
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Pembroke’s mate is his brother’s best friend. That might be a problem.

	 

	 

	Pembroke is finally free. He spent three years in the clutches of humans who viewed him as nothing more than an animal to buy, sell, and use, but that’s over now. The Rosewood pack and his brother saved him, and now, he can do whatever he wants.

	If only he knew what he wanted.

	Remington became friends with Pembroke’s brother when Pembroke was kidnapped. Finding him has closed a cycle—and opened a new one, since Remington and Pembroke are mates.

	They want each other, but they’re both afraid of what Ryland will think when he finds out his best friend and his brother are together. It won’t stop them from being together, but it makes everything more complicated.

	As does the fact that Pamela and Fulton are still out there, plotting against the pack and the rare shifters it protects.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Get out there before I get angry,” Colbert snapped.

	Pembroke gritted his teeth and nodded. Colbert was angry because he’d caught Pembroke in his human form, which wasn’t something Pembroke was allowed to do. As Colbert always said, he hadn’t bought Pembroke because he was cute. He’d bought him to defend his home, and Pembroke wouldn’t be of any help in his human form.

	Colbert wasn’t wrong. As a human, Pembroke was on the short side and couldn’t fight his way out of a wet paper bag. He was thin, with no muscles to see, and it was more probable that people would laugh at him than be afraid of him.

	But not in his shifted form. As a hydra, people were terrified of him. It probably had something to do with him looking like a massive dragon or having three heads. He’d been forbidden to shift into that form when he was at the auction house and hated it, but now, he was forbidden to shift into his human form. He’d gone from one hell to another and didn’t even have his friend to help him through it. Pembroke had been separated from Tyler when Colbert had bought him.

	He hadn’t seen his best friend since then.

	“What are you waiting for?” Colbert added.

	He sounded angry, and life wasn’t easy when he was angry, so Pembroke obeyed. He didn’t have a choice. He had to get naked in front of Colbert and always did so as quickly as possible. Usually, he was already shifting before he was fully undressed. He could feel Colbert watching him, but he hadn’t tried anything so far, and Pembroke hoped that would continue. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to fight him off him if he tried to touch him in any way.

	He shook out his three heads and dropped his t-shirt to the ground. Colbert stared at him like he was an interesting insect. Pembroke didn’t look back and kept his focus on the ground because the last time he’d looked straight at Colbert, the asshole had used a cattle prod against him. Pembroke’s thick skin protected him from many things, but he’d still been able to feel the pain of the electricity zapping into his muscles.

	He moved away from Colbert and went to place himself in his spot. It was always the same, because Colbert didn’t trust him not to run if he was out of sight, even with the ankle monitor. It wouldn’t be easy as a hydra, but if he got far enough, he could shift and disappear into the trees around the mansion in which Colbert lived. Colbert knew that, so he’d kept Pembroke in the courtyard at the center of the mansion. Since the estate had been built around it, Colbert could see Pembroke from pretty much anywhere in the house.

	Pembroke hated it.

	He hated everything about his life. He missed Tyler, but not just him. It had been years since he’d seen his brother, and he always wondered what Ryland was doing. He needed to remind himself that even though Ryland was human and they were only half brothers, Ryland cared about him. What Colbert always said about no one caring that Pembroke was gone was a lie.

	Logically, Pembroke knew that, but sometimes, when he was especially homesick, he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe Colbert was right. Ryland had probably noticed he was gone, but was he still looking for him after three years? Had he made peace with the fact that Pembroke would never be back, or was he still hurting over his disappearance? Pembroke wished he knew the answer to that question. It might give him more hope.

	He couldn’t listen to Colbert. The man wanted a slave who would do anything he asked and not rebel, and that wasn’t Pembroke. He wasn’t afraid of fighting back, no matter how many cattle prods Colbert had.

	But Colbert could not merely hurt him but also kill him, which was what the damn plastic monitor around Pembroke’s ankle was for.

	It had been put on him as soon as he’d arrived here, and Colbert had told him that if he ever tried getting away from the mansion, it would electrocute him so badly that it would kill him. Pembroke didn’t know if it actually would, but he hadn’t been willing to test it so far. Over the three years since he’d been kidnapped from college, he’d been beaten, forced to stay in one form or another, and hurt in as many ways as the people who’d taken him could come up with. At least Colbert had never touched him in a sexual way. The memories of everything else that had been done to Pembroke made him shiver in horror, and he told himself things could be much worse than how Colbert treated him. Here, he was nothing more than a massive guard dog, and he didn’t mind it as much as the other times he’d been bought.

	Until Colbert changed his mind about him, anyway. If that ever happened, Pembroke wouldn’t hesitate to bite his head off and try flying away. At this point, he didn’t even care if he died.

	Pembroke settled at the center of the courtyard. He didn’t expect anything odd to happen because nothing ever did.

	He was wrong.

	Colbert disappeared inside, and for a little while, everything was normal. Pembroke could feel the breeze sliding over his scales, and if the situation had been different, he would have enjoyed himself. He liked being in the courtyard because it meant he wasn’t inside. He could tell himself that here, he was free, even though he really wasn’t.

	The sound of someone running toward him made him perk up. He’d been sitting down, but now, he got to his feet and squared his shoulders, ready to face whatever was coming at him. It was probably a guard or something like that, but just in case, he wanted to be ready. His job was to protect the mansion and Colbert.

	No matter how little he wanted to do it.

	He was stunned when several people burst into the courtyard. He reacted instinctively since these people weren’t wearing the uniform Colbert forced everyone working for him to wear. They could only be intruders, which meant it was time for Pembroke to do his job.

	He stood tall in front of the group of people and stomped one foot, then another. He didn’t like scaring people and making them think he was dangerous, but Colbert would hurt him if he didn’t stop the intruders. They probably had a good reason to be here. Maybe they wanted to rescue one of the shifters Colbert kept as prisoners here.

	Even though no one deserved to be trapped here, Pembroke couldn’t allow them to do that.

	He lowered his three heads to take a better look at the intruders and opened his mouths, ready to eat them even though it would take him days to feel good again if he did. He hated eating people and avoided it as much as he could. It hurt physically, but it was even worse mentally. He loathed hurting and killing people and felt guilty even when forced to do so.

	One of the people in front of him stepped forward, and wings flared around them. Pembroke’s eyes widened as he took in the leathery gray color of the wings that reminded him so much of Tyler. Tyler was a gargoyle shifter, and Pembroke had seen him shift many times. He wasn’t the only gargoyle shifter Pembroke had ever met, and as Pembroke told himself that the odds that this was Tyler were tiny, he also couldn’t help but hope.

	He stared, unwilling to move until he was sure this wasn’t Tyler.

	But it was.

	Pembroke would have recognized his friend anywhere. It had been a while since he’d last seen him, but he and Tyler had been a team against the people hurting them since they’d first met. It had been them against the world until they’d been separated.

	But they weren’t anymore because Tyler was standing in front of Pembroke.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Remington was at the back of the group. He didn’t like it because Ryland was pushing forward, but someone had to watch their backs.

	These people were nuts.

	Take Tyler, for example. Even though he wasn’t a fighter, he hadn’t taken no for an answer when Remington had told him he shouldn’t come along. Raiding this house was dangerous, and not just because of the many shifters this Colbert guy had bought over the years. There was a top-notch security system, and even though Angus had promised he could disable it, it didn’t mean this wasn’t dangerous.

	Remington knew about danger. He and Braden, one of his two best friends, owned a security company, and they’d worked together for several years. They were used to this kind of situation, and it was far from the most danger they’d been in over the years. Most days, they acted as bodyguards, or rather, the people who worked for them did. Braden and Remington accepted security contracts and assigned their people to those contracts. It was what brought in the most money, and they all needed to pay their bills.

	But it had become more than that. Three years ago, the company evolved after Ryland asked for their help finding his brother. They still focused on security contracts, but they’d both agreed they wanted to do more. They wanted to help people who needed it and couldn’t pay for it.

	Like Tyler.

	Ryland had been paying Remington and Braden extremely well since he’d hired them, but that was just to find his brother. Everything else like freeing Tyler from the auction house, was on the side, but Remington didn’t regret it. They’d saved many people, shifters and humans alike, and he had every intention of continuing to do so.

	But it wasn’t easy when the people he saved decided to throw themselves at a hydra shifter. Remington was horrified as he watched Tyler push away everyone from their group and place himself in front of the hydra. They assumed it was Pembroke, but how could they be sure? There had to be more than one hydra shifter in the world, and while everything pointed to the fact that this was Pembroke, since they knew Colbert had bought him, he could have bought more than one hydra shifter. From what Angus had been able to find while digging into Colbert’s phone, the man had bought and sold so many shifters over the years that it was nearly impossible to know how many he still owned.

	Remington wanted to kick his ass just for that.

	No one should own people, not even shifters, who had an animal side. It didn’t make them any less human, and Remington wouldn’t hesitate to beat up anyone who argued otherwise. He definitely wouldn’t hesitate to beat up someone who bought shifters as if they were nothing more than guard dogs and servants.

	“Are we even sure it’s him?” someone asked from the head of the group.

	Remington swallowed. They were in trouble if this wasn’t Pembroke. Pembroke wouldn’t hurt them once he recognized Tyler and Ryland, but another hydra shifter wouldn’t hesitate.

	“Remington?” Braden’s voice asked from the earbud in Remington’s ear.

	Remington didn’t look away from the hydra as he answered. “Yeah?”

	“I hope that’s the guy you’re looking for.”

	Remington snorted. “You’re not the only one. How’s the situation?”

	“Piece of cake. Either these guards are untrained, or they’re so used to nothing happening that they just don’t care. We found the main security room and secured it. The hydra has something around their ankle?”

	Remington squinted to take a better look. Tyler was still facing the hydra shifter, and Remington had no intention of putting himself between the two. Tyler was in his gargoyle form, which meant that he wouldn’t be hurt even if the hydra attacked him. His body was made of stone at the moment.

	Remington wished he could say the same, but he wasn’t a gargoyle shifter. He was just a boring and ordinary lion shifter, so the hydra could kill him with one well-placed stomp of their foot.

	“Yeah, I see something black around their ankle. What is it?”

	“It looks like Colbert has one of those around the ankle of every shifter he bought. Not sure what it does, but I doubt it’s anything good, so I asked Angus to help neutralize it.”

	“Probably something to keep them from escaping,” Remington murmured.

	“He’s a dick, so I wouldn’t be surprised. Since we’re freeing everyone, I don’t want any of these shifters to be hurt while trying to leave this place. We’ll focus on this. Can you get the hydra to shift back or at least listen to you? We subdued most of the guards, but considering the number of shifters Colbert owns, I don’t know how long it’ll be before someone decides to attack.”

	“We’ll be on the way out as soon as we find out if the hydra is Pembroke,” Remington promised. They’d get out of here even if he had to drag every member of their group, dammit.

	These people didn’t seem to have any kind of self-preservation. Ryland had tried to lunge at the hydra as soon as he’d seen them without even knowing whether or not they were his brother. Tyler had done the same, but at least he was a gargoyle shifter. Ryland was a soft and squishy human, and it was a miracle he wasn’t already dead after some of the things Remington had seen him do over the three years they’d known each other.

	Remington’s eyes widened when the hydra suddenly shifted. They wouldn’t do that if they were anyone but Pembroke, right? Any other hydra would attack and try to protect themselves, which wouldn’t be as easy in their human form.

	Remington had seen many pictures of Pembroke over the years. Initially, Ryland had brought him a stack when he’d hired him and Braden to look for his brother. Back then, Pembroke had been nothing more than an interesting kind of shifter who needed help. However, over the three years since he’d been kidnapped, Ryland and Remington had become friends. Remington considered Braden and Ryland his best friends, and the three of them had spent a lot of time together.

	Remington had heard so many stories about Pembroke and what he’d been like as a child, a teenager, and a young adult that it was almost as if he knew him. The pictures hadn’t merely been pictures of a guy he didn’t know after that. They’d become pictures of someone he wanted to meet, someone he felt like he already knew.

	And now, Pembroke was in front of Remington in the flesh and very much naked.

	He stood in front of Tyler for what felt like an eternity. Even in his gargoyle form, Tyler wasn’t very tall. Pembroke was taller, but he seemed almost frail in front of Tyler. His brown hair was too long and messy, and he was thin, almost as if Colbert didn’t give him enough to eat. That would be stupid if he’d bought Pembroke as a guard dog, and Remington wondered if anyone would notice him sneaking away so he could find Colbert and beat some sense into him or beat him up, period.

	He didn’t like any of the people involved in this. What they were doing with the auctions and selling and buying shifters was monstrous, and Remington had already decided he’d do whatever he could to ensure these people paid for what they’d done and were still doing. He’d take down the entire operation by himself if he had to.

	But he wouldn’t have to. He had Braden, Ryland, and even the pack now. Rosewood had become a haven for rare shifters, and the world needed a place like that. Those shifters needed a place to call home in which they wouldn’t have to fear being sold or hurt. Remington would make sure it was safe, be it the last thing he did.

	Pembroke finally moved. He didn’t say a word or make a noise as he threw himself into Tyler’s arms. Ryland tried pushing forward like he had earlier, but someone held him back, and Remington was glad to see they all understood that, for now, Tyler was the only person safe with Pembroke.

	Pembroke might have shifted back to his human form, but they didn’t know what had happened to him over the past three years. They had a few details from Tyler, but they’d been separated a while ago, and anything could have happened to Pembroke during that time. He’d recognized Tyler, which was good, but there was no way to know if he would recognize Ryland or how he’d feel about seeing his brother here.

	For Ryland’s sake, Remington prayed that Pembroke loved his brother as much as his brother loved him.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Pembroke didn’t care that he was naked in front of a bunch of people he didn’t recognize or that Colbert would hurt him if he saw him. He was supposed to be protecting Colbert’s home, but instead, he was back in his human form.

	The man in front of him really was Tyler, and as soon as Pembroke had made sense of that, he’d thrown himself into Tyler’s arms. They wrapped around him and held him close, and Pembroke could sense that Tyler was telling him everything would be all right without using a word.

	It wasn’t the first time Pembroke touched Tyler’s gargoyle body. It was hard, since in this form, Tyler was made of stone, but he wasn’t cold. Never cold.

	Tyler’s scent surrounded Pembroke, and Pembroke didn’t know what to do or say. It had been so long since he’d seen his best friend and felt safe that his brain didn’t seem to be able to comprehend what was happening.

	“You’re safe now,” Tyler whispered.

	Pembroke didn’t want to cry, but a sob escaped anyway. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

	When they’d been separated, he’d still had hope. They’d always been sold back to the auctioneers eventually, and when they were, they could spend time together. Colbert had seen how close they were and told Pembroke to say goodbye because he’d never see his friend again. That was when Pembroke understood that Colbert would do anything to ensure he was never happy, even if he had to kill him. He’d known
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