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            DEAR READER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When I sat down to write this series, I planned out five books: Damien’s Dilemma, Blade’s Battle, Callen’s Captive, Hayden’s Haven, and then Frank’s Felon. That’s the order I wrote and published them. After publishing them, I had other stories that ‘needed to be told’.  I later wrote several prequels including Ransom’s Revenge and Mason’s Mission.

      

        

      
        In terms of story timelines, Ransom’s Revenge takes place immediately before Damien’s Dilemma, so I placed Ransom’s story first in  the reading order.  Mason’s story takes place 5 years before Damien’s Dilemma, but I struggled with where to place it in the reading order. Mason’s Mission provides a lot of insight into Frank’s background, but I don’t recommend reading it immediately before Frank’s Felon. That said, you may wish to read Mason’s Mission first… or as I recommend it… last.

      

        

      
        Sorry for any confusion!

      

      

      
        
        Enjoy the books!

        Julie
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RANSOM’S REVENGE (SUMMARY)

          

          Broken Shifters, book 1 (prequel)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        He can’t trust her, but he will claim her.

      

        

      
        Elise roams free in the anti-shifter research lab.

        For weeks, she walked by Ransom’s cage, ignoring him.

      

        

      
        Then she frees him,

        But she’s reluctant to escape.

      

        

      
        Ransom won’t leave her behind,

        She’s shifter, and shifters don’t abandon shifters.

      

        

      
        There’s more to this brave female than Ransom first realized.

      

        

      
        Ransom wants to find his pack.

        Elise wants to return to the anti-shifter research lab.

      

        

      
        Something has to give.

        It won’t be Ransom...
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAMIEN’S DILEMMA (SUMMARY)

          

          Broken Shifters, book 2

        

      

    

    
      
        
        His enemies left her for dead. Now she’s his.

      

      

      
        
        Damien needs to blood-bond a shifter to retain control of his wolf and his pack. He would blood-bond Tess in a second, except his enemies have destroyed her ability to shift. And they're not done with her. . . 

      

        

      
        Tess is determined to navigate this new world without her shifter abilities. She won't let anyone get in her way, least of all Damien, the alpha who's determined to make her his. . .  even if it kills him.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLADE’S BATTLE (SUMMARY)

          

          Broken Shifters, book 3

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She’s responsible for the deadly shifter virus.

        Will he surrender or mate her?

      

      

      
        
        Hundreds of wolf shifters have died.

        From the shifter virus she created.

        The woman he rescued,

        the woman who calms his wolf.

        Blade cannot—will not—let her go.

      

        

      
        The WSSO stole her work, her husband’s life.

        Now they want her dead.

        One wolf shifter stands in their way.

        Opening her heart to him or any other?

        No, not again, not in a million years.

      

        

      
        Fortunately, Blade is a very persistent shifter
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CALLEN’S CAPTIVE (SUMMARY)

          

          Broken Shifters, book 4

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Protect your pack or the woman you love.

        Choose, Enforcer…

      

      

      
        
        Callen is the pack’s enforcer,

        The shifter who does whatever it takes to protect his pack.

        Whatever. It. Takes.

        He’s falling hard and fast for Kate, a human the WSSO is hell-bent on destroying.

      

        

      
        Kate can’t get rid of Callen.

        The damn shifter insists on protecting her.

        He. Won’t. Leave.

        Never mind the way his touch blazes a fiery trail across her skin.

        He longs to be with his pack—in the woods, a place she can’t, won’t, go.

        Kate belongs in the city, fighting against the WSSO,

        Not with a shifter who needs his pack more than he needs her.

      

        

      
        She’ll be fine without Callen. She doesn’t need him. Maybe if she tells herself that enough times, she’ll start to believe it. . .
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HAYDEN’S HAVEN (SUMMARY)

          

          Broken Shifters, book 5

        

      

    

    
      Whoever controls the pack, controls the virus that can kill humanity…

      
        
        Traitor. Outcast. Predator.

        Those are the names he hears whispered in the shadows.

        They don’t understand what happened with his former pack.

        Neither does he—not entirely.

      

        

      
        Here, in his new pack, he goes above and beyond,

        Trying to prove his loyalty, his worth.

      

        

      
        Now, she’s here.

        The beautiful shifter who’s their only hope for developing

        A lasting vaccine against the shifter virus.

        She accepts him for who he is,

        Despite his past—and hers.

      

        

      
        To save her, he must return to his former pack

        And challenge the alpha. . .

      

        

      
        The brother who cast him out years ago.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FRANK’S FELON  (SUMMARY)

          

          Broken Shifters, book 6

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tainted.  Targeted.  Far from Tamed.

      

      

      
        
        Getting past that brute of a guard patrolling Damien’s territory was hard, and rather fun.

        Delilah wants to taste every delectable square inch of him, but Frank wants more from her than she can give.

        She has to leave, before the authorities catch her, punish her for her crimes. . . before Frank makes her feel again.

      

        

      
        Delilah’s no good.  She’s tainted, with a target on her back.

        And Frank wants her, badly.

        She’s his future, but she won’t admit that.

        He won’t let them have her, even if it means starting a war with the humans.

      

      

      Frank will have his Felon, one way or another.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MASON’S MISSION (SUMMARY)

          

          Broken Shifters, book 7

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She’s a White Wolf. . . one of the wolves all other shifters fear, with good reason.

      

        

      
        No pack will accept her.

        No one will fight for her.

        Except Mason, a shifter from an enemy pack.

      

        

      
        To save the shifter she loves,

        Takara will do anything her alpha orders.

        A-n-y-t-h-i-n-g.

        Including sacrificing herself.

      

        

      
        Mason has something to say about that. . .
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        * * *

      

      Note:  Mason’s story takes place 5 years before Damien’s Dilemma, and provides a lot of backstory for Frank’s Felon.  I set this book at the end, out of order, because I think it reads better, saving some mystery until the very end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RANSOM’S REVENGE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RANSOM

      

      

      Ransom’s wolf clawed him from within. That scent, that maddeningly delicious scent of an unmated female, of that one unmated female that haunted his every waking moment, invaded his lungs as she entered. WS23. That’s what the researchers at the anti-shifter research facility called her. Why didn’t they call her by her name? Was it to protect her identity? They called Ransom by his name, along with a lot of slurs, but they hadn’t given him a designation. Only her. What made her so special to them?

      She entered the lab where Ransom remained locked in a three foot-by-five foot cage at the back of the room. Every night, the same routine. She’d sweep the floors, never once glancing his way, as if he were a caged rat instead of a shifter, one of her own kind.

      Long blonde hair swung along the middle of her back as the broom swished side to side, only accentuating her full hips. . . hips designed for a male to grip with his hands as he sank his cock into her heat. Fuck, just watching her was getting him horny. He had his standards, though, which didn’t include screwing a turncoat.

      She owed him, though. Owed him for ignoring him every time the anti-shifters tortured him with their electrified rods, and for the weeks they’d kept him prisoner in a cage too small for his human form. The tight cage was meant to force him to shift, to surrender his wolf to their experiments. He’d held out for weeks and would hold out as long as necessary.

      “You’re staring at me again,” she said, in that sweet voice that could lure any shifter to do her bidding.

      She’d never spoken to him before, but he’d heard her talking to the humans. Usually a bunch of yes sirs and immediately, sir.

      “You work for the enemy,” Ransom said. “Against your own kind.”

      He swore he could hear her swallow hard, but that was likely his imagination. Or his wolf playing tricks on him, trying to spur him into action. His wolf didn’t understand why he hadn’t freed him in so long.

      “My own kind cast me out years ago,” the female said as she continued sweeping the floor, still avoiding looking at him.

      “A lone wolf,” he said with the disgust clear in his voice.

      Her scent changed. A bitterness floated through the air, souring that lovely honey and vanilla scent of hers as she lifted her head. She was always careful to keep her back to him. But this time, she turned slightly before stopping herself. He was getting to her. Good.

      “I’m not here because I want to be,” she said, her voice no longer soft, but biting.

      A fighter then, this one. His cock stirred, for no good reason, except the more he sparred with her, the more he wanted her. Fuck, he needed to focus on escaping. Not the sinfully sexy curves of a female turncoat.

      “And yet you’re not the one behind the bars of a fucking dog cage,” Ransom bit back.

      Her broom stopped moving. “I’m sorry for what they’ve done to you.”

      “For what you’ve done to me, female. You’re complicit in everything they do.”

      She turned suddenly, revealing rich dark eyes and a beautiful face that would have taken his breath away if his wolf hadn’t been clawing him from the inside to escape.

      “I’m trying to survive, the same as you,” she said.

      The way the red flush filled her cheeks as her eyes danced with fire. . . stunning. But he was never one to be swayed by a gorgeous face and sumptuous body, especially when the female had the run of the research lab. She could release him.

      “Unlock my cage.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. Find the keys.”

      “Dr. Cliven keeps them on him.”

      She had hesitated. She knew how to get the keys, but didn’t want to admit it.

      “I’ll make it worth your while,” Ransom offered.

      “I’ve heard that line before.”

      He chuckled. She wasn’t a yes shifter after all. “You want to leave this lab, WS23? If you get me out of this cage, I’ll get you past the fence.”

      A twenty-foot concrete wall topped with barbed wire surrounded the research facility, too high for his wolf to jump, but he wouldn’t be going over that wall.

      For the first time in the three weeks since his capture, the female approached him. She knelt in front of the cage, blonde hair swinging in front of her as cautious eyes met his. She didn’t fear him. Very few had the balls to stand up to him. Perhaps it was the iron bars between them that fed her courage, but he sensed there was more to her and the reason she put herself within his reach. He could easily reach through those bars and wrap his hand around her slim neck and snap it.

      Before more dark thoughts consumed him, her graceful fingers caressed the hand he’d wrapped around the bars. Skin against skin. . . He hadn’t been touched like that, with such care, in a very long time.

      Not a monster. Just a scared female.

      She startled. He’d heard the footsteps only a fraction of a second before her. Good hearing. . . She was a strong shifter. Then why hadn’t she shifted and tried to escape?

      “I’m sorry,” she said as she jumped to her feet, snatched the broom, and raced for the door. This time, WS23 glanced over her shoulder, her eyes no longer avoiding him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ELISE

      

      

      Elise finished sweeping the offices on the second floor of the research facility. She always enjoyed this floor the most, because his scent was strongest here. Ransom. She often wondered if that was his real name or one he’d given himself. Ransom had to be close to thirty years old. With dark blond hair and dark blue eyes, the shifter looked nothing like her alpha—the shifter who’d sold her to the WSSO—but he certainly reminded her of him. Full of himself, confident, convinced he knew better than everyone, including her.

      Except there was more to Ransom. A sense of justice, honor. Qualities absent in her alpha and her pack. She didn’t miss her pack, at least not the alpha and the guards that supported him. As for the kinder shifters in her pack, they likely never knew what happened to her. Her alpha probably told them she’d run off, abandoned them to be a lone wolf. . . any lie that suited his needs.

      She sensed a loyalty in Ransom though, past all that gruffness. Not a loyalty to her, certainly. She was enemy #2 in his mind, only one step behind the humans who tortured him. But he fought for their kind, which was more than she’d done since she arrived here three years ago.

      Countless shifters had been captured, killed, and tortured in the past three years, and she’d turned away, ignoring them and their suffering because she didn’t want to share their fate. Where was the woman who used to scout any territory regardless of the risk to assess the situation and report back to her alpha? Where was the woman who’d stood up to her alpha because she would not let herself be used?

      Gone. Destroyed by a pack.  An alpha, rather, who’d turned on her.

      She was no better than the humans who’d been torturing Ransom for the past three weeks. She’d listened to every horrible scream and had done nothing because she’d let her fear rule her. She owed Ransom nothing, and yet she could no longer turn her back on him.

      “Ah, WS23, be a good pup and fetch me my briefcase,” Dr. Cliven said as he and his three visitors entered his office. The four scientists who worked for the WSSO, the World Shifter Suppressor Organization, all seemed to be talking at once. She missed the peace of the woods, the freedom of letting her wolf run, stretching limbs and sailing over logs and creeks as the wind sifted through her fur.

      “You’ll see. A virus is the only way,” the nerdy guy with thick-rimmed glasses said. “Targeting the shifter genes. We won’t have to ferret out every shifter. They’ll spread the virus to their own and do our job for us.”

      Today’s debate seemed to be the usual one. Should the humans outright exterminate all shifters or continue their research into suppressing their shifter genes and turning them human?

      Elise shuddered at both possibilities. The scientists at this facility favored the second option. They believed shifters were worth saving if they could suppress the genes that allowed them to turn into wolves. Ironic how they thought the answer to resolving the shifter issue was through a virus similar to how shifters came into being.

      Shifters evolved from a virus over two hundred years ago. The virus had merged wolf and human DNA, creating a new species, one the world’s governments recognized and most detested. The U.S. government still didn’t grant native-born shifters citizenship. While hunting shifters was illegal, organizations like the WSSO held too much power in all branches of the local, state, and federal governments. They managed to skirt the law, conduct immoral experiments, and kill without repercussion.

      Dr. Cliven cupped the back of Elise’s head, pulling her toward the group of visitors. “Put your head up, WS23. Show them your necklace.”

      Necklace. . . She’d like to ram that so-called necklace down his throat. Or better yet, force him to wear it. Elise obeyed, tipping her head up so they could examine the half-inch thick steel ring that encircled her neck.

      Fingers poked and prodded, scraping over the scar beneath. She closed her eyes, hating their touch, hating the fact that she hadn’t found a way to escape, that she’d given up trying.

      Ransom was right. She’d become complicit by staying here, by not fighting against them. Even if she couldn’t change her fate, she could change Ransom’s.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        RANSOM

      

      

      That sweet, feminine scent reached Ransom before he heard her. In fact, he didn’t hear her at all. The female moved like a scout, light on her feet.

      Blonde hair caught the moonlight streaming through the window as WS23 slipped into the lab. She kept the lights off and carefully shut the door without making a sound. Too bad his pack’s scout didn’t have her skills.

      “Come to take me up on my offer?” Ransom asked in a soft voice. She’d snuck in here for a reason, and he wouldn’t alert the guards until he knew why she was here.

      “Yes,” she whispered back as deep black eyes found him.

      God, she was gorgeous and determined. He read it in her face in that split second; they’d be escaping tonight. Both of them.

      All the hate, all the resentment he’d been harboring toward her, disappeared in that moment. He needed to focus on escaping, even if it meant allying himself with a turncoat.

      Steady hands inserted the key and turned. The cage clicked open. Ransom crawled out on hands and knees and rose to his full 6’3” for the first time in a week. His body protested, but stretching felt damn good.

      The female’s black eyes darkened further as he stood above her. She stepped back. He didn’t like the scent of her fear. He’d enjoyed it in the past, but not now, not when she stood there trembling.

      Someone had hurt her.

      “Who hurt you?” he asked as he reached to touch her cheek.

      “No one,” she lied without even blinking.

      She held perfectly still as he stroked her cheek before he sank his hand into her hair, locking her to him. “You do as I say, and we’ll escape here.”

      “I can’t⁠—”

      “You can, and you will.”

      Light brows pinched together. “You don’t need me to escape. I’ll give you the code for the stairwell. Zero-six-one-two-one-nine.”

      “I won’t leave a shifter behind, even one that’s in bed with the humans.”

      Her eyes flared at that. She resented him and his accusation. Had he been wrong about her?

      “You need your hearing checked, Ransom. I told you I’m not here willingly.”

      “Then you will escape with me.”

      She stared out the window, a lost look taking over her sweet face. “And then what?” she mumbled, more to herself than him.

      “Then you return to your pack.”

      She winced. He’d forgotten. Lone wolf.

      His wolf clawed at him, pushing him to do the unacceptable, to commit to a female he couldn’t trust. But the idea that she’d be out in the world by herself didn’t sit well with him.

      Ransom shoved his wolf down. Where she went after they escaped wasn’t his problem. Her pack had cast her out for a reason, which meant she was bad news. He’d ally himself with her long enough to escape and then leave her. There was no way he’d endanger his pack by bringing her back with him.

      “You’ll go wherever you want,” he amended his earlier comment. “You’ll be free. That’s what matters.”

      “Free. . .” She swallowed hard. “That’s if I can get away.”

      She didn’t trust him. The feeling was mutual, but he’d have to take that first step to establish a partnership of sorts. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, they needed one another to escape. Wolves worked better in pairs, and she’d already proven she had stealth and vital knowledge of the facility. Once they left the lab, though, he couldn’t risk any resistance from her. He needed her total obedience, or they’d draw the guards’ attention.

      “I will protect you, WS23,” he said in a steady voice, one he hoped would give her that sense of security she seemed to need.

      After a moment’s hesitation, she nodded and said. “My name is Elise.”

      Elise. A beautiful name for a beautiful female. He ran his hand down her silky locks. The need to touch her, to keep her close, had risen too easily in him. Oddly enough, touching her quieted his wolf, but not the man in him. He wanted more of her, more than the freedom to stroke her hair or inhale her sensuous scent.

      She leaned into his touch, closing her eyes. So feminine, so innocent. Why had the humans allowed her, a shifter, to roam their labs unrestricted?

      “Elise,” he began, but her eyelids lifted. Tears filled her eyes. His heart tightened, her sadness pulling at him when he should be closed to her. He was his pack’s enforcer, able to shut out emotions and keep himself from empathizing with his enemy. He shouldn’t be so affected by a female he didn’t know or trust.

      It had to be the isolation of the past few weeks. Not being with his pack. Enduring torture, not to mention not being able to release his wolf. That alone fucked with a shifter’s mind.

      With his thumb, he wiped the first tear away.

      “No one’s called me by name in three years,” she said, swiping at the remaining tears as she turned away.

      “You’ve been here three years?” he asked, stunned.

      Another nod as she composed herself and faced him once more. The beginning of a smile formed. She was tougher than she looked.

      “It’s a long story. I need to get you out of here while I can.”

      “We,” he corrected. He didn’t trust her yet, but there was no way in hell he was leaving her here.

      Another nod, though reluctant. As she led the way through the corridor, she said, “I’m sorry I didn’t help you earlier.”

      “Keep moving,” he said. It was past time for her apologies. She’d ignored his suffering for weeks. Her behavior, or rather her lack of action to help him, explained much of why her pack had thrown her out. Pack fought for one another, no matter what.

      “The guards on the wall aren’t as alert toward the end of their shift, especially the guards between towers six and seven,” she informed him, like a scout reporting to her alpha.

      His cock stirred at the idea of her answering to him. Those fucking humans had screwed with his ability to focus if he was getting distracted merely by the presence of a female.

      “You know all about the guards’ shifts and movements and yet you haven’t escaped?”

      “I escaped once.”

      She said nothing more, and suddenly he understood. She’d been punished, and she’d capitulated. The WSSO had their tactics, which included turning shifters against their own kind. He found it harder to detest her. Whatever she’d done to survive in here, she’d likely had no choice. Clearly, she’d earned their trust over the years, which is why he couldn’t trust her, even if she’d had no choice in what she’d done for them.

      For a split second, he considered leaving her behind, but his stomach clenched at the thought. No matter what she’d done here, what she’d been forced to do or even how she’d cooperated with the humans, the very idea of leaving her here angered him more than it should have.

      They reached the access panel to the stairs. She seemed to hang back, reluctant to enter the code.

      “From here on out, you’ll listen to my every command and I promise I’ll get you out of here. I won’t leave you behind.”

      “I’ll help you to the wall, but I can’t leave here.”

      He wasn’t used to being talked back to or ignored. Nikolas, his pack’s alpha who’d just been killed in January, had appointed him the pack’s enforcer for a reason. He didn’t put up with anyone’s shit.

      “You can and you will,” Ransom said as he backed her against the wall.

      Fuck, she smelled good, too good. He dragged his nose along the side of her neck, a thoroughly crude gesture for a female he didn’t know, a female who hadn’t given permission, and yet her arousal perfumed the air.

      He pushed his nose through her hair until his lips reached her ear. “You will do what I say, when I say.”

      Her breath stirred the hair at the base of his neck, then her hand touched his back and she held him. It was perhaps the most sensuous touch he’d ever felt. What the fuck was this female doing to him?

      “You don’t control me,” she said, a warning, despite the need that registered on her face.

      “Yet,” he corrected her. “I don’t control you yet. But I will.”

      His lips found hers. Soft and sensuous, she opened for him without any prodding. Her tongue glided over his with a fierceness, a desperation even as her fingers curled behind the base of his head, caressing him, holding onto him as if he were her lifeline.

      That simple touch, her fingers threading through his hair, sent a need through him that he’d never experienced before. More than the need to sink his cock into her. The need to taste every part of her, to possess her. . . to make her his.

      Ransom rotated his hips forward, pressing his length against her, letting her know the effect she had on him.

      She released his lips. Black eyes searched his face as she tried to catch her breath. He loved the flush of her face, the confusion there, but especially the softness of a female who meant no harm, a female who had great capacity to love buried in her.

      He ground his length against her again. Her mouth parted in invitation as her lids lowered and her head tipped back. He drew in a deep breath, taking in the heady scent of her arousal. She wanted him, and fuck if he didn’t want her. The female who’d left him in a cage for weeks and turned her back on him while the humans tortured him.

      “When we’re out of here, I’m going to fuck you,” he said as he ground against her one last time.

      “You want to punish me, don’t you?” she said, with no fear in her voice.

      “No female has ever accused what I do to her as punishment.”

      “You’re quite full of yourself, Ransom.” She smiled just then; a striking smile that shone brighter than the moon. “But we both know you hate me.”

      Hate was a strong word, especially for a female that may not have had a choice in her role here. But he didn’t trust her. He had no reason to, and every reason not to.

      Except she had released him. Finally.

      “If I hated you, you’d be dead.”

      He scented deception in her. Hesitation. Was she using him, leading him into a trap? She worked with the humans. She had access to the labs and could have released him at any time. Why had she released him now?

      She ran her fingers through his hair again and tipped her forehead against his chest. God, her leaning against him, her smaller frame curling into his, seeking his warmth, his protection, felt so damn right. Her breath came in small pants, and he could feel her summoning her courage. But for what?

      “You’re afraid of me,” he said, though he didn’t smell any fear on her.

      “I’m afraid of losing you,” she said.

      “Me? You know nothing about me. I’m nothing to you, just as you’re nothing to me.”

      She winced at that, and something inside him twisted as if he’d clawed an innocent.

      “Just let me touch you a second longer,” she pleaded.

      His heart tightened at her words, at the need he felt in her. This female was starved for companionship. What had the humans done to her? She had free run of the place, and yet she clung to him with desperation and fear.

      For the first time in his life, Ransom let confusion filter into his every thought as she caressed his face. Her fingers began to shake as they moved down his neck, over his throat, and to his chest. He felt the loss the moment she removed her hand from him.

      “Let’s go,” he growled, not pleased with how unsettled her touch, or rather the loss of it, had left him.

      She entered the code, and the door clicked open. It was too easy. She had access to the keys. The codes. He couldn’t let go of the fact that she hadn’t escaped, the feeling that she was leading him into a trap. He couldn’t imagine what type, but the WSSO had a reputation for playing games with their prisoners. They excelled at both physical and mental torture.

      His wolf growled at the idea that she was working with them. For as much as Ransom trusted his wolf’s instincts, he would not risk leaking his pack’s location to the WSSO by taking her with him.

      Ransom’s wolf nipped him hard at that thought. He shoved his wolf down. He was in charge, not his wolf.
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      Ransom didn’t trust her. He’d made that clear, especially as he ignored her advice to escape between towers six and seven, where the shadows from the trees would offer cover in the bright moonlight. Instead, he led her to a fairly well-lit area between the eighth and ninth towers.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he reassured her right before he shifted.

      His clothing fell away as muscles and bones reformed into a magnificent wolf with a silver coat and a patch of white on his chest. He stood there proud and strong, reminding her of the wolf she’d lost contact with years ago.

      Ransom’s wolf pressed his head against her palm, angling for attention, the flirt. She couldn’t resist sinking her fingers into his coat and stroking his back. He swung his backside against her legs, just enough to gain her attention. He was playful in this form, something she had not expected from the serious male.

      Then he started digging into the dirt at the base of the wall. Huh. . . so simple. Why hadn’t she thought of that? She’d snuck aboard an outgoing delivery truck only to be discovered a mile past the gate when two WSSO men armed with tranquilizer guns opened the truck’s rear doors and shot her. They’d made sure she wouldn’t escape again after that.

      Ransom’s wolf worked fast, digging under the wall. He burrowed down three feet before his body disappeared halfway. Dirt continued piling behind him. She gained the sense he’d done this before. A few minutes later, his wolf disappeared completely.

      “Elise,” she heard him whisper from the other side of the wall. “Let’s go.”

      Shifting wasn’t an option, but his wolf had made a sizeable hole. She could squeeze through. But if she left. . . No, this wasn’t the time to think of herself. She knew the woods, at least part of them. She’d make sure he got away, and then she’d return.

      Elise lowered herself into the hole, headfirst, and started wiggling her way through, past the bend. The fit was tight.

      “Shift!” Ransom ordered from the other side.

      She kept going. Her head cleared the wall. She looked up at Ransom and the impatience in his face.

      “I told you to shift,” he scolded as he grabbed hold of her arms and pulled her through the rest of the way.

      “I can’t shift,” she squeaked out as he hauled her to her feet.

      He opened his mouth to ask a question, and then grabbed her hand and started running in human form, as naked as could be. While running alongside a naked shifter was nothing new, it had been a while. She stole a glance or two when he wasn’t looking.

      Ransom’s body put the males of her pack to shame. Thickly corded muscles covered his arms, chest, and neck. She didn’t glance down at his thighs, though she was sure they were as thick as tree trunks.

      She held on to his hand as he darted through the woods with incredible speed and agility, as if he were in wolf form. Keeping up proved challenging, but he gripped her hand hard, as if he didn’t want to risk losing her.

      “You can shift,” she said. “I’ll keep up,” she lied, knowing she had to turn back. But if she turned back too soon, he might follow and get caught by the guards that would scour the woods the second they found that hole.

      “No,” he said with all the force of an alpha who’d made up his mind. She wondered if he had heard the lie in her voice or simply didn’t trust her.

      Elise tore her hand from his grip. He turned on her fast, dark blue eyes blazing. She stood her ground even as she tried to catch her breath.

      “We need to keep going,” Ransom said as he grabbed her hand.

      He wasn’t going to let her return. Maybe their escape wouldn’t be discovered until it was too late for the WSSO to hurt her. If they could get out of range. . .

      “Are you sure you can’t shift?” Ransom said as he raced through trees on a trail only he seemed to see. She’d never run so fast, even on such a bright night. Every time she stumbled or tripped, he held tight, kept her from falling.

      “I’m sure.” A partial truth. She might be able to shift, if not for the collar. But she couldn’t remove it.

      A quick sideways glance showed his confusion, but he didn’t argue with her as she thought he would. He’d seen enough inside the WSSO to know of their experiments.

      Perhaps she should tell him everything. It’s not like she had a pack to protect anymore. Except there were innocent shifters in her pack. She didn’t want any harm to come to them. Wars between packs never ended well. She remembered that from when she was a little girl and had lost her parents and brothers.

      They finally stopped running. Ransom bent by the stream and cupped his hands to drink. He seemed to know the terrain.

      “You’ve been here before?” she asked.

      “I don’t even know what state we’re in. I caught a trace of human scent in the wind. I’m hoping it leads us to a town.”

      “Ironic. A shifter like you seeking out humans.”

      “I need to call my pack, let them know where I am. They’ll come for me.” His eyes narrowed. “And what do you mean, a shifter like me?”

      “You clearly hate humans. And anyone associating with them.”

      “Some humans are okay, I guess. That doesn’t mean I want to live with them. I’d never give up my pack.”

      The way he said it was a condemnation, as if she’d abandoned her pack or done something to cause banishment. In a way, she had.

      “I loved my pack,” she said. “As much as you love yours. At least some of them.”

      “Then why did they exile you?”

      “I displeased my alpha.”

      “Alphas don’t exile females for displeasing them.”

      “Mine did.” She could still remember the day her life changed irrevocably. Her alpha, Logan, had sent her to spy on Nikolas Black’s pack, but she’d returned to ask him a question. She hadn’t meant to eavesdrop on his meeting with the human. She just didn’t want to interrupt. She’d stuck around too long, heard too much, and then the wind shifted, giving away her presence.

      “Twin Rivers, Wyoming,” Elise said before Ransom could ask more questions. “The town is a few miles east of here. I’m sure you can find a phone there to call your pack.”

      Her pack lived just east of Devil’s Peak, Colorado, a five-hour drive by car or truck. That’s how she’d been brought to the WSSO research facility. In the back of a truck, chained to the floor.

      Ransom moved with impressive finesse and grace as he cupped his hands and drank from the stream, without caring that he was naked in front of her. She envied him his ability to shift, not that she wanted to be as naked as him, not with this desire to touch, to be touched, to feel another’s warmth against her, to feel as if she still mattered in the world.

      She hadn’t been with anyone in a long time. Just touching his fingers earlier had been such a gift, but when he’d backed her against the wall and pressed his hard length against her, she’d felt every nerve in her body light with need. The way he’d whispered in her ear, vowing to have her, sent a shiver of anticipation through her.

      He’d be gone soon.

      “Ransom, will you. . . will you touch me again?”

      He choked on the water.

      “Touch you?”

      Her voice left her as Ransom approached, stalked toward her as if she were his prey. He didn’t frighten her, not the way he likely intended. She’d seen the worst in shifter-kind, and Ransom wasn’t it, by any means.

      His hand gripped her chin roughly. “What are you up to?” he asked.
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      “Ransom, will you. . . will you touch me again?”

      Ransom spewed water. He pulled himself upright and stared at the woman. He must have heard wrong.

      “Touch you?”

      She didn’t say anything, only watched him with those deep, dark eyes. The only wolves he’d ever seen with eyes that dark were White Wolves, a pack south of his own, close to Devil’s Peak. They were a treacherous bunch, every one of them.

      He’d heard his pack’s new alpha, Damien Black, and his second, Hayden, who escaped the White Wolves, talking about a connection between the pack’s former alpha Logan and the WSSO. If she’d been here three years, as she claimed, then that meant Logan had been her alpha at the time of her exile. Perhaps she hadn’t been exiled, but instead worked for Logan and now the WSSO. At least that would explain why she had free run of the WSSO facility.

      Ransom caged Elise against a tree, pinned her body with his legs and torso as he gripped her chin hard and forced her to face him. He needed the truth from her, once and for all.

      “What are you up to?” he asked.

      Tears filled the corners of her eyes, though he didn’t smell fear. Only sorrow. He swallowed back the need to comfort her, all while his wolf remained blessedly quiet for once, neither pushing him to touch her nor growling at him to ease up on her. Perhaps his wolf needed to understand what it was about her that so captivated and scared him.

      She reached forward and caressed his jaw with the lightest touch, despite how harshly he held her chin in his hand. He eased his grip.

      “No,” she whispered. “Don’t let go.”

      She was confusing an angry grip with that of a loving touch. That’s how starved she was for companionship. What the fuck had happened to her in there?

      “Elise,” he whispered, “Why were you with the WSSO?”

      “My alpha sent me to spy on another pack.”

      The unease in his body doubled at her words. Spying on another pack. Not humans, but another pack. What type of shifter did that?

      “Your alpha sent a female to spy?” he said, not trying to hide his surprise.

      “I’m a scout, which is partially why he chose me.”

      Partially?

      “I hesitated, looked for excuses not to go.”

      “Which pack?”

      “Oskar Black, near Devil’s Peak. I mean, Nikolas Black. Nikolas took over when his brother Oskar was killed. My alpha wanted information about Nikolas. The changes he was making in security. Who he was appointing as his second. Why the Alpha Heir Damien Black hadn’t taken over. Everything.”

      His pack. Fuck. She’d been sent to spy on Ransom’s pack. Ransom schooled his emotions.

      “The name of your alpha,” Ransom insisted, though he was sure he knew the answer before she spoke.

      “Logan Novak.”

      Logan was dead two years now, killed by his nephew Hayden who’d come to Ransom’s pack to seek refuge when his brother took over the White Wolves. Hayden had had no choice but to kill that crazy bastard uncle of his, and Ransom’s pack had accepted him, mostly because Damien Black had been close friends with Hayden. Either way, it proved Elise didn’t know who now ruled her pack. She hadn’t been lying about being here three years.

      “The rest of it,” he demanded, hating his tone, but he needed answers.

      “I followed orders. I left on time, heading north. And then I returned. I couldn’t do it.”

      “Spy?”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t want to spy on the other pack. I mean, they were our allies, even if the relationship between our packs had always been tense. But I had to follow my alpha’s orders. But to seduce their border guard. . . I. . . I couldn’t do it, Ransom. I didn’t want to disobey my alpha, but I just. . .”

      Elise swiped the tears from rolling down her cheek. She’d been placed in a terrible position by her alpha. The asshole never should have asked her to seduce anyone, especially with the intent of spying on allies.

      “I returned to my pack, to my alpha’s house, and waited outside his office. He had a man with him. A human. I overheard things I shouldn’t have, and my alpha caught me.”

      “That’s why he exiled you?”

      She nodded, but he smelled that familiar bitterness of deception on her. She wasn’t telling him everything.

      “What did you hear?”

      She visibly shuddered. “The human worked for the WSSO. Logan said he would supply him with shifters.”

      “For what?” Ransom ran his hand through his thick hair. “No, you don’t need to answer that. Logan was supplying the WSSO shifters so they could conduct their experiments, wasn’t he? I know all about your alpha. He and your pack have quite the reputation.”

      “I can’t help where I was born,” she said, dark eyes never leaving him.

      She had pride, this one, despite her shitty pack. He liked that about her, but he still couldn’t trust her.

      “I would never fault a wolf for her lineage. Your alpha sold off his shifters to the WSSO. Continue.”

      “No, he didn’t sell shifters from our pack. Except for one. He’d set up his enemies, trap them, and let the WSSO take care of them for him.”

      Rage burned through Ransom. His pack had lost several shifters over the years. . . good shifters that seemingly just disappeared.

      “How did he trap them?”

      “They spoke about a lure. A distress call.”

      That’s how he’d been taken. Damien had sent Ransom to help a pack in eastern Colorado. They’d received a message about constant attacks from bear shifters. Ransom never even made it past Boulder. He’d been tranquilized from a distance. He’d always felt as if it had been a setup. This confirmed it. Even though Logan was dead, the WSSO had continued the alpha’s tactics, using other shifters—shifters like Elise maybe—to lure shifters into the open.

      Had she been leading shifters into traps?

      Elise’s hands wandered down his throat, her fingertips delicately tracing the muscles there as if she needed to memorize every peak and valley. God, what she was doing to him with her touch. He didn’t know what she was up to, but he wouldn’t let her use him. But damn, she smelled so good, so right, better than any other female he’d ever known. And his wolf remained quiet. He wasn’t clawing at Ransom, trying to get him to keep moving, farther from the enemy, farther from her.

      Ransom’s hands slipped under her shirt. He trailed his finger over her ribs and her flat stomach, all while watching her face. The need there, the need to be touched or held. . . He wasn’t sure what was going on with her, only that she needed someone, and he was here.

      He rolled his thumb over a taut nipple, drawing a seductive moan from her. Fuck, he was as hard as a rock. They should be on the move, not getting heated in the middle of the woods when the WSSO would notice them gone any minute.

      Her hands shook as they moved lower, over his abdomen, to his hip. He could feel the heat of her fingers, almost as much as he scented her arousal.

      “If you go any lower, female, I may not be able to control myself.”
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      How could she explain to this beautiful male that she hungered for his touch? While she had only been with one other male, two years before Logan sold her to the WSSO, she’d never felt this raw, primal need for him as she did for Ransom. That time with Ben had been simple touching, exploration, two young adults who’d had no experience and had fumbled their way through sex together.

      She’d grown up since then, had more than enough experience with betrayal and deceit to last a lifetime. What she hadn’t had was the friendship or even the simple touch of another shifter, one who made her feel wanted, desirable. . . not so alone. Ransom did all of those things and more. Just the scent of him, even when he’d left a room, always stirred her, made her feel less dead inside. He was the reason she swept the auxiliary lab every day, even though it wasn’t on her assigned list of rooms. He was the reason she put fresh water in his cage when they took him away to torture him, despite the warning not to give him anything. She’d never forgive herself for not helping him escape earlier, for being so afraid.

      “You’re trembling,” he said, dark blue eyes watching her hand that traveled over his abdominal muscles and lower.

      “It’s been a while,” she said as she stroked his length slowly, loving the velvety feel of his skin. She hadn’t yet dared take him in hand fully.

      “You’re not a virgin, then,” he said.

      “Would it matter?”

      “No.”

      Ransom was gruff, but he didn’t mince words. He’d already made it clear he’d take her, but he didn’t know it was she who’d claimed him weeks ago in that lab. Him taking her body would only be the final step.

      She wrapped her fingers around his length, as far as they’d go. The feel of his power as he pushed into her hand sent a rush of pleasure through her. Already she felt freer than she had in the past three years.

      She slid down his body, letting her hands glide over strong thigh muscles along the way. It was no wonder he’d survived the weeks of torture. Both the man and his wolf were the epitome of strength.

      Elise swirled her tongue around his tip, tasting the pre-cum there. She’d never done this before, didn’t know if she was doing it right. She only knew what Piper had told her, and that was years ago.

      Elise pulled off of him and tilted her head back to gaze up at the shifter towering over her. Dark blue eyes watched her with an intensity that made her shiver.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” she confessed. That earned her a wry grin.

      “Then you’re a natural. Keep going.”

      Another harsh order from a harsh male. He should scare her, but he didn’t, not with what she’d left behind in her pack.

      As she took him in her mouth once more, Ransom’s hands sifted through her hair, holding her gently but with a grip that said he could take control whenever he wanted.

      Her entire body thrummed when his fingers wrapped her hair around them. Every moan she drew from him spurred her to go faster, deeper until her fingers gripped his ass and her nose struck his soft hairs.

      “Fuck, yes,” he said, his voice dreamy, almost ethereal. Ransom had soft edges to him, though he didn’t like to show them.

      “Gonna come, baby. Don’t pull off. Swallow it all.”

      She’d never dreamed of pulling off. She wanted the full experience with him, with the shifter she’d been dreaming about for weeks. The memories would have to last her a long, long time.

      He exploded down her throat, and she swallowed, swirling her tongue around him one last time as she eased off of him and sat back on her thighs.

      A large hand gripped her chin and forced her head up once again. “Why?”

      He wasn’t a shifter of many words, but he didn’t have to be. Somehow, she understood him better than she understood herself.

      “Because you needed it.”

      I needed it.

      With you.

      “You don’t know me, or what I need.”

      “You need your pack. Every wolf does.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?”

      “I have to go back.” She let her hands glide over his legs, hips, and ribs as she rose. “And once I do. . .”

      “What? Say it.”

      “I’ll be all alone again.”

      “So, I’m just some male to fuck because you think you won’t have another chance?”

      He was much, much more. He was the completion of the fantasy, the one wherein she got to live the dream of having a mate, a pack, a purpose in life.

      “You don’t remember me, do you?” She smiled, not a forced one like the ones she used to appease the guards and the scientists. Smiling for Ransom was easy, even though he hated her. He had fought for her, refused to leave her behind. “That’s okay if you don’t remember. It was a long time ago.”

      As she walked away, he grabbed her arm. “I would have remembered your scent.”

      “Not as covered in skunk spray as I was.”

      His eyes flared and not in a good way. He’d saved her and Peter eight years ago from a mob of humans in Devil’s Peak. She was only seventeen, and it had been her first time in the town. Nothing had gone right. The truck they’d driven had broken down on the side of the road, then she’d been sprayed by a skunk when she went to relieve herself, and then that asshole Peter started a fight when he hit on a human woman. They were under strict orders to never shift in or near the town, to never draw attention to their pack.

      “I took a beating while you and your boyfriend got away.”

      “Definitely not my boyfriend. My guard.”

      “Some guard,” he scoffed. “The male left you there.”

      She shivered at the memory. “He needed time to reach our pack and report how I’d caused the trouble in town.”

      “That’s not funny,” Ransom said.

      “I’m not joking. You said you knew of my pack, Ransom. I guarantee you don’t know half of what happens in my pack.”

      His eyes darkened, and then he scowled, quite deeply. “You’re the one shifter your alpha sold out to the WSSO.”

      Tears filled her eyes. She hated that she still let it affect her after all these years, but it hurt to know how she’d been handed over to the enemy, to be used, experimented on.

      “I didn’t want to leave you in that cage, Ransom⁠—”

      The first jolt of electricity from the collar zapped her, traveling down her torso into her arms and legs. The WSSO knew she escaped!

      Ransom ran his hand down her arm, looking at her with confused eyes.

      More zaps, more powerful than before. She closed her eyes, battling the pain. Breathing became harder. She’d hoped to have more time with Ransom before they caught on.

      “What’s wrong?” Ransom asked, his brows scrunched together.

      She forced a smile, trying to ignore the pain and to not flinch with the next shock. “I’ve got to go back.”

      The voltage continued increasing, as did the frequency, each zap on the heel of the last. She gritted her teeth against the pain, against the urge to cry out. She wouldn’t risk his escape, but she couldn’t go any farther. They’d continue shocking her until she returned.

      “They’ll find me, Ransom. They always do. Go without me.”

      “You’re not going back there.”

      Her sweet, arrogant shifter meant well, but he didn’t know these humans, the lengths to which they’d go to catch one of their lost experiments.

      “I can’t go any farther.”

      “I won’t let them touch you.”

      “If I keep going, they’ll kill me before they even reach me!” She pulled her shirt collar open for him to see how they’d chained her to them.

      Ransom ran his fingers along the metal collar that clung to her neck like a second skin. “What is it?”

      “An electric collar. They know I’m gone. They’ve shocked me a few times. Warnings. But when I didn’t show up, they started the next battery of shocks, the ones that they know will make me return.”

      “How frequent are the shocks?”

      “Frequent,” she said, not wanting to tell him they were coming several times a minute. She’d been clenching her teeth between speaking, bearing down against the pain.

      “Is it shocking you now?”

      She nodded as another series of shocks ripped through her.

      He slipped two fingers between her neck and the tight collar. “Fuck!” he said as he snatched his fingers away and shook off the burn. Rage. Pure rage pooled in his eyes.

      She released a gasp as a more powerful shock, one that lasted more than the usual two seconds, tore into her. The WSSO had turned up the strength.

      “Let me go, Ransom. Please.”

      Strong hands gripped her face, forcing her to focus on him. She loved how his eyes held her, how he looked worried about her.

      “You’re coming with me, Elise. I’ll get the collar off of you.”

      “Not. . . just. . . the collar. I think they. . . inserted. . . tracking device.” The shocks were so frequent, she barely got the words out, but Ransom understood.

      “I’ll get you out of here. I promise.”

      She nodded, no longer able to speak as the shocks tripled in intensity. She believed him. Something in his face reassured her. He’d keep his promise.

      Her knees buckled as the pain overwhelmed her and blackness filled her vision. A scream ripped from her throat as the world faded around her.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        RANSOM

      

      

      Ransom gripped Elise’s face in his hands, peering into those beautiful and very scared black eyes as electric shocks shot through her body. She squirmed in his arms, her body riddled with electricity. He’d done this to her. Forced her to come with him when she knew she couldn’t.

      He shoved the guilt down. There was no time for second-guessing or feeling guilty over how he had treated her. He hadn’t had all the facts. He still didn’t, but slowly he was starting to understand Elise had been every bit the prisoner that he had.

      Her eyes flared as every muscle in her face and body twisted in pain. The bastards would kill her rather than see her escape. Elise screamed out in pain and then collapsed. He caught her before she struck the ground.

      Everything started to make sense. Why she hadn’t escaped, why they’d given her the freedom to move throughout their labs. Why she couldn’t shift. They had her on an invisible leash, tethered by a metal collar that not only shocked her, but kept her from shifting. If she shifted with that tight collar on, the collar would strangle her wolf. They had chipped her to ensure they didn’t lose her. As if putting a shock collar on her wasn’t the ultimate degradation.

      Elise’s body convulsed. Ransom ran his fingers over every inch of the collar and couldn’t find a lock or seam. The bastards had welded it closed. He acted quickly, ripping the rubber soles from her shoes. He partially shifted, enough to draw out his wolf’s canines and tear the rubber into smaller pieces.

      He endured shock after shock as he stuffed the rubber between her skin and the collar, insulating her from the electric shock. Her body calmed, the current no longer reaching her, but with the extra room taken up by the rubber, she was struggling to breathe. He had to get the damn collar off of her.

      Carefully, Ransom lifted her and raced through the woods. He had to put distance between them and the WSSO. Eventually, they’d be out of the range of the signal, and then he could get the collar off of her. If he could find the right tools.

      He headed east, in the direction of Twin Rivers. He needed to contact his pack and find a way to remove the damn collar from Elise’s neck.

      Why hadn’t she told him sooner? Why go beyond the wall at all if she knew what would happen?

      Two hours later, he found a country road. She never stirred as he walked on the side of the road. He listened for her every labored breath, afraid she’d stop breathing. And then what would he do? If her wolf was too weak to save her. . . He had to get her to a hospital. They’d take care of her, but he’d have to leave her. If he went in with her, there’d be too many questions, the police would be called. He couldn’t risk being locked up again.

      An hour later he entered the small town of Twin Rivers with its main street, mom and pop stores, and an even smaller hospital three streets over.

      He breathed in Elise’s heavenly scent, memorizing it as he set her down in the grass outside the hospital. With the back of two fingers, he caressed her cheek. Cold. Too cold. He heard voices and shifted to his wolf form, leaping into the shadows seconds before two humans found her and shouted for help.

      The humans picked up Ransom’s female and took her inside the hospital.

      His female. Fuck, when had he started thinking of her as his?

      She’d taken risks to release him, going with him, staying with him. She’d wanted freedom as much as he did, but she didn’t think she could have it. She had risked her life for him. Every bone in his body said not to leave her, but he didn’t have a choice, not if he wanted to save her.

      The humans would spot him. And while being a shifter wasn’t illegal, it could make the news, and right now he had to keep the WSSO away from Elise while he figured out how to get in touch with his pack. He glanced back at the hospital one last time, hating that he had to leave his female behind alone and unguarded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ELISE

      

      

      Elise felt as if she’d been thrown off a cliff. Gradually, she opened her eyes to a bright room. She scented the air. Cleaning solutions. Blood. Humans.

      A hospital. She shot forward in the bed.

      Strong hands eased her back down. “Take it easy, hon. You’re in Twin Rivers Memorial.”

      “What?”

      “A hospital. Looks like you escaped from some maniac. You had a dog collar on your neck. Left some nasty burns, but you’ll be fine in time.”

      She reached up to her neck, but the nurse pulled her hand away. “Leave the bandages in place.” She tapped Elise’s shoulder, trying to soothe her. “Just rest, hon. You’re safe now. There’s a police officer outside your door to make sure you’re safe.”

      “A guard?”

      “A police officer. He’ll want to question you later when you’re rested.” The nurse checked her pulse and the IV line taped to the inside of Elise’s arm.

      “I don’t belong here.”

      “Don’t worry, Elise. You’ll be fine. No one will hurt you here.”

      “H-how do you know my name?”

      “Fingerprints. You’re Elise Gartell, right?”

      She nodded. Fingerprints. How did they have. . . Damn. The WSSO had fingerprinted her in case she ever escaped.

      “W-Who knows I’m here?”

      “The police called your family. Good thing you have a record for petty theft. They said your father is on his way. I hear he’s a doctor. That’s good. He’ll
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