me your real name if you’re afraid it will risk your people.”

      “Me and my pack. . . We’re not people. You said it yourself.”

      “Their term, not mine,” she snapped, covering her mouth the moment she realized it. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have raised my voice. I don’t want to be here, shifter. These are not my people.”

      The shifter chuckled and said, “My mouse has teeth.”

      Sophia sat back on her heels. Had he actually complimented her, as off-handed as it was?

      “I have to go. This is for you,” she said as she fed the blanket through the tray slot. He yanked it out of her hand without even a thank you. Well, he had a right to be rude and mad.

      “I’ll try to bring food next time.” As she started to close the tray slot, he jammed his hand through, up to his wrist. Sophia jerked back.

      He placed his palm flat on the floor, fingers spread wide. “Touch me,” he ordered.

      “Excuse me?” What was he doing?

      “I want to feel your skin, Sophia.”

      “Why?”

      Seconds passed before he spoke, and then his words were soft, almost a whisper. “So I know I’m not alone.”

      She felt it then as much as heard it with her ears. He wasn’t alone, he was scared. The bastards in this camp had killed three shifters before him, and he probably knew it. They’d chained and caged him like an animal and didn’t even have the decency to give him enough food to keep him alive. Never mind torture, they’d let him sit in there and starve to death.

      She bit her lip. His hand was large and as powerful as she remembered the rest of him, and yet it was still just a hand. He really wasn’t that different from her, and what he asked was so simple.

      Warmth spread through Sophia as she glided the pad of her forefinger from the tip of his middle finger toward his wrist. He didn’t flinch or move as she caressed the back of his hand. Humans and shifters were alike in many ways, despite the crap that Michael slung. Skin was skin after all.

      The longer she caressed his hand, the more she understood his request. Simply feeling the warmth of his skin, making that contact with another without fear or pain did more to soothe her than she’d ever dreamed possible.

      She’d never touched anyone like this before, not even Kyle during the six months they’d dated. Kyle had taken what he wanted from her, never given her anything, not even a nickname.

      Mouse. It wasn’t exactly a name she’d have chosen, but it was hers now, given to her by a shifter who hadn’t tried to intimidate her or tell her she was worthless.

      She curved her finger to the underside of his hand and traced the contours of each finger. She could swear she heard a slight intake of breath and she wasn’t even sure if it had been him or her.

      Heaven help her, his hand felt glorious beneath her fingers. Warm and silky smooth, and large. She imagined how well his hands would feel cupping her breasts, sliding down her sides to her hips, lifting her up under her ass as she wrapped her legs around him. . .

      “I. . . I got carried away, shifter,” she apologized as she eased her hand away.

      “Slater,” he said softly, in a voice that made her feel whole again.

      Slater. A strong name for a strong man. . . shifter.

      “I’m reconsidering, mouse. This idea of yours to help each other escape. . . I might be interested.”
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      The sound of sliding metal tore Slater from his dream. He’d been dreaming about her. . . Sophia. In all his twenty-eight years and all the women he’d known, not once had anyone ever touched him with such tenderness, such warmth as Sophia had.

      Slater opened his eyes, wincing when he moved too quickly. Those metal spikes kept digging into the same damn spot. His wolf healed him over and over, but each healing was slower than the last. Slater needed protein and sleep, real sleep, not minutes here and there as he sat propped up in the corner, trying to keep the damn collar from impaling him. He needed to get out of this fucking prison.

      That heavenly scent of apple reached him seconds before a chicken breast was pushed through the tray slot. Not on a tray. Apparently, this wasn’t a sanctioned meal. The tray door quickly slammed shut.

      “Wait!” Slater called out, the need to talk to her suddenly greater than the need to eat. “Talk to me.”

      His words had come out as an order, but it was difficult tempering his frustration right now. She’d been the only one who talked to him as if he was more than an animal. He hated having to rely on her, but the quiet here, the loneliness was affecting him more than he wanted to admit.

      “I sh-shouldn’t.”

      Her stutter was back, and her scent reeked of fear. Did she fear him? Slater’s wolf growled at the idea. Now, he understood why she hadn’t come by since she’d brought him the blanket three days ago.

      “It’s been lonely here,” Slater said, not sure why he was confessing such private thoughts to her. Or why it bothered him so that she feared him.

      “For a m-minute,” Sophia said as she opened the tray door all the way.

      Slater’s stomach clenched in hunger as he looked at the chicken sitting on the floor. She’d taken another risk by bringing him food, despite her fear of him. He was starting to believe she’d been telling him the truth the other day, about wanting to leave her people and needing his help.

      “You weren’t this scared the last time you came, mouse. What’s changed?”

      “Nothing.”

      One word, spoken clearly and as loud as she dare whisper given the guard patrolling outside. And it was an utter lie. His mouse had a tell, a slight lift to her voice, as if she wasn’t sure the lie would work.

      “Don’t lie to me, mouse. What changed?”

      “Changed?”

      Horrible at lying, but somehow that endeared her to him at that moment. Hell, he was losing his grip, letting a human get to him.

      “The other day you spoke of escaping with me. Today, you want to run away from me as fast as you can. Did you finally wake up to the fact that by helping me you’re betraying your own?”

      He had yet to figure out what she was up to. He’d heard of anti-shifters releasing captured shifters only to hunt them down for sport. A live fox hunt, except with shifters as the hunted.

      “You keep assuming I’m one of them.”

      “Hard not to, given which side of the door you’re on.”

      She wasn’t talking much, but the scent of her fear had lessened even though it hung in the air with a bitterness that stirred his wolf and the need to protect. “You still haven’t told me why you’re suddenly afraid of me.”

      “Michael says you’re part of a pack dominated by white wolves.”

      “Would you fear me less if silver wolves dominated my pack?” he said joking. Humans knew so little of wolf shifters. A shifter’s color meant nothing in their society, well, almost nothing. White wolves had earned a bad reputation decades ago and his pack consisted mostly of white wolves. Then again, his father and grandfather had earned their reputations as ruthless, deadly white wolves.

      “White wolves are among the worst shifters. They’re unstable.” Her voice and her words were cold, causing his wolf’s hackles to rise.

      Bones and muscles fluttered beneath his skin as his wolf tried to force a shift. His wolf didn’t understand, and Slater shoved him back down with such force the poor beast yelped. Slater was sweating from the effort, a very bad sign that his health was failing.

      “Not all white wolves are bad,” he forced himself to say. “And I’m guessing not all humans are bad,” he added, grinding out that last part. If he was going to gain her help, then he had to play along, make her think he trusted her.

      “Michael says too much inbreeding has made the white wolves feral.”

      Inbreeding was one theory for the viciousness that seemed to run rampant through his pack, through the Novak line in particular, but no one had gone feral in years. “Your group runs drugs and kills shifters—innocent shifters—for no reason other than hatred. Tell me, mouse. Which group is closer to being feral? Yours or mine?”

      Slater stared at the blanket Sophia had given him, the blanket he’d bundled in a way that he could finally lean against the wall and sleep without the spikes digging into him. Even now, as he listened to the slight breathing on the other side of the steel door, every part of his being said she was not one of these anti-shifters, despite her biting comments.

      He needed to get her talking again, or she’d slip away, leave him here. The thought of her walking away made him shake. Slater looked at the barren walls and the one bright light in the middle of the ceiling. The light that never went off. He hadn’t seen anyone face to face in nearly two weeks. And the cell was too damn quiet. Occasionally he heard a guard murmur to another when they switched off, but no one talked to him. Except for her.

      “Do you believe everything Michael says, mouse?” he asked, much of his earlier anger drained away. He no longer wanted to spar with her on the ethics of shifters versus humans. He simply wanted to return to his pack and to find out if Nathan had survived.

      “Not usually. But there’s evidence that white wolves are unstable.”

      Slater licked the last of the chicken off his fingers. He was so hungry he’d practically swallowed the chicken breast whole in only a few bites.

      “Don’t believe everything you hear, mouse.”

      “You know many of them, associate with them? The white wolves?”

      “I am a white wolf.”

      His body stilled as he heard her gasp followed by a muffled cry. Slater put the chicken bone down, gathered up the chain and moved close to the door. He sat down by the open food slot. “Talk to me, mouse,” he said in as soothing a voice as he could manage.

      “It was a white wolf who killed my brother. I was fifteen, Steven was twenty when he was killed.”

      Shit. Slater pinched the bridge of his nose and drew a long breath. “I’m sorry, mouse. If I could undo that tragedy I would. Shifters are no better—and no worse—than humans.”

      “H-Have you killed anyone?”

      Hell of a question to ask, especially when she hadn’t specified human
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