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        Grant

      

      

      

      “Did you catch him?” Ryder asked as Grant Clayton got out of the car—a 1969 Ford Cortina that his grandfather had left them. Grant hated the car. It was as orange as a pumpkin and didn’t run much better than one.

      “Yeah,” he said, shaking his head. “I had to drive to Wyoming to catch the little punk. I spent most of the bounty on gas.” He shot the car a dirty look. That rusty piece of crap had an engine that guzzled gas faster than Mack guzzled beer at an open bar.

      “How much did you get?” Ryder asked.

      Grant was almost too embarrassed to say. Once upon a time, when his bounty hunter business was booming, he would routinely nab criminals and outlaws with ten and twenty thousand dollar price tags. It wasn’t even uncommon for one to get up as high as seventy-five thousand dollars. Those were the good old days before the town got cleaned up. Now he was lucky if he got enough from a bounty to cover his gas and lunch.

      “Sixty bucks,” Grant said with a sigh. It was a small bounty. A nineteen year-old graffiti artist who didn’t show up for his sentencing. “Minus thirty for gas.”

      Ryder swallowed hard. “Thirty dollars down.”

      “Roughly 1.5 million to go.” The two cousins looked at each other and sighed. They both knew what was at risk if they didn’t get some big jobs fast. The debt left by their grandfather would overwhelm them and they would lose their family’s ranch.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Ryder said, slapping a hand on his alpha’s shoulder. “We always do.”

      Grant nodded, but he wasn’t so sure. Maybe they figured things out in the past, but they never had to figure out a way to make 1.5 million dollars in only four months before.

      He hadn’t told the crew all of the details that had been weighing heavily on him. If they didn’t come up with the money by the end of October, the ownership of the Clayton Rock Ranch would be transferred over to the state of Montana. The weaselly Governor William Reyes would put his hands all over it and slice it to pieces. Condo developments would go up faster than their interest was rising.

      “Your mom is here,” Ryder said as they walked. “Bert brought some steaks over. We’ll have a nice night by the pool.”

      Grant wasn’t in the mood to relax and unwind. How could he waste any time when his family’s legacy was on the line? His grandfather had entrusted the ranch that had been in the Clayton family for hundreds of years to him, and he couldn’t be the one to lose it.

      Grant always put a lot of pressure on himself to keep the business healthy and afloat, and the pressure was mounting more than ever.

      They walked around back and Grant’s mood started to lighten once he smelled the steaks cooking on the barbecue and heard Creedence Clearwater Revival playing over the speakers. It was a perfect Montana summer evening on the ranch with the beautiful in-ground pool lit up and his friends laughing with beers in their hands. They might not have the ranch for much longer so it was important to enjoy the time they did have.

      “Did someone order beers?” Tempest asked as she walked over with two frosty mugs full of thick ale. She handed one to Grant and one to Ryder.

      “Thanks, T,” Grant said, raising his glass to her before taking a sip. “Man, that’s good!”

      He turned back to the new couple and they were already busy kissing. “No, that’s good,” Tempest said as she pulled away and licked her lips with her cheeks blushing.

      Grant chuckled as he continued to the bar, leaving the happy couple alone. He was happy for his cousin Ryder, but also a little bit envious. He was twenty-nine and ready to settle down with a mate himself, but now just wasn’t the time. He had too much on his plate to focus on that right now. There were more important things at stake.

      “Look at them,” Grant’s mother Dorothy said as she walked over and slid her arm around his shoulder. She turned Grant around until they were both facing Tempest and Ryder who were in each other’s arms, talking low and giggling. “They look so happy.”

      “They’re certainly happy,” Grant said, taking another sip of his beer. In fact, he had heard how happy they were last night. And this morning. I should buy some soundproof insulation for their cabin…

      “When are you going to find a girl?” his mother asked, eying him closely.

      He slid out from under her arm and hurried over to the bar with his mother following close on his heels like one of those annoying little dogs that won’t stop yapping.

      “Am I ever going to get grandkids?” she whined as she chased him.

      Logan and Bryce were hanging out at the bar. They were both laughing as Grant hurried over.

      “Yeah, Grant,” Logan teased. “When are you going to settle down?” He leaned forward and narrowed his eyes at him in mock seriousness. “Don’t you think it’s time you found a girlfriend?”

      “Coming from a guy who’s single,” Grant said, shooting him an annoyed look.

      Logan shrugged as he grabbed the guitar that was leaning against his barstool and started strumming it softly. “I already have a true love. Music.”

      Mack and his father Bert were both listening by the barbecue where they were cooking up the steaks. “You can’t make love to a guitar,” Bert said with a shake of his head.

      Mack laughed. “You obviously don’t know Logan and what he likes to do with the hole in his guitar.”

      “I don’t want to hear any of this,” Dorothy said as she covered her ears, making everyone laugh.

      Grant walked around the bar and topped off his beer from the tap.

      “But seriously,” his mother continued. Grant sighed. Once she was on this topic, it was impossible to get her off. “You’re a handsome man who owns his own ranch and a successful business. You’re a catch!”

      “Successful business?” Logan repeated with a tilt of his head. “Grant do you have another business that we’re not aware of?”

      “Tons of girls would be thrilled to go out with you,” his mother continued, ignoring him. “My friend Jenny’s daughter is single.”

      “Is that the girl who collects all of those Troll dolls?” he asked, eying her funny. Last time he met her, she had bragged that she had over 500 of them.

      “She’s a little out there,” his mother admitted, “but you need to find someone.”

      “I have to get the ranch in order,” he snapped.

      Everyone’s eyes darted to him and he took a deep breath and apologized. Apparently, he had been even more stressed about it then he had realized.

      “I’m sorry,” he said to his mom. “I just… I have to get the ranch and all of the finances in order before I can even think about getting a girl.”

      “What does the ranch have to do with getting a girlfriend?” she asked.

      Grant sighed. Why isn’t she getting this?

      “The family legacy is in my hands, Mom. We’re about to lose the ranch and I have to spend all of my energy on preventing that from happening. I have to keep it for the future generations.”

      “There won’t be any future generations if you don’t get a girl!” she snapped back.

      Bert handed the metal spatula to his son and strutted over. “Maybe we can start the next generation,” he said to Dorothy with a grin on his face.

      “I’m right here!” Grant said, opening his arms in disbelief. Mack’s father was always hitting on Grant’s mother and it drove him crazy. It drove Dorothy crazy too — or, at least that’s what she wanted everyone to believe. Grant always saw how she was always trying to hide a flattered smile while trying to look outraged.

      Bert pulled a bill from his jeans and stuffed it into Grant’s shirt pocket. “Go to the movies, kid,” he said as he grinned at Dorothy. She had her hands on her hips, her chest pushed out, and her chin in the air, pretending like she was offended.

      Grant reached into his pocket and pulled out the bill. “This is a five. Movies are like fifteen bucks. Plus tax.”

      Bert grinned as he eyed Grant’s mother like a pork chop. “Put the rest on my tab.”

      “The steaks are ready,” Mack said as he grabbed the platter and started stacking them on.

      Grant let it go as everyone jumped up and started piling around the table outside. He topped off his beer one last time and then sat at the head of the table in the chair that was reserved for the alpha.

      The boys were eying the steaks closely, hoping for the biggest one, but they kept their hands in their laps.

      Bert had taken the seat beside Grant’s mother and the two of them were playing footsie under the table. They were trying to be subtle, but not a lot got past Grant.

      He picked up the platter of steaks and let his guests pick first. His mother, then Bert. The boys’ tongues were literally on the table as their eyes followed the platter. Tempest was next and then he got to choose. He took the biggest one and then handed the plate to Ryder. Ryder grabbed a T-bone and then tossed the platter between the three remaining lion shifters who pounced on it like hungry cats.

      “Why do I always get the smallest one?” Bryce whined as he looked at the scrawny steak on his plate.

      “Because you’re the FNG,” Mack grunted with a laugh. He had pushed Logan out of the way and got the biggest of the three.

      “What’s an FNG?” Bryce asked, tilting his head.

      “The Fucking New Guy,” Grant, Ryder, Mack, and Logan all said at the same time.

      Bryce frowned as he poked his steak with his fork. “How am I ever going to get as big as Mack if I never get the big steak?”

      Mack chuckled. “As big as me, kid?” he said, looking at the sixteen-year-old with amusement. “You don’t. I’m one of a kind.”

      Grant frowned as he watched the huge lion shifter chewing with his mouth open. He definitely was one of a kind.

      “If you’re still hungry,” Logan said, “you can go and barbecue Sloth.” He pointed to their fat orange cat who was snoring loudly on a pool chair. That cat was so obese that he could feed a village for a week.

      “I’m not that hungry,” Bryce said and everyone laughed.

      It was a nice dinner with his crew, and Grant started to relax. But just when he had his guard down, his mother started back up again.

      “I get my nails done at the Tippy Toes Salon by this adorable girl named Camila.”

      Grant shifted in his chair. “Mom—”

      “She just moved to Redemption Creek about four months ago and she’s very funny. Smart. Pretty.”

      “And let me guess,” Grant said with a sigh. “She’s single.”

      His mother scratched the side of her head as she looked up at the stars that were just starting to come out in the sky. “You know, I’m not sure…”

      “Yeah, right,” Grant said, shaking his head.

      “But now that you bring it up, yeah, I think she is.”

      “Oh, how convenient,” Grant said, eating the last bite on his plate.

      “She sounds like she would be perfect for Grant,” Logan said with a grin.

      Grant shot him a warning look.

      “You think?” Dorothy asked, turning to him. Logan nodded. “Well, I guess if my son likes girls who are smart and funny and pretty and own their own business, then, yeah, I could see that.”

      “You should set Grant up,” Tempest said, nodding along. “She sounds great.”

      “We should stop this conversation,” Grant said, feeling frustration bubble up. “That sounds great.”

      His mother turned to him with desperation in her eyes. “Maybe you two can go out for dinner?”

      “No.”

      “Lunch?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. Maybe a drink?”

      Grant crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head. “Not going to happen.”

      His mother’s shoulders dropped as she let out a frustrated breath. “Why not? You need a girl!”

      “I need to get this ranch in order,” he said in a tight voice. Why was he the only one who could see that? Their family’s legacy was in jeopardy and all his mother could think about was setting him up on a blind date.

      He was sure that Camila girl was nice, but Grant wasn’t just willing to settle for anyone either. He wanted a girl who kept him on his toes like Tempest did with Ryder. Someone to challenge him and keep things interesting. He just didn’t think that anyone his mother picked would be even close to that.

      “I’m not going to live forever, Grant and before I go I want to hold a little…”

      Grant stopped listening when something unusual caught his eye. He stared past his mother at Sloth who had suddenly got up from where he had been sleeping all day. There was a permanent deep indent in the lawn chair from his heavy body.

      He watched as the cat was suddenly alert, looking all around as he walked along the pool. Sloth is never alert.

      Grant knew something was definitely up when the cat walked to the storefront and circled it, closely looking at the windows and doors. Next, he walked toward the cabins, examining each one.

      There was something about him that was different. There was a spring in his step that wasn’t there before. Sloth normally walked all hunched over with a scowl on his face, like he was upset at the world for making him occasionally move his feet.

      Ryder was sitting on Grant’s right and had caught on as well. He was watching the cat closely.

      “Wasn’t one of those guys with General Hunt a skin shifter?” he whispered.

      Grant swallowed hard. “That’s what I was thinking.”

      He lifted his chin and inhaled deep. There was a very faint smell of charcoal, but it could have just been the barbecue.

      “Check the perimeter,” Grant ordered as he watched the cat leap onto the windowsill of Logan’s cabin. He was peering inside. “Holler if you need some back-up.”

      Ryder wiped his mouth with his napkin and dropped it on his plate as he stood up, acting like everything was normal.

      He disappeared into the night and Grant heard the faint ripping sound of Ryder phasing into his lion. The big cat could cover the ground a lot quicker than Ryder’s human form could.

      “Everything okay, boss?” Mack said, eying him closely.

      Grant turned back to Sloth. “We’ll see…”

      A couple of weeks ago, they had a run-in with General Hunt and his crew of mercenary shifters. It hadn’t ended well and Grant was waiting for the moment when they were going to return. He hoped it wasn’t tonight with his mother there.

      A few minutes later, after checking the last cabin, Sloth froze on his paws. His head shook and he came to, looking confused as he looked around, probably wondering how the hell he got out of his favorite chair. The old Sloth was back, hunched over and pissed off as he slunk back to his chair, hopped on, and fell back to sleep.

      The skin shifter was gone. For now.

      Ryder came back to the table with a shrug. “I couldn’t see anyone. There was a smell, but he’s not there anymore.”

      Grant swallowed hard. It wasn’t over.

      In fact, it hadn’t even really begun.
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      Elodie would love this.

      Amélie Fournier couldn’t help but think of her younger sister as she rocketed across the stunning Montana landscape in the military helicopter. She couldn’t get over the majestic beauty of the mountains and how they made her heart seem to swell in her chest. She only wished she was seeing them under different circumstances…

      Keegan, or Irish as the guys called him, snorted and then spat out the open door of the chopper. He grinned as he watched it fall below.

      ...and with different people.

      She glanced at the four men sitting around her. DeMarcus, Hardy, Irish, and Caelum. Two bear shifters, a wolf shifter, and a skin shifter. They all had their reasons for being here, just like she did, but she didn’t know what they were.

      Amélie was the newest recruit added to General Hunt’s A-Team, and she hadn’t yet bonded with her new crew. Mostly, because she avoided them as much as she could. She didn’t want to hear their sob stories, just like they didn’t want to hear hers.

      All she cared about was being the best soldier she could be. As long as she was performing well, and following orders, General Hunt would be happy and her family would be safe.

      She followed any order and did whatever she had to do in order to survive. Amélie had learned the hard way what happened when General Hunt’s orders were disobeyed. She had made that fatal mistake once when they were first taken, and she wasn’t going to make it again.

      For the past year and a half, she did General Hunt’s bidding. She went where he said to go, hurt who he said to hurt, stole what he said to steal, and killed who he said to kill.

      Amélie hardened her heart and did what she had to do to keep her family safe. Lately, she didn’t even recognize herself when she looked in the mirror. She wasn’t the same carefree French Canadian girl who left Quebec on vacation with her family only a year and a half ago.

      She was a killer. An assassin. And she was damn good at it too.

      The helicopter banked hard to the right and Amélie’s stomach dropped as she clung onto the handle by the door. She was sitting right beside the open door and it was driving her inner panther crazy. Her black panther was pacing around nervously inside. She hated flying.

      It’s okay, girl. I got you.

      Amélie took a couple of deep breaths as the chopper leveled off and kept going. She spotted a fox sprinting through an open field below and a pang of envy hit her.

      What she would give to be in that animal’s position. Running free without the weight of the world on her shoulders.

      The wolf shifter, Irish, smacked Caelum’s arm as they spotted the sprinting fox as well. “Hey, Amélie,” Irish said with a grin. “What’s a fox’s favorite dance?”

      She shrugged.

      “The foxtrot,” Irish said with a laugh. “Look!”

      He pointed back at the fox and Amélie gasped when she saw it. Tabarnac! It was standing on two legs in the middle of the field, dancing. Its big fluffy tail was swinging back and forth as it hopped from back leg to back leg with his front legs crossed together in front of him. Her mouth dropped as the fox looked up at her and waved.

      The boys burst out laughing and she whipped her head back in, watching as they crouched over, slapping their thighs and howling. All except for Caelum. He was sitting as straight as a board with a blank expression on his face, but that wasn’t even the creepiest part. His eyes were completely white.

      Amélie had never even heard of a skin shifter before she met Caelum. She didn’t even believe him when he told her that he could slide his consciousness into any animal and take it over. Well, she believed it now.

      Caelum’s eyes suddenly flashed back to normal and he started laughing too. “I don’t know how the hell to do the Foxtrot so I did Gangnam Style instead.”

      Amélie turned back to the fox who was back to running across the open field, only this time he looked a little wobbly and confused.

      General Hunt heard the laughing and turned around from where he was sitting next to the pilot in the front. He had a scowl on his face as the laughter quickly dried up.

      “There’s no laughing in my Blackhawk,” he snapped. He yanked down his headset as he glared at them. Amélie and the guys didn’t get any headsets even though their shifter hearing was better than his human hearing and the sound of the chopper hurt like hell. “You should be focused. For your family’s sake.”

      He let that horrible thought sink in and the mood in the helicopter suddenly plummeted. Amélie thought of Elodie and her parents. She hadn’t seen her mother and sister in over a year. Her father in a year and a half.

      She wondered where they were, if they were safe, if they were happy. Mon dieu, stupid girl. No one in this is happy.

      DeMarcus and Hardy had their heads lowered as their bodies tightened. Amélie wondered if they were thinking of their loved ones like she was.

      “This is the most important mission I’ve ever sent you on,” General Hunt barked over the sound of the chopper. “These lion shifters possess something I want very badly. There’s a girl on the ranch who is in possession of a red stick. She usually keeps it in her wavy brown hair.”

      His cruel eyes roamed over each of them, sizing them up. They stopped and locked on Amélie. “This is your chance to really prove yourself, girl.”

      Her breath caught as her muscles tensed. It was never a pleasant experience to be stared down by the General.

      “Listen closely,” he said, turning back to them all. “I want that red stick. Whoever brings it to me gets freedom. For you and your family. Forever.”

      Amélie swallowed hard as her eyes widened. Freedom? For her and her family? This was her chance. The chance she’d been waiting for.

      “We’ll get our Passports back too?” Irish asked with hope in his eyes.

      General Hunt nodded. “Everything.” He looked each of them in the eye and then turned back around. They all stared forward, deep in thought at the tremendous opportunity just presented.

      There was complete silence in the chopper. Just the whomp whomp whomp of everyone’s world spinning.

      “Liberté,” Amélie whispered to herself. Never did a word feel so good rolling off her tongue.

      The thought of freedom was a painful one. The first year in the program, she was desperate for it. She thought about it constantly, always wondering when she could get out, when her family could get out and they could all return to their home in Quebec together. But after a long and lonely year, she began to realize that freedom was nothing but a pipe dream. General Hunt was never going to let her or her family go. She was too valuable for that.

      So, she resigned herself to her new life and submitted to General Hunt’s demands. Instead of focusing on her freedom, she focused on keeping her family safe, and that meant becoming a better soldier.

      But now… he had just flipped her world upside down. Freedom was back on the table. If she could only get the red stick that he wanted, she could be back in Quebec with her family by the end of the summer.

      With a deep breath, she tied her wavy blond hair into a ponytail as her panther paced within. Tu l’as! You’re going to get that stick.

      She glanced down at the tattoo on her wrist and steeled herself. Après moi, le déluge.

      It translated to After me, the flood, and she used it to remind herself that it was all on her shoulders. It was a quote from King Louis XV of France after the disastrous Battle of Rossbach in 1757. Louis knew that after the revolution ended his reign, France would be plunged into chaos.

      Amélie used it to remind herself that after her death, her family would be killed. General Hunt wasn’t about to return them to their home and let them talk about their experiences and blow up his little operation. Once Amélie was of no more value to him, her family would be executed. They were humans and were more trouble to him than they were worth. She had seen firsthand how ruthless he could be.

      Après moi, le déluge. She traced the tattoo with her fingertip as she repeated it over and over again in her head. Everything is on my shoulders. And mine alone. The only one who can look out for my family is me.

      “Do you think he’s telling the truth?” Caelum whispered. “Would he really let us and our families go free?”

      “Probably not,” DeMarcus said. He was hunched over, wringing his dark hands together. “But if there’s even a small chance that he’s going to let my Tristan go…” The polar bear shifter stared at the metal floor of the helicopter, lost in thought. “Then, I’ll kill anyone who stands in my way.”

      “Including us?” Hardy asked.

      DeMarcus looked at the grizzly bear shifter and sighed. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      Amélie watched the two huge bear shifters while holding her breath. Not only did she have to worry about the shifters they were raiding, but now she had to worry about her own crew as well. These guys were close and had been working together for years. If they were willing to kill each other over this red stick, then they would eat her alive for it.

      “I need this, guys,” Hardy said with a desperate look on his face. “They have my three sisters and both my parents.”

      “We all have people we love on the line,” Irish said with a hard glare. “We’re all in the same boat.”

      “There’s nothing I’d like more than to see my girlfriend again,” Caelum said, trying to calm everyone down, “but there’s no point in all of us killing each other. We have two choices. We all try to kill each other and one of us goes free while the other four goes to the garbage pit, or one of us goes free and the other four let him.”

      Amélie remained quiet as she watched them.

      “I say we fight it out,” DeMarcus said. “Survival of the fittest.”

      Irish let out a nervous laugh. “Who knew that the largest among us would have argued for that? But as the scrawniest, I would have to disagree.”

      “He’s right,” Caelum said, nodding. “There’s no point in killing each other. I say the first one with their hands on it, gets to keep it. The others can help keep that shifter safe and get that red stick back to the General.”

      Hardy rubbed his thick chin and then the grizzly bear shifter nodded. “I’m in.”

      “Frenchie?” Caelum asked, turning to Amélie. “Oui ou non?”

      “Oui,” she said, nodding.

      They all turned to the polar bear shifter who was squirming uncomfortably in his seat.

      “What do you say, DeMarcus?” Irish asked. “Do we have a deal?”

      He huffed out a breath. “You know I love you guys, and you’re the closest thing to brothers I have in this fucked up situation…”

      He ran his hand into his hair and squeezed it into a fist, nearly ripping a chunk of it out. “And we all have people we love on the line…. But it’s my child. How can I pass up an opportunity to save him?”

      His chin started to quiver and he turned away with watery eyes.

      “I’ll tell you what,” Irish said, putting a comforting hand on his shoulder. “If I get the stick, I’ll give it to you. That way your odds just increased a bit. Deal?”

      Amélie watched with a tightness in her stomach as Irish held out his hand. DeMarcus squeezed his trembling mouth shut and nodded as he slapped his hand into his, shaking it. “Thanks, Keegan,” he said as he wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Thanks, brother.”

      “Hands in the middle,” Caelum said, placing his palm down. “First one who gets it, keeps it.”

      They all nodded in agreement and placed their hands on one another. Amélie was sandwiched between DeMarcus’ big black hand and Hardy’s scratchy one.

      She nodded along, but she had no intention of following it. Hopefully, she would get to the red stick first, her fast black panther would make sure of that, but if not, well, she wasn’t about to let an opportunity for Elodie and her mother to escape pass her by, no matter who she had to betray.

      She had made a vow to protect her family at all costs and that’s exactly what she was going to do.

      Après moi, le déluge. After me, the flood.

      The helicopter started to descend and her panther paced within her, ready for the action that was about to come.
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      Grant woke up to the phone ringing aggressively beside him. He turned and looked at the caller ID with a groan. Unknown Number.

      That was always a collections agent, and he wasn’t about to talk to one of them before he had a coffee. He yanked the cord out of the wall, and then sat up, rubbing his heavy eyes. It was early in the morning, but late enough that he shouldn’t go back to bed.

      He shuffled into the kitchen and started the coffee, then made his way back to the bathroom, shedding his clothes in the hallway along the way.

      “What’s on the agenda today?” he muttered to himself out loud as he turned the shower on and felt the cold water as it warmed up. After breakfast he would call Eddie, the bail bondsman he usually worked with to see if he had any criminals who had skipped town and missed their court appearance, and who needed to be tracked down and brought in. Lately, business was slow and Eddie had nothing to give him, but he still had to call in and see.

      He stepped into the shower and closed his eyes as the hot water ran over his face. This was always his favorite time of day: when he was still half asleep, before the enormity of the worrisome situation he was in hit him like it always did.

      Grant grabbed the soap and started lathering up when he heard a commotion outside. At first, he thought it was just Mack and Bryce messing around. The tough lion shifter liked to play rough when he trained the little cub.

      But then he heard Tempest scream, and he jerked awake. He leapt out of the shower, slipping on the tile as he lunged at the window.

      “Oh, fuck!” he cursed under his breath. They were under attack.

      The first thing he noticed was that Tempest was wearing only lingerie. She had a black lace corset on with a black g-string and the matching lacy stockings. But she wasn’t in the middle of a sexy fashion show, she was fighting for her life.

      Her ass was on the ground and her face was gritted in fury as she held her wand out, freezing the huge grizzly bear shifter from General Hunt’s crew in the air. His enormous body was shaking as he stared down at her with wide eyes.

      A girl with wavy blond hair came sprinting out of nowhere and leapt onto Tempest’s body, trying to go after the wand with a savage ferocity that had Grant gasping in shock.

      Just as Grant was about to turn and run out to help, he saw Ryder come sprinting out of the cabin in a robe and slippers with nothing but his boxer shorts on underneath. He threw a flying slipper kick that landed on the girl’s cheek, knocking her backward with a grunt.

      “Shit,” Grant shouted as he ran through his cabin, past the brewing coffee that smelled so damn good. He exploded out of the front door, wet and naked and pissed off.

      This was the second time these shifters had landed on his property (third if you count the skin shifter taking over Sloth the night before) and he was going to make damn sure they wouldn’t be back.

      He leapt down the stairs and ran barefoot around his house to where they were fighting in the back.

      The huge grizzly bear shifter was now loose from Tempest’s wand and was fighting with Mack. Grant could feel the heavy punches landing from there.

      Logan was out too, and he saw him smash his guitar on the head of the wolf shifter with the Irish tattoo on his neck, exploding the instrument to pieces.

      The Irishman fell to his ass for a second, but then turned to Tempest and tried to move toward her before Logan jumped on his back, taking him down.

      They all seemed to be focused on Tempest, trying to get at her for some reason.

      Ryder and Tempest both had their hands full with the blonde haired woman. She was kicking and scratching and fighting viciously as Ryder ripped her off his mate. Tempest was trying to zap her with the wand, but she was too close to Ryder to get a good shot.

      Grant was running over to help when he was tackled from behind. Big strong arms wrapped around his body, pinning his arms to his ribs as he hit the ground.

      The shifter smelled like polar bear. Grant gritted his teeth and tried to break through the thick black arms, but the man was too strong. As they wrestled on the ground, Grant turned in his arms until they were face to face. He snapped his head forward, smashing his forehead into the shifter’s nose, over and over again until the man’s arms weakened and Grant was able to break free.

      The big guy recovered quickly. “Where’s the red stick?” he grunted as he grabbed Grant’s neck in his big hand. Blood was pouring down his face from the deep gash on the bridge of his nose.

      Grant’s eyes widened, unable to breathe as the man squeezed harder. Grant dug his fingers into his thick wrist and was able to slowly pry his hand off.

      He gasped for air when he finally got free. Both his lungs and mind were able to work again now that he could breathe.

      The red stick.

      That’s what General Hunt was after—Tempest’s magic wand. He had seen the General eyeing it the last time he was here, and now they were all trying to get it.

      The polar bear shifter pushed Grant aside and got to his big feet. With a grunt, he charged at Tempest. She turned and pointed the wand right at him, lifting him off the ground as she let the magic fly.

      Ryder threw the blonde girl about ten yards off him as Mack and the grizzly bear shifter pummeled each other like heavy weights.

      “You want to attack my girl?” Ryder hissed as he ripped off his robe. “Big mistake.”

      The blonde girl watched with narrowed eyes as Ryder’s angry lion burst out of him. She squeezed her hands into fists as the lion charged at her.

      But then suddenly, he skidded to a stop. Ryder’s lion shook his head, reared back, turned, and then stared at Logan.

      Grant watched, hoping it wasn’t what he feared.

      Logan was fighting with the Irishman, exchanging blows when Ryder’s lion attacked. He ran forward and leapt onto his own friend, taking him down with a growl.

      “Ryder,” Logan cried. “What are you—arrghh!” He roared in pain as the lion bit into his shoulder.

      “The skin shifter,” Grant said, squeezing his hands into fists. He must have taken over Ryder’s lion.

      He looked around in a panic and finally spotted him hiding behind the cabin. His body was standing straight up and his eyes were clouded over in a hazy white.

      Luckily, Bryce was just entering the fight nearby. “Bryce!” Grant shouted. “Take him out!”

      Bryce spotted the skin shifter and jumped into action. He grimaced as he picked up a huge thick clay pot that had Mack’s tomato plants growing inside and smashed it over the skin shifter’s head.

      He collapsed to the ground and Ryder’s lion shook out of the hold just in time to get punched in the face by Mack. He flew backward in an ugly somersault, shook off the punch, and then leapt onto the grizzly bear shifter, fighting on the right side once again.

      Tempest was still holding the polar bear shifter with the wand, and without Ryder in front of her, the vicious blonde girl had a direct opening to Grant’s newest recruit. She sprinted at her and Grant flew forward to intercept her. He lowered his shoulder and plowed into her, knocking her off her feet, but the girl was fast and athletic and bounced back up, darting around him. She grabbed onto Tempest’s arm and the polar bear shifter was suddenly released from his hold. He phased immediately and suddenly Grant was busy fighting a furious polar bear.

      It was chaos. A full blown brawl with shifters that didn’t quit.

      Grant was busy trying to avoid the bear’s huge paws when he saw Bryce flying through the air. The skin shifter was slowly getting up on wobbly legs, and when he recovered, they’d be in even more trouble.

      The polar bear swiped at Grant’s chest while he was distracted and he felt the warm stickiness of blood leaking down his skin a second before he felt the searing pain that followed.

      He fell backward and instead of trying to finish him off, the polar bear turned and charged at Tempest.

      Grant knew what they were after. The big grizzly bear shifter had somehow managed to shake Mack off him and was running at her as well while the blonde tried to fight through Ryder’s lion to get to her too.

      “Tempest!” Grant yelled as they all converged on her. “Throw me the wand!”

      She launched it through the air and all of their wide eyes followed it as it arced through the sky and landed in Grant’s hand.

      He pushed himself up to his feet and gripped the wand as he stared the invading shifters down. If they wanted to come on his family’s land, attack his friends, and steal his crew’s property, then they would have to go through him.

      “Come and earn your paychecks,” he grunted as he raised his fists in a fighting stance. He was so angry that he was pissed there were only five of them to beat up.

      The grizzly bear shifter was the first to break out running, but Mack jumped back on him and the two giants were at it again.

      Logan jumped on the Irishman once again and Bryce ran back over to where the skin shifter was recovering and started exchanging blows with him. Skin shifters didn’t heal as fast as regular shifters so he was still wobbly from getting his skull rung by Mack’s tomatoes.

      Ryder’s lion leapt onto the polar bear and Tempest joined in to help him.

      That left the young sexy blonde. She narrowed her eyes on the wand as she started to speak to herself in French. She had a crazed look in her eyes as she started running at him.

      Grant threw a fierce right punch as she arrived, but she avoided it easily, sliding to the ground and landing a hard punch to his groin. “Oomph,” he gasped as she quickly got to her feet and leapt onto his back.

      Grant tried to shake her off, but she was fighting too hard. It didn’t seem like this was just a job to her. This wasn’t the work of a hired soldier or a mercenary, this was the work of someone whose life was on the line.

      “Fuck,” he grunted as he slammed her to the ground. He bent over to grab her, but her foot flew up and sent lighting bolts shooting through his head as it connected with his nose.

      She rolled to the side and her body trembled for a few seconds before a black panther ripped out of her. The cat pulled its ears back and hissed at him. Her teeth were huge. Long white fangs that looked awfully sharp.

      Grant stepped back as she lunged on him in kill mode. He raised his forearm for protection and she sunk her sharp teeth into it, making him cry out in pain.

      They fought for what felt like hours, and Grant was covered in a hundred scrapes and scratches after only a few minutes. Every time he grabbed the black panther, she squirmed out of it. Every time he hit her, she swatted and bit him back.

      Grant could tell that this chick was fighting to kill. The panther was going for his throat, going for the wand. Always pushing. Always attacking.

      It was only when they all heard a rumbling in the distance that she backed off for a second.

      “We got company! Let’s bounce!” the grizzly bear shifter shouted over the sound of the brawl. He cracked Mack in the jaw with a hard right hook that dropped the big guy down to a knee. Grant had seen Mack get in a lot of fights before, but he had never seen him get dropped like that.

      Seeing that her time was nearly up, the panther lunged onto Grant, trying desperately to bite off the hand that was holding the wand. He grunted in pain as she sunk her teeth into his wrist and as she shook her head, he punched her hard in the ribs. She was thrashing around violently and her thick back claws sliced across Grant’s stomach, opening his skin up and making him fall to the ground.

      The vicious panther reared back, about to lunge onto him for the finishing blow when the grizzly bear shifter came out of nowhere, wrapping his thick arms around her and plucking her out of the air.

      The cat roared and thrashed around in his grasp, but he held on tight. “We got to bounce,” he grunted as he struggled to hold her to his chest.

      The panther started shaking and then suddenly, the girl was back. Naked and fighting and angry and crying—all at the same time.

      “Let me go!” she screamed as she flailed viciously in his arms. Angry tears started pouring down her face as she stared at the wand, trying to break his arms free. “No! Let me go! My family!”

      “Your family will be killed if those bears get you,” the bear shifter said as he threw her back. “Now let’s go!”

      He ran away without her, giving her one last look before he disappeared over the hill. The others broke free from their fights as well, and soon the polar bear, the Irishman, and the skin shifter were running after him.

      But she wasn’t ready to quit. She held her ground, breathing heavily and bleeding from a cut over her right eye. She glared at Grant and then looked down at the wand as the rumbling got louder.

      “Please give it to me,” she begged, looking desperate.

      Grant squeezed the wand tighter. “Why do you want it?”

      Her eyes darted over his shoulder as Grant’s friendly neighbors arrived. Six grizzly bears came charging onto the ranch, running at them in a line.

      “Câlisse ostie mon tabarnak,” she cursed under her breath when she saw them. She made one last lunge at the wand, but when Grant pushed her away, she started running after her friends.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off her. Even as the line of grizzly bears roared past him, kicking up dust and shaking the ground, he couldn’t take his eyes away from her.

      Her family? Who was that girl?

      When she disappeared over the hill he looked around the ranch. Everyone was beaten up, moving slow, and covered in scrapes and bruises, with blood dripping from cuts and gashes. They had gotten their asses kicked. So badly, that they didn’t even get up and follow the grizzly bear shifters over the hill.

      The Grisly Grizzlies returned a few minutes later, walking in their human forms.

      “They escaped in a helicopter,” Maximus said.

      Bryce sighed as he looked up at the sky. “Man, we have to get one of those.”

      “We can’t even afford a pickup truck,” Logan said as he touched his bloody lip, “let alone a helicopter.”

      Grant finally got up to his feet as his hundreds of stinging cuts and gashes courtesy of the black panther slowly started to heal.

      “Thanks for coming,” he said as he walked over to the guys.

      “We heard a commotion,” Maximus said. “Thought it would be smart to come and check it out.”

      “We had it under control,” Mack said. He was still breathing heavily and leaning against a tree for support.

      “Your eye is swollen shut,” Tito said, pointing at his blue and purple face.

      Mack shrugged. “I still have the other one.”

      Ryder’s lion was still protectively pacing around in front of Tempest, sniffing the air angrily.

      Sloth came slinking out from behind a tree and leapt onto the lion’s back, making Ryder’s lion roar out in surprise and anger as the fat cat attacked.

      “At least Sloth is back,” Logan said with a tired laugh.

      Yeah, Sloth was back.

      And those guys would be back too.
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      The helicopter began to whine as the engine started up. Amélie ran toward it, but every cell in her body was screaming at her to turn around and run the other way.

      She hadn’t retrieved the red stick. Elodie and her mother’s freedom had slipped out of her hands.

      One chance and she blew it.

      “Câlisse,” she cursed under her breath as she ran. The wind felt cool against her wet cheeks as her stomach twisted in panic.

      The distressed sound of the metal blades frantically cutting through the air increased as her one chance began to slip through her fingers for good. Hardy, DeMarcus, Irish, and Caelum were all boarded inside the chopper and as soon as she jumped in, the helicopter would be in the air and the wand would be out of her hands forever.

      This was the chance she had been waiting for. A chance to free her family. A chance to return to her home and reclaim her life.

      She stopped with her heart pounding only a few yards from the helicopter that was now hovering a foot or two off the ground. I can’t quit.

      She could feel the vibrations of the charging bears rumbling through the ground against her heels. They were chasing her. Six huge grizzly bears, all fresh and looking for a fight. There was no way she could face them all on her own. Especially, that huge one who was overtaking the others. He had a crazed look in his eyes that she really didn’t want to see up close.

      Amélie was barefoot with no weapons except for her panther who was pacing within. She had managed to grab a ripped t-shirt on her way out that covered her to her knees.

      “Let’s go, Frenchie!” Caelum shouted, waving her in.

      With her heart pounding, she looked down at her tattooed wrist.

      Après moi, le déluge.

      She had to be smart. If she stayed and those grizzly bears tore her to pieces, the General would finish off her family. She knew that for sure.

      “Vamonos! Vamonos!” Hardy shouted, waving his arm at her.

      “That’s Spanish, not French,” DeMarcus said, shaking his head.

      Amélie sprang into action. She ran forward, but instead of jumping into the cabin with the guys, she leapt onto the passenger side of the helicopter where General Hunt was sitting. She held onto the open window as she stood on the tire. The second she arrived, the helicopter took off into the air, leaving the grizzly bears circling in frustration below.

      “Where’s my red stick?” General Hunt snapped.

      His face was right against hers and even with the swirling winds from the helicopter blades, she could still smell his vile breath assaulting her.

      “I’m not done,” she said, glaring into his eyes.

      He craned his head out the window and looked down at the circling grizzly bears. “Looks like you’re done to me.”

      Amélie squeezed the metal door of the chopper. It would be so easy to grab his head and twist. A dozen scenarios flashed through her head. Grabbing him, throwing him down, and laughing as the bears ate him alive, or better yet, grabbing him by the neck and lifting him slowly into the spinning blades above her head, laughing at the terrified look on his face as he got closer and closer.

      “Put me over that mountain,” she said in her French Canadian accent. “I’ll go back and get it tonight.”

      The General tilted his head slightly as he watched her. She could tell he was considering it.

      “I’ll be quiet,” she said. “I’ll sneak in, take it, and leave.”

      He watched her closely for a few seconds and then turned to the pilot, telling him to put the chopper down in a meadow in the distance.

      Amélie felt a jolt of hope rocket through her body. The breath that she had been bottling up since she left the ranch had rushed out of her with a smile. She had another chance!

      General Hunt turned back to her with hard eyes. “All right,” he said in an irate voice. He grabbed a pen and paper out of his pocket and scribbled an address on it. “Your family is here,” he said, stuffing it into her hand. “You get here with my red stick and I let them walk out with you. Passports in hand.”

      Her heart was thundering in her chest as she listened.

      The General grabbed her arm hard and squeezed as he leaned in. “But if you decide to take-off or show up empty handed…” She held her breath in terror as he glared at her. “I’ll make what I did to your father a dream compared to the nightmare I’ll put your mother and sister through.”

      He released her arm and sat back in his seat, looking relaxed and unworried as Amélie’s stomach churned. The helicopter lowered to a spot at the base of a mountain a ways away from the Bounty Hunters’ ranch.

      “You have a week,” the General said as she hopped off, planting her bare feet on the dry crunchy grass. “Seven days until that little innocent sister of yours, Elodie, becomes a lot less innocent.”

      A flash of heated rage surged through Amélie as she glared at him for the threat. She kept her feet planted as her body twitched with a pounding in her ears. Nothing good was going to come from acting on that anger. Maybe one day she would have her vengeance, but that day wasn’t today.

      Getting the red stick had to be her only concern. Everything else—rage, vengeance, wrath, hate—had to wait.

      “Wait a second!” DeMarcus shouted in a panic as the helicopter started to take off without her. “Why does she get to stay? I want another chance!”

      General Hunt turned around with a fierceness in his voice. “You had your chance,” he snapped. “You leave that chopper and your son dies.”

      Amélie watched in horror as DeMarcus slunk back into his seat, glaring at her with a dirty look as the helicopter flew away.

      “I’m sorry,” she mouthed, but she wasn’t sure if DeMarcus had seen it or not.

      She watched the chopper as it got smaller and quieter until it just seemed to vanish into the vast blue sky.

      It was eerily quiet in the meadow after the deafening sound of the chopper blades and the roars and howls of the fighting animals that she had heard all morning.

      The soft wind was swishing through the long grass and plants as the gentle drone of some busy bees buzzed from flower to flower.

      The air was fresh and smelled like warm earth, sunlight and sweet flowers. Amélie inhaled deep, trying to calm herself and her panther after the tense morning. If she was going to sneak onto the Bounty Hunter’s ranch and somehow steal that wand, she was going to have to do it in a calm, calculated manner.

      She started walking back toward the ranch, already planning what she was going to do. The warm sun was on her face as the breeze brushed through her hair and over her skin. The long grass was soft in the meadow, tickling her legs as she walked. It was such a beautiful spot, surrounded by stunning mountains, and she felt oddly out of place.

      For the past few months, she had been surrounded by violence and carnage wherever she went, and this place, this sense of peace, felt like seeing an old distant friend that you’ve grown apart from.

      “Concentrer,” she whispered when she caught herself smiling at a tiny bird darting around on top of the tall grass. Her sister was in danger and here she was smiling at a bird…

      She decided to survey the area throughout the day, but only enter it after nightfall when the shifters were asleep. She would approach the ranch against the wind of course, so that their animals couldn’t smell her coming.

      Back in her old life, Amélie was a gymnast so she was incredibly agile. She would use that agility, speed, and stealth to sneak into that man’s cabin and try to take the red stick without him waking. He was the last one to have it, so he was the first one she’d check. It would be tricky, but she didn’t have any other options. And if he woke up… well, she just had to make sure that wouldn’t happen. If he woke up, her and her family were all as good as dead.

      Her thoughts kept returning to the man as she walked along the base of a mountain. What she must have looked like to him… A savage beast of a girl who was desperately trying to slice him to pieces. Screaming and crying at the same time. Thrashing around like she belonged in a mental institution. If only he knew…

      Under different circumstances, she would have been attracted to the man. He was gorgeous with a shaved head and kind eyes that were a light golden color. She couldn’t stop thinking of the way he looked at her when she begged for the stick. His eyes were caring and empathetic. He looked like he wanted to give it to her, but couldn’t, even after she had bit and scratched him up.

      She spotted a rabbit on the side of the mountain as she walked. It froze when it spotted her. “Ne t'inquiète pas. Je suis ton ami.” The rabbit took off running and Amélie laughed. “What’s the matter you don’t speak French? I said, don’t worry. I’m your friend.”

      The smile faded from her face as the rabbit kept running. You don’t have any friends…not anymore.

      She was on her own like she had been for the past year and a half. And the only way that was going to change was if she could find that red stick and escape with her life.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Amélie was lying in the tall grass in the field behind the ranch, watching everything. There was a strong wind that was constant against her face, which was a good thing. It would take her scent in the opposite direction of the tough lion shifters who were walking around the ranch.

      Every time she spotted the sexy man with the shaved head, her heart would do a little flip. She couldn’t see the red stick in his hands, but she still couldn’t take her eyes off him. He was gorgeous. When she caught herself wondering what it would feel like to run her hand along his broad shoulders, she squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head, trying to shake the tempting thought away.

      She couldn’t start thinking of him like that. Or at all. He was an obstacle in her path and that was all. Amélie knew that she might have to kill him to get the stick. Her mother and sister’s lives were on the line and she wouldn’t hesitate to do it. She couldn’t hesitate.

      She hoped it didn’t come to that, but she was aware that it was a possibility and these feelings she was having for the man were starting to get dangerous.

      The crew of grizzly bears were gone, which was a good thing. She didn’t know where they had come from or how long it would take for them to return, but she wasn’t planning on staying long enough to find out.

      Another long hour had passed, then another. The only notable thing that happened was she was spotted… by a fat orange cat.

      She started to panic as it approached, swaying from side to side like it was a balancing act to hold up all of that blubber on his four little legs.

      “Ostie,” she cursed as it approached, parting the long grass that she was hiding in like a shark cutting through the water. A fat slow shark.

      He walked right up to her and meowed in her face.

      “Va t’en!!” she said, waving him away in a panic. “Beat it!”

      The cat opened its mouth and let out a huge yawn. He dropped to his side and rolled onto his back, swatting his paws in the air like he wanted a belly rub.

      “Fine,” Amélie said as she dug her fingers into the cat’s fur and started to scratch his fat belly. “Is that what you want?”

      The cat closed his eyes and purred happily, making Amélie laugh. “What kind of guard cat are you?”

      The orange cat quickly fell asleep, but Amélie kept petting him. It was nice to have some company.

      Later on in the night, after the sun set and the cat left to get his dinner, Amélie was watching the guys closely. They were hanging by the lit-up pool, drinking beers and laughing as they talked. There was some music on that Amélie didn’t recognize but she liked. She even caught herself tapping her fingers to the beat a few times.

      The big mean-looking guy who had been fighting Hardy was cooking something on the barbecue that had Amélie’s stomach groaning. She was so hungry and thirsty, and it was pure torture to watch them as they ate by the pool. She chewed on some grass to try and take some of the hunger away, but it just made it worse.

      Her eyes kept falling back on the man with the shaved head. They were drawn to him like magnets, always following him, always searching him out.

      They looked like they were having fun as they hung out and it made Amélie’s heart ache. She hadn’t realized how much she missed that part of life. Friendship, gossiping, drinks, music, fun. It had been two years since she had been in a pool, about the same since she’d been to a party.

      As she watched, she felt the true weight of her loneliness weighing her down. If only her father hadn’t gotten that bonus and treated them to a Vegas trip…

      She sighed. How many times had she thought that over the past year and a half? Too many to count. What was done was done. There was no going back. Her father wasn’t coming back and that life was long gone.

      She took a deep breath and steeled her wavering emotions as the guys started heading to bed. This was her life now and it didn’t involve fun and parties.

      It involved violence and death.

      She watched closely as they all disappeared into their cabins. The girl who was dressed like a slutty superhero in her black lingerie that morning disappeared into a cabin with the guy covered in tattoos. They all went into their cabins, except for the guy with the shaved head.

      He hung back, sipping on a drink as he slowly turned off the lights. The large bar under the adorable Tiki hut plunged into darkness when he hit a switch.

      She never took her eyes off him as he slowly walked to the pool, looking around and taking it all in. He had a sad look on his face as he surveyed the ranch like someone looking at their property for the last time before they moved, taking it all in for the last time.

      He walked to the wall, took a deep breath and hit the switch, shutting the pool lights off, which turned the whole place dark.

      Amélie watched the broad outline of his muscular frame as he looked up at the blazing stars for a minute and then turned to head inside.

      She kept returning to that sad image of him looking at his ranch over the next two hours. She didn’t know why she felt bad for him, but she did.

      “It’s time,” she finally whispered to herself when she was sure that everyone was asleep. With a deep breath, she quietly climbed to her feet and approached the man’s cabin.
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      Grant stirred in his sleep. He had been thinking of that girl all day, and as soon as he closed his eyes he started dreaming about her.

      They were back on the ranch like they were this morning when that grizzly bear shifter’s big arms were wrapped around her. Only this time, it was Grant’s arms wrapped around her. He held her naked body to his as her tears dripped onto his forearms. There was also the leader singer of Blink 182 singing behind him and a purple raccoon humping his leg—it was a pretty fucked up dream.

      His lion started to stir within him as he remembered her sexy scent so vividly it was like she was in the room with him. His lion paced and circled until Grant’s eyes slowly opened.

      They darted to the side when he saw someone rummaging through his dresser. It was the girl from that morning. He could recognize her wavy hair and slim athletic body anywhere, not to mention that delicious smell that was tickling his nostrils and driving him crazy.

      He slowly sat up as he watched her searching frantically for something. She moved fast as she looked through his folded clothes, but she was completely silent, moving like a ninja.

      His inner lion wasn’t liking it one bit and was pacing around inside, snarling and growling. Grant felt his chest rumble as the lion let out a roar. The sound was just a hint above audible, but she heard it.

      The girl whipped around, grabbed the lamp off the dresser, and brought it down on Grant’s head, smashing it to pieces in one fluid movement.

      “Fuck,” he grunted as the thick ceramic cut his scalp. He shook the daze out of his head just in time to see her leaping onto him in full attack mode.

      Not this again…

      This girl was vicious but he didn’t want to hurt her. He felt bad for her and wondered what her story was. Something in the way she looked, the way she was so desperate to get Tempest’s wand told him that she wasn’t acting on General Hunt’s behalf because she wanted to. He wondered what the General was holding over her head.

      She wrapped her hands around his throat as she landed on top of him, but Grant managed to use her momentum to roll to the side and throw her off.

      “What do you want?” he asked as he threw the blankets off his legs. He was only wearing his boxer briefs underneath. She was wearing Mack’s torn t-shirt he noticed. He couldn’t help but wonder if she had anything on underneath.

      He was pondering the tantalizing thought when she punched him in the mouth.

      “Will you stop?” he cried out as she jumped on him again. He turned his back to her and she landed on it, trying to wrap her arm around his throat.

      He grabbed her arm and lurched forward, swinging her over his shoulder and slamming her into the dresser.

      She spit a string of words out in French that Grant didn’t understand, but they all sounded like curse words.

      This girl was tough. He had to give her that. She was back on her feet with a fire in her eyes.

      “Where is it?” she hissed.

      Grant opened his arms. “What?” he asked, although he had an idea what she was looking for.

      “The red stick. I need it.” She had a sexy French accent that had Grant wanting to hear more. The sensuous way she rolled the words off her tongue made him swallow hard.

      “For what?”

      She grunted in frustration and attacked again. Grant could have landed a punch as she rushed in, but he stopped himself. There was something about this girl, and it wasn’t just her pretty face that he didn’t want to ruin, it was her.

      He felt like he didn’t have the whole story with her, and he didn’t want to see her hurt.

      Unfortunately, she didn’t feel the same way about him. She landed four hard punches into his stomach with rapid succession and then finished it off with a blinding uppercut to his chin. As he stumbled back, she kicked him right in the throat, sending him flying into the wall and cracking the drywall.

      She came at him again, but this time he wasn’t going to be such an easy target. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he didn’t want to get killed either.

      Grant grabbed her arm and spun around, slamming her back against the wall. Her gorgeous gray eyes that had just the perfect hint of green in them widened as he held her there with one hand, his palm pressed against the top of her chest, pinning her.

      He raised his other hand and stuck our his index finger, letting the nail come. It was an old trick that he had learned from his grandfather.

      Grant held back his grin as he watched her shocked face. Her mouth dropped open as she stared at his finger as it transformed into a long black claw.

      “Ce n'est pas vrai…” she said in a gasp.

      Grant looked back to his finger that was now transformed into a thick black claw. He held it to her throat and narrowed his eyes on her. “Don’t. Move.”

      She swallowed hard as she stared back at him. Grant’s heart was pounding in his chest. From the adrenaline, from her, from everything.

      “Tempest!” he shouted as loud as he could. That would wake everyone up if they somehow managed to sleep through their little bedroom brawl.

      A few seconds later, they came bursting through the door. Mack was first, then Logan, then Tempest and Ryder. Bryce was probably still sleeping. That teenager was impossible to get out of bed.

      “Kill her,” Mack grunted. “Cut her throat.”

      Grant rolled his eyes as he turned back to him. “I’m not going to slit her throat.”

      “Yeah, good thinking. You’ll get blood all over your bed spread. Just strangle her then.”

      “That’s the crazy cunt from this morning,” Tempest said as she came in and turned the lights on. She didn’t have shifter vision like everyone else in the room and couldn’t really see in the dark.

      The girl wasn’t paying attention to any of it. Her eyes were closed and she was mumbling something in a panicked tone. Grant’s French was as rusty as his fleet of cars outside, but he still managed to catch a few words. Family. Danger. I’m sorry.

      Tears started leaking out of the corners of her closed eyes and Grant’s stomach dropped. “Why are you crying?” he whispered.

      She opened her watery eyes that looked even more beautiful drenched in shiny tears and shook her head, saying nothing.

      “Bring her outside,” Mack snapped. “I’ll do it.”

      “Enough,” Grant snapped. He didn’t want anyone to touch this girl but him. “Everybody out.”

      They all started to leave with a huff when he called Tempest over. “You still have those handcuffs?” he asked. “The famous ones?”

      Tempest grinned as she stared at the girl with vicious eyes. “I do.”

      “Go get them.”

      She rushed out of the room, leaving Grant alone with the girl.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      She didn’t answer. She just stared back at him with a challenging look.

      “I’m Grant,” he said. “Grant Clayton. Maybe you already know that, maybe you don’t.”

      She licked her lips and dropped her eyes. “I’m Amélie,” she whispered back in her adorable French Canadian accent. “Amélie Fournier.”

      “And why are you here, Amélie?”

      She didn’t answer, but the look on her face when Tempest returned told him everything he needed to know. She was definitely after the wand. She couldn’t take her eyes off of it as Tempest walked over and handed him the handcuffs. It was sticking out of the bun that Tempest had just made in her hair.

      “Want me to help?” Tempest asked, looking eager to get her hands back on the girl now that her friends weren’t around.

      “No,” Grant said as he locked a handcuff around Amélie’s wrist. He wrapped the chain around the heavy metal bed frame and then locked the other handcuff onto her other wrist. “You can go back to bed. Tell Logan he’s on watch duty tonight. In case any of her friends come back to fetch her.”

      Tempest gave the girl one last scowl and then reluctantly left the cabin, leaving them alone.

      The handcuffs were absolutely unbreakable by physical force. They had all tried when Tempest and Ryder accidentally locked themselves together for a long interesting week. Grant didn’t have all of the details, but Tempest’s mother seemed to have been some sort of witch and had given Tempest a few toys, including the wand and these handcuffs that could only be opened with a spell.

      Amélie was sitting on the floor with Mack’s t-shirt draped over her legs. He couldn’t believe that he was actually jealous that she was wearing Mack’s t-shirt and not his.

      She wasn’t going anywhere now so he let his claw slide back into his finger. Amélie watched with a fascinated look on his face as he did it.

      “You ever seen that before?” he asked with a proud grin.

      She shook her head.

      “It’s an old trick that my Gramps taught me.”

      “How do you do it?”

      He laughed. “How about you tell me why you broke into my room in the middle of the night and I’ll tell you?”

      She closed her soft lips and turned away.

      “You’re not going to talk?”

      No answer.

      “If you’re not going to talk, do you want to eat? You must be hungry.”

      She didn’t respond, but Grant could see her eyebrows flicker up at the mention of food. She must have been starving if she was hiding around all day since the morning.

      “I’ll get you some food.”

      He threw on his robe and went into the kitchen, making a quick sandwich and pouring her a glass of water. At the last second, he grabbed two beers, one for her and one for him and then walked back into the room.

      He laughed when he saw her. She had her feet on the metal frame of the bed and was pulling the chain of the handcuffs as hard as she could, trying to snap it. Her face was red and so twisted up that she didn’t even hear him come in.

      She let go with a grunt and fell to the ground, breathing hard. Grant chuckled. “You’re wasting your energy. They’re not going to break.”

      “Everything breaks.”

      He smiled as he walked in with the food. “Not those.’

      “Are you hungry?” he asked as he sat down in front of her with the food. She didn’t say anything, but she was eyeing the sandwich with more ferocity than she had been eyeing Tempest’s wand.

      He picked up the sandwich and put it in her hand. Their fingers grazed against each other as she took it and Grant’s heart started beating a little faster.

      She leaned over and ripped into it, devouring it like she hadn’t eaten in days.

      “Thanks,” she said when she was done and he handed her the water. She chugged that too in one long gulp.

      He cracked open the beers and handed her one. “Do you want me to make you something else?”

      She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and shook her head.

      “Am I your prisoner?” she asked as Grant took a sip of his beer.

      “Are you going to try and kill me again if I let you go?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Then you’re my prisoner.”

      Grant couldn’t get over how beautiful this girl was up close. She had dirt and dried blood on her face, her blonde hair was a mess, and she was wearing Mack’s ratty old t-shirt, but she was still the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      He knew what she was there for, but not why. After a while, he decided to just come out and ask her.

      “What do you want with the wand?”

      She jerked her head back. “What wand?”

      “The red wand. Jeez, you nearly bit my hand off trying to get it.”

      “That’s a wand?” she asked. The way she emphasized the W with her sexy accent was making him lightheaded. God, he could listen to her speak all day. “Like a magic wand?”

      “You don’t know what it is?” he asked.

      She swallowed hard as her eyes dropped to the empty plate sitting between them. “I know what it is,” she whispered. “It’s my family’s freedom. That’s what it is. Or, that’s what it was.”

      Grant leaned a little bit closer. “What do you mean?”

      She shook her head dismissively. “Never mind.”

      “What was that about your family? Are they in danger or something?”

      Amélie squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head tightly.

      “What do you care? You’re my enemy.”

      “I may be your enemy,” he whispered back. “But you’re not mine.”

      “Oh, really?” she said as she clinked the handcuff chain against the metal bed. “Do you always keep your friends chained up?”

      She had a point there, but he wasn’t about to let her go so that she could come back and slit his throat while he was sleeping and dreaming of her.

      “We’ll figure out what to do about that in the morning,” he said as he reached up and grabbed a pillow. He placed it by her head and got a soft blanket out of the closet in the hallway.

      “Are any of your friends planning on visiting tonight?”

      He wasn’t expecting an answer but he had to ask anyway. She just stared at the wall with a blank expression on her face as he turned off the light.

      He got back in bed, wishing she could crawl under the sheets beside him.

      “Goodnight, Amélie,” he said.

      It was a minute or two later before she answered.

      “Goodnight, Grant.”
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        Amélie

      

      

      

      Amélie wasn’t about to give up her mission because some guy had given her a sandwich and a pillow to sleep on.

      “Come on,” she whispered as she furiously rubbed the chunk of bedspring onto the metal frame, trying to sharpen it. While Grant was in the shower, she had reached under the bed and managed to rip a piece of the bedspring off and now she was busy sharpening it into a makeshift shiv.

      When the water stopped, she tested her new weapon with her finger and took a deep breath. It was sharp. Sharp enough to plunge into his skin and that’s exactly what she was planning on doing with it.

      She’d get the key to these damn handcuffs that wouldn’t break and then find that girl with the wand and take it from her. She was already planning her getaway after that.

      She’d phase into her panther, put the wand in her mouth, and sprint over the mountains as fast as she could for as long as she could. Her cat was fast and could probably outrun and outmaneuver these lions, especially if getting caught meant… well, her panther was just going to have to outrun them. There was no other option.

      Grant stepped out of the shower and Amélie listened closely while he got ready, opening cupboards and brushing his teeth.

      He popped his head into the room when he was done, but Amélie just closed her eyes, pretending to be asleep until he disappeared into the kitchen.

      She waited, hiding her shiv under the blanket as he opened drawers and clunked and clanked around with pots and pans.

      What is he doing in there?

      As she waited, she couldn’t help picture herself in that same room under a different set of circumstances: Lying in his soft bed after a long passionate night of lovemaking, waiting half-asleep as he made her breakfast in bed.

      Grant did seem like the perfect guy to spend a long weekend away in the mountains with. Amélie had seen him naked the day before and she still couldn’t get the image out of her mind.

      He was hot and seemed like a nice guy, but she wasn’t in the market for either. Maybe in another life…

      All she had the energy to focus on was keeping her family alive. What was left of them.

      He finished rummaging around the kitchen and came walking down the hall. Amélie dropped her head onto the pillow, squeezing the shiv in her hand as he walked into the room.

      She peeked and saw that he was carrying a tray full of food. Eggs, bacon, toast, coffee, orange juice, and there was even a freshly picked flower on the tray. She was touched. No one had ever made and brought her breakfast like this before. He wasn’t just hot and nice, he was sweet too.

      Grant bent down in front of her, quietly as not to wake her, to place the tray beside her head. Right before he put it down, Amélie kicked the tray, slamming the plate of eggs into his face along with everything else.

      Coffee and OJ flew everywhere as she sprang to her feet and thrust the shiv into his torso, sliding it between his ribs.

      “Aaaagggh!” he cried out, turning to her in shock.

      His hand grabbed her’s as she dug in the shiv, spilling hot blood on her hand.

      “Wha—?”

      Amélie didn’t let him finish. She jumped up and caught his head between her thighs, squeezing hard as she brought him down to the ground.

      He tried to peel her legs off, but Amélie’s legs were strong and she was gripping his neck in a desperate hold, choking him.

      “Release me,” she said, squeezing even harder.

      His face started to turn a bright red. He grabbed a hold of her muscular legs and tried to pry them off, but Amélie squeezed tighter.

      “Release me!” she shouted again as he started to turn blue.

      Grant placed his hands on her inner thighs and this time he wasn’t messing around. Amélie’s stomach dropped when she felt the alpha’s true power. He pulled her legs open, uncoiling them from around his neck, and took a deep breath.

      “Come on,” he said as the color started to return to his face. “Can we have a cup of coffee before we start this shit?”

      He tossed her legs down and sat down on the bed, clutching the hole in his torso. He winced as he pulled his hand away that was dripping in blood. The poor guy was drenched in coffee with egg yolk dripping from his hair.

      Amélie spotted the bloody shiv that was laying on the ground and snatched it up, holding it between them like a sword.

      “Give me the key,” she ordered.

      “Or what? You’re going to stab me again?”

      “Yes!”

      “Where the hell did you even get that thing?” Grant looked around and frowned when he saw the stuffing of the mattress on the ground. “That was a new mattress. Thanks a lot.”

      Amélie glanced at the door, expecting his friends to rush in at any moment. She had to make a quick getaway if she was going to escape with her life.

      “I want the key. Now!”

      He just shook his head. “There is no key.”

      “Don’t play games with me,” she snapped back. “I’ve had a hell of a year and I’m not in the mood.”

      Grant pulled up his t-shirt, showing off his abs as well as the bloody shiv hole that was starting to heal. He winced as he touched it.

      “I told you, there is no key. It takes a spell to open those cuffs.”

      “Then say it,” she said, squeezing the shiv even tighter. She had one eye on his stomach and one on the door. “Quick, before your friends come rushing in.”

      “They’re not going to come in,” he said softly. “I told them not too.”

      “Grant?” a voice called out from outside. “Need some backup?”

      “Stay outside,” he said, sounding frustrated. “I’m fine.”

      “He’s not fine!” Amélie shouted. “I have a knife to his throat and I’m going to slice it unless someone opens these cuffs immediately!”

      “Okay,” the voice said, not sounding too concerned. “Just try not to get blood all over the room. If he dies, I become alpha and get the big cabin.”

      “Thanks, Ryder,” Grant said chuckling as he shook his head.

      Amélie slumped down to the floor, feeling defeated. She looked at the broken plates and glasses all around her and sighed. There was orange juice soaked into the carpet and egg yolk stuck to the walls. Her stomach growled as she looked at all of the wasted food around her.

      “Hungry?” he asked as he scooped a chunk of egg yolk from his hair. He looked at it and then wiped it onto his bloody shirt. It was already ruined anyway.

      Amélie grabbed the toast that had landed on the night table and started eating it. This guy would probably let her starve after what she’d done.

      “If I make you another breakfast are you going to throw it in my face again?” he asked, looking at her with a raised eyebrow.

      Amélie lowered her head and sighed. “No.”

      She was stuck here for a while and fighting these guys wasn’t going to work. She was outnumbered at least six to one and Grant was way stronger than her.

      Besides, he seemed nice enough and didn’t deserve to have his nice deeds thrown back in his face, or in his hair.

      “I guess I have to take another shower,” he said as he scooped another chunk of egg yolk out of his hair.

      He looked so ridiculous that Amélie couldn’t help but giggle. He had yellow yolk dripping off his earlobe onto his shoulder.

      Grant looked at her in surprise and then started laughing too.

      “I’ve never had a visitor quite like you,” he said, shaking his head. “Be nice and I’ll be nice. Okay? Be… like that again and I’ll stick you in Mack’s cabin. Got that?”

      Amélie nodded. She’d much rather be with him than stuck with that huge lion shifter who looked awfully mean.

      Grant reached out his hand and raised an eyebrow.

      Amélie’s chest tightened as she squeezed the shiv in her hand. She didn’t want to give up her weapon, but she didn’t have much of a choice. Besides, it’s not like she was going to get through five lion shifters and whatever the hell that girl was with only a shiv.

      She reluctantly handed it over.

      “Thank you,” Grant said as he stood up. The wound in his ribs seemed to have been mostly healed already. “I’ll go shower, again. And make some more eggs, again.”

      “And coffee?” she asked, giving him a hint of a smile.

      He nodded, smiling back. “And coffee.”
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        * * *

      

      For a prisoner, this wasn’t so bad. Amélie was sitting at the kitchen table eating a tasty breakfast after just having a hot shower. Grant had got her some clothes from the girl with the wand who she learned was named Tempest. Comfy black leggings and a loose shirt that fell over her shoulder, exposing it.

      “Why are there buttons on the side?” she asked as she touched the white buttons. The shirt was cut on the right side from the bottom to the sleeve with a row of buttons sewed on. It was a little strange.

      “Long story,” Grant said with a chuckle. He was sitting across from her at the table, cupping his steaming mug in his big hands. “How’s the bacon?”

      “Crispy,” she said as she bit into it. “Just how I like it.”

      He smiled as he took a sip of his coffee. Amélie watched him, admiring the smooth line of his jaw and the way his light golden eyes were shining with the sunlight coming in through the window.

      Stop. He’s your enemy. Remember that.

      “I like your accent,” he said, eyeing her back. “France?”

      “Quebec,” she said, shaking her head.

      “What brings you to Montana?”

      A psychopath.

      “I was on vacation,” she hesitantly answered.

      “And you decided to stay?”

      “Something like that.”

      They sat in silence for a moment as she took a few bites.

      “I like your tattoo,” he said, glancing at her shoulder.

      Amélie pulled the shirt up, hiding her shoulder. She had forgotten the tattoo was exposed. It was of four little birds flying away. It symbolized what she was fighting for. One for her, her sister Elodie, and her mother and father. She got it a year ago to remind her that one day, they would all be free.

      The largest bird was her father. He was dead now, but she still included him in the tattoo because she knew he was watching over them and could only rest in peace once he knew they were free.

      “Do the birds mean anything?” he asked.

      Amélie looked down at her plate, not wanting to tell this stranger anything so personal. “No,” she said in a soft voice. “They’re just birds.”

      “Well, they’re beautiful,” he said. “Look, Amélie,” he said after a hesitant pause. “I’m getting the feeling that you’re not working for General Hunt because you want to.”

      Amélie kept her eyes locked on the empty plate of food in front of her, not moving an inch.

      “Do you want to tell me about it?” he asked, trying to get her to speak.

      The less this guy knew, the better. All Amélie wanted to do was get that damn red wand and bring it to the address that the General had given her to free her mother and sister.

      And this guy, as nice as he pretended to be, wasn’t going to help her do any of that. It was best to keep him in the dark.

      “Okay,” he said when it was clear that Amélie wasn’t going to talk. “You can tell me when you’re ready.”

      She had nothing to say so she just stared at her plate.

      “It’s a beautiful day out there,” he said, standing up. “Want to go for a walk? I’ll show you around the ranch.”

      She looked up at him in surprise. She was expecting to be locked in some dank basement or a sweltering shed somewhere. Some fresh air did sound nice.

      The handcuff was still locked to her wrist and Grant held the chain as they walked outside. The sun was nice and warm on her face and shoulder as the soothing morning breeze tickled her blonde hair.

      He showed her the different cabins and then the main storefront for his bounty hunter business. She found it cute how he blushed in embarrassment as he quickly tried to clean it up.

      “It’s usually not so messy,” he said, cringing as he picked up a crushed beer can off the ground and tossed it into the already full recycling bin. Amélie smiled as she looked at the brown plant in the corner that looked a little thirsty. This place definitely needed a woman’s touch.

      He told her how the ranch had been in his family for hundreds of years, since the original pioneers first claimed it. She listened with interest as he talked about his grandfather and how he passed down the bounty hunter business to him and his cousin Ryder.

      “And this is the pool,” he said as they walked around to the back.

      The guys were hanging around the pool, looking like it was going to be a lazy afternoon. Grant pointed each of them out, telling her their names. The teenage kid named Bryce was sleeping on a huge pink flamingo floaty that was slowly drifting along the pool. Logan was lying on a pool chair, singing under his breath as he strummed the strings of his guitar. Ryder and Tempest were flirting at the bar, and Mack was charging over with a hard look in his eyes.

      “Who was that guy I was fighting?” he asked when he arrived.

      “Which one?” Amélie said. There were a lot of bodies flying around yesterday. She wasn’t sure who she had fought, let alone anyone else.

      “The big one,” Mack said, looking all amped up. “Grizzly bear shifter.”

      Amélie swallowed hard. “That’s Hardy.”

      “Hardy,” he whispered under his breath. His eyes lit up as he said it again. “If you see him before I do, tell him he’s a dead man.”

      “I will not,” she said, straightening her back. “He’s a good man and my friend.”

      Mack laughed. “Then maybe I should kill you too.”

      Grant stepped forward and put a hand on Mack’s chest, pushing him back. “You won’t touch her,” he growled.

      Amélie and Mack both jerked their heads back in surprise. “That’s an order,” Grant said in a voice that was half snarl. “She’s my guest and I don’t want anyone’s hands on her. Got that?”

      Mack’s cold eyes narrowed on him, but he nodded.

      “Hardy has suffered too,” Amélie said. “Maybe one day you’ll be on the same side.”

      Mack’s fierce eyes darted onto her. “I’d rather die than be on his side.”

      He stormed away and the tightness in Grant’s body spilled out once the angry lion shifter was out of view. “So, that’s Mack,” he said in a weary tone. “He’s an acquired taste.”

      Tempest and Ryder both straightened when they approached the bar. They had an uneasy look in their eyes as Amélie sat down. She didn’t blame them. Not only was she chained up like a wild animal, but that’s exactly what she had fought like yesterday. She had been so eager to get that red wand that she had fought like a feral beast.

      “Thanks for lending me some clothes,” Amélie said as she looked at the girl with the brown wavy hair and thick eyebrows.

      “Please don’t phase in them,” Tempest answered. “My wardrobe is a little sparse right now.”

      “I won’t,” Amélie promised. “I liked your fighting outfit.”

      “Her what?” Ryder asked with a laugh.

      “Yeah, my what?” Tempest said, looking confused.

      “Weren’t you wearing a fighting outfit yesterday?” Amélie asked. “The lacy black one.”

      “That’s her fucking outfit, not her fighting outfit,” Logan said from the chair.

      Ryder picked up a coaster and threw it at him.

      “Oh,” Amélie said, feeling her cheeks blush. “Sorry, it looked like a superhero outfit or something like that.”

      “Really?” Tempest said, her face lighting up. “It really looked like a superhero costume?”

      “You’re not wearing that to the next job,” Ryder said, looking drained.

      Tempest’s cheeks turned red as she looked at him. “I totally wasn’t thinking that.”

      “Sure,” Ryder said, rolling his eyes with a laugh.

      Amélie couldn’t help but laugh too.

      They spent another hour or two sitting around and talking. Amélie stayed mostly silent, except for the occasional laugh, while they joked around and teased each other. She kept noticing Grant looking at her and that’s when she had devised a new plan.

      She had seven days to get the wand and bring it to the facility that General Hunt had provided.

      Escaping was the only option, but that would be easier if she made friends with her captors. Grant seemed to like her and she was going to use that against him. She was going to use her charm to flirt with him, earn his trust and get his guard down.

      Then, she would strike.
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      “What do you want to do today?” Grant asked.

      “You mean besides getting my freedom back?” Amélie answered with a grin.

      Grant sucked in a breath. “Yeah. Besides that.”

      The past twenty-four hours had actually gone pretty well. Amélie was no longer the fierce psycho cat that she was when she had first arrived. She was starting to lighten up and joke around with everyone. Grant was even starting to think that she was becoming his friend.

      Don’t be ridiculous. You’re not her friend.

      Friends didn’t keep each other chained up. Friends didn’t keep each other prisoner. He knew there was something up with her, something she just wasn’t telling him, but he still couldn’t get it out of her.

      She was talkative and playful, even flirtatious in some moments, but whenever he asked her about herself, she closed up real fast.

      “What do you guys normally do around here besides floating in the pool and drinking until you pass out?” she asked as she sipped her coffee at the kitchen table. “Or, is that all you do?”

      “It’s not all we do,” Grant said with a laugh. “We’re bounty hunters. We also try to catch bad guys on occasion.”

      “So, let’s do that,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders. “I’d like to see these famous bounty hunters in action.”

      “You’ve already seen that,” Grant said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Right,” Amélie answered as her cheeks blushed. “But this time I’ll be on your side.”

      Grant’s hand moved to the spot on his ribs where she shanked him. “Thank goodness for that.”

      “Did I apologize for that yet?” she asked in a playful tone.

      “Still waiting,” Grant said, staring at her.

      She had a smile peeking out of the corner of her mouth as she shrugged and turned back to her cup.

      Grant laughed as he walked over to the phone. He had a feeling that he’d be waiting a long time for any apology from this girl.

      He picked up the phone and dialed Eddie, his bail bondsmen.

      “Hey,” he said when Eddie answered. “Any good news today.”

      “Great news!” Eddie said on the other end of the line. “I have a big mark for you. Chuck Wilson skipped out on his $20,000 bail. Your cut is 20% if you bring him in.”

      Grant squeezed the phone in excitement. Twenty percent was $4,000 and he desperately needed that money.

      “I haven’t told you the best part,” Eddie said. “I know where he is. Mr. Wilson has a bit of a gambling problem. He likes the horses so you should be able to find him down at the racetrack.”

      He didn’t even have to track this guy down. $4,000 was great for a few hours of work.

      “Where?” Grant asked, feeling his pulse start to race. “Don’t tell me it’s in Wyoming again…”

      “Montana,” Eddie said. “Only about forty minutes for you. Should be an easy snatch and catch. I know you need the money so I saved him for you.”

      “Thanks, Eddie,” Grant said. He took down all of the details, including his description, and then hung up the phone with his heart pounding in excitement. Grant wasn’t just excited for the money, he loved this job. There was nothing more exciting than the thrill of a good chase, the adrenaline dump of a fight, and the feeling of accomplishment of taking another criminal off of the streets.

      But unfortunately, he had to sit this one out. He didn’t want to leave Amélie out of his sight and he couldn’t risk taking her with him. She was friendly now, but he knew that she would probably try to escape the first second she could.

      He’d send Logan, Ryder, and Tempest out on this one, but when he went outside with Amélie to find them, they were gone.

      “Where is everyone?” he asked Bryce who was staring at his cellphone.

      “Logan is at band practice,” he said, not taking his eyes off the screen. It drove Grant crazy that the kid wouldn’t even look up from his phone when talking to him. Kids these days showed their alphas no respect!

      “And Ryder? T?”

      Bryce shrugged. “I saw them go hiking about an hour ago.”

      Shit. If they left an hour ago, they’d be far into the mountains by now and it would take Grant forever to find them and bring them back.

      “What about Mack?”

      Bryce frowned as he thumbed his phone. “I think he went to his dads. Or maybe he went to get some groceries.”

      Grant crossed his arms as he stared down at the kid. He couldn’t send Bryce and everyone else was unavailable. This was too much money to turn down. He had to go and he had to take Amélie with him.

      “When your alpha talks to you,” he said, snatching the phone out of Bryce’s hands. Bryce’s eyes widened in panic as his arms shot out. “You look him in the eyes. Got that?”

      Bryce nodded quickly as he stared at him in pure panic.

      “Good,” Grant said with a firm nod. He threw the phone as hard as he could and Bryce choked back a scream as he watched it fly through the air into the forest. “Glad we got that straightened up. I’m going out on a job. ”

      “Am I coming?” Amélie asked in excitement as she followed him back to the cabin. One of her wrists was still handcuffed and Grant was holding the other end. Unfortunately, he still couldn’t fully trust her and had to keep her chained at all times. Last night, he had given her his bed while he slept on the couch in the living room, but he had chained her to the heavy metal bed frame.

      “You’re coming,” Grant answered. “But I don’t want any funny business or I’ll be booking two people today. Got that?”

      Amélie gave him a wicked smile as she nodded. “I got it.”

      “Good.”

      An hour later, they were driving to the racetrack. Grant had taken one of his grandfather’s old antique cars—a 1958 Ferrari 250 Testa Rossa in mustard yellow. It was a sleek old convertible that probably got his grandfather laid at least a dozen times. It looked like something James Bond would have driven back in its prime, only now it was over sixty years old and was home to a raccoon.

      It scared the crap out of Grant as he yanked the tarp off of the car. The raccoon was lying in the driver’s seat and hissed at him, sending him jumping backward.

      Amélie burst out laughing in the cutest fit of giggles that made it all worth it.

      “Ah, poor little raton laveur,” she said in her adorable accent. Grant loved it when she peppered French words into her speech. He couldn’t get enough of it. “You’re taking his home.”

      “It’s my car,” Grant said as he opened the door and shooed him out. “He can find a new home.”

      Amélie smiled at the raccoon as he slunk away, looking pissed off. “Don’t worry, little man. We’ll have your home back in a few hours.”

      They were about ten minutes from the racetrack when Amélie started talking. “I haven’t been to the racetrack in years,” she said. “My father used to take me and my sister when we were kids.”

      Grant looked over at her. Her hands were clasped in her lap and she was staring down at them. She had a sad look on her face and her eyes were starting to water.

      “Did he like to gamble?”

      “No,” she said, smiling as she shook her head. “He took us so we could watch the horses. Elodie loved to watch them run and he would sit there with us for hours. I just liked being beside him.”

      “He sounds like he was a nice man.”

      “The best.”

      Grant knew he shouldn’t ask, but he couldn’t help himself. He was desperate to know everything about this mysterious girl sitting beside him. “What happened to him?”

      “He died.”

      The silence lingered in the car as they drove down the quiet mountain road. Amélie rubbed the largest bird tattoo on her shoulder as she looked up at the sky, trying to fight back tears.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Grant said. He knew it wasn’t enough, but he had to say something. “I know what it feels like to lose a dad.”

      “You lost yours?” she asked, turning to him.

      “I never had one. He split when I was a kid and never looked back, but I did lose my Gramps. He was like a dad to me.”

      “Was he a good man?”

      Grant chuckled. “He was an interesting man,” he said as he rubbed his chin. “Let’s just put it at that. Gramps wasn’t exactly the best influence. Actually, he was a good example of what not to do.”

      Amélie was still watching him closely. “It seems like he did a good job.”

      She smiled when he turned and looked at her. “Thank you.”

      “I’m sorry I stabbed you,” she said as she turned to look at the gorgeous mountains passing by. “You didn’t deserve that.”

      “Don’t worry,” he said, grinning at her. “I’ve had a lot worse.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “So have I.”

      He wanted to hear more, but the racetrack came into view in the distance. It was a long glass building with big metal columns.

      Grant pulled into an empty parking space and they got out of the car.

      “Are you just going to leave it like that with the top down?” Amélie asked, looking back at the car. “What if someone does something to it?”

      “There was a raccoon sleeping in it an hour ago,” he said with a laugh. “I’m not too worried.”

      They walked in and found a seat on the benches as a horse race was about to start. Amélie still had the handcuff on her wrist, but they had been walking and sitting close together to hide it.

      “We’re looking for a thirty-two-year-old white male,” Grant said, reading off the paper, “with a tattoo of handcuffs on his neck.”

      Both him and Amélie looked around for their mark. It was a weekday morning so there weren’t too many people around, except for the hardcore gamblers and hopefully, their guy.

      “There he is,” Amélie said, pointing a few rows up and to the side.

      Grant spotted him immediately. It was impossible not too. He was waving his arms around and screaming at his horse as the race started.

      He was a muscular guy with a thick neck that had the handcuffs tattooed on it. He also had a goatee and long hair just like Eddie had described.

      “What’s the plan?” Amélie asked, watching him with a grin.

      “You stay by my side and I’ll go and grab him.”

      “That’s it?” she asked, not looking too impressed.

      “That’s not enough?”

      She shrugged. “It’s a little boring. I thought we were going to have a big plan.”

      “Like what? Swing from the roof like Tarzan and grab him?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “That would be a little more exciting.”

      “We’re not here for exciting,” Grant said as he looked past her to the guy. “We’re here to make $4,000.”

      “What’s my cut?” she asked.

      “I’ll buy you a hot dog after,” he said, throwing her a bone. “If you don’t cause me any trouble.”

      “And if I do?”

      “Then you can eat a ketchup packet while you watch me eat lunch.”

      She laughed as he got up and tugged the chain, pulling her up too. The man’s eyes were focused on the running horses as Grant and Amélie crept up behind him.

      “No!” he screamed in fury as his horse fell behind. He threw his hands into the air and cursed as he turned around.

      His eyes widened when he saw Grant staring at him. Don’t do it!

      He did it.

      The guy turned and started running down the stairs toward the racetrack and Grant took off after him, pulling Amélie along for the ride.

      They sprinted down the stairs and the guy leapt over the wall and landed on the dirt track just as the horses were coming around the bend.

      Amélie yanked the chain back as they arrived at the wall. “You’re not seriously going to—”

      “You wanted excitement,” Grant said as he leapt over the wall, pulling her with him, “you got it!”

      They landed with a thump on the dirt track and started racing after the guy. He reached the other end safely, but the horses rounded the corner right when Grant and Amélie were in the middle of the track.

      Amélie jumped into his arms and he held her tightly as horses raced past them, dangerously close. A horse’s shoulder grazed Grant’s as he held the girl to his beating heart.

      When the last straggler horse clopped past them, they separated for a few inches and looked each other in the eyes. They had never been this close without fighting and four thousand dollars or not, Grant didn’t want to let go.

      Amélie swallowed hard as she looked up into his eyes. There was something in them that he hadn’t seen before, desire maybe? Whatever it was, he liked it.

      “Hey!” someone shouted. Grant glanced to the side and saw two angry security guards climbing over the wall.

      “We better move,” he said, reluctantly letting her go.

      “Yeah,” she said, looking as disappointed as he was that the moment was over.

      They ran in the direction of the guy and caught up with him at the horse stables. He was easy to catch once Grant got a hand on him. Grant simply twisted the man’s arm behind his back and escorted him back to the parking lot.

      It was only when they got to the car that they ran into a problem.

      “Oh, shit,” Grant said when he saw the car. How could he have been so stupid? Amélie must have been distracting him this morning. The convertible he picked was only a two-seater. How the hell was he supposed to bring the guy in now? He couldn’t exactly leave Amélie behind. If he did that, he might wake up with a knife to his throat.

      Amélie started laughing when she saw the car. “I guess it doesn’t take a high IQ to become a bounty hunter.”

      “You’re just going to have to ride in the trunk,” Grant said, yanking the guy forward.

      “I’m not riding in no trunk!” the guy said, looking outraged.

      “Yes, you are,” Grant said, popping it open. It was the smallest trunk ever. Barely enough room for a briefcase let alone a muscular ex-con.

      “What’s the big plan now?” Amélie asked. She looked like she was loving every minute of this.

      He was about to say that she could sit on the guy’s lap, but his lion growled. Come to think of it, he didn’t want Amélie sitting on anyone’s lap. Maybe his, but definitely not this guy’s.

      “He can sit on your lap,” Grant said, compromising.

      Amélie crossed her arms and raised her eyebrow as she glared at him. “No.”

      Grant threw his arms up in frustration.

      “Or, you can just let me go,” the guy said. “I’ll meet you at the police station. Promise.”

      Grant rolled his eyes.

      “Or, you can let me go,” Amélie added. “I’ll meet you back at the ranch. Promise.”

      “You’re both coming in the car. With me.”

      Amélie grinned. “And how are you going to make that work?”

      Grant sighed. There was only one way he could think of this working.

      Ten minutes later Amélie was in the driver’s seat with a big smile on her face as their mark sat on Grant’s lap.

      He was just happy the guys weren’t here to see this. He would have never lived it down.
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      “I can’t do it!” Amélie said, huffing out a frustrated breath. “It just burns, but nothing comes out.”

      Grant took her hand in his and looked at her index finger. “You have to focus all of your energy on the finger,” he said. “Imagine it turning into a claw and it will become one.”

      She tried again, but her beautiful finger didn’t change one bit. He was showing her the trick with the claw that his Gramps had taught him. So far, it wasn’t working.

      Her brow furrowed as she stared at her finger with the cutest look on her face. She was concentrating so hard, but not getting anywhere.

      “Good,” he said, trying to encourage her. “Now slowly let your panther come, but only focus on your finger. It should feel like you’re poking your finger through plastic wrap. Concentrate to only let your finger go through.”

      Her eyebrows squished together as she stared at her finger, looking determined to get it.

      Grant watched her, silently encouraging her on. Let’s go, Amélie. You can do this.

      They were sitting on Grant’s porch in the front of his cabin. It was a nice sunny summer day with a cool breeze that occasionally wound its way through the ranch and washed over them.

      Grant never took his eyes off of her as she tried Gramps’ favorite trick.

      The tip of her index finger flashed black for a split second and then she lost it. Her face lit up in the most beautiful smile as she looked up at him in shock.

      “I never knew that was possible,” she said, looking thrilled. “It felt so weird.”

      “How’s your cat?” Grant asked, smiling back at her.

      Her eyes dropped to the counter as she took a couple of slow breaths. “I think she’s confused,” Amélie said with an adorable giggle. “She doesn’t know what’s happening.”

      “Mine whined like a little kitten the first few times I did it,” Grant said, laughing at the memory. His inner lion didn’t know what the hell had happened. He was about to be let out and was then pushed away as he was about to bolt out the door.

      They smiled at each other as their eyes met. This had been happening a lot more over the past two days since they held each other at the racetrack. Long lingering stares where neither of them could seem to hide their smiles.

      “Let me try again,” she said, taking a deep breath. She stuck her finger back out and concentrated hard on it while Grant concentrated hard on her.

      His lion purred inside as he watched her. What are you doing? She’s our prisoner, remember?

      But his lion didn’t really care. He seemed to have a bit of a crush on her, always purring happily when she was near and anxiously stirring within when she wasn’t.

      A tiny gasp released from her sexy lips as her index finger slowly turned into a long black claw.

      “You did it!” Grant said, clapping his hands together in excitement.

      Amélie wasn’t smiling. She was slowly moving her hand around in front of her face, marveling in shock at the sharp black claw that was now a part of her hand.

      “This is incredible,” she said, staring at it as Grant stared at her. “I don’t know why I would ever need to use this, but I’m glad I know it.”

      Grant chuckled. “It comes in handy when you need to open a stubborn bag of chips.”

      She smiled warmly as she looked at him. “I don’t know how to thank you. I’ll never have to pull on the bag really hard and then have chips explode all over my lap again.”

      “One of the worst agonies of life,” Grant joked back.

      “It was,” she said, dropping her eyes to the claw, “at one point in my life. I miss those days.”

      Grant kept silent, hoping she’d elaborate, but she wasn’t there yet. In the four days they were together, she still hadn’t opened up about herself.

      “So, how do I get my finger back?” she asked, closing the topic once again.

      “You can’t,” he joked. “It’s stuck like that forever.”

      “What if I painted it with some nail polish?” she asked, playing along. “Do you think it would blend in?”

      Grant chuckled as he shook his head. “I think you better pull it back in. Just like you’d pull your panther back in. It’s the easy part.”

      Amélie’s face creased with concentration and in a snap, the nail turned back into a beautiful pink finger.

      “Wow,” she said, watching her finger as she bent it and waved it around. “That was so cool. But for real, thanks for teaching me that.”

      “My pleasure,” Grant said, feeling a wave of warmth flowing through his chest. “I hope you don’t mind, but my mother and Mack’s father are coming over for dinner.”

      “I get to meet your mom?” she said, grinning widely. “What is she like?”

      “You don’t want to know,” he said with a laugh. “Especially if she finds out you’re single. You are single, right?”

      Grant’s chest tightened as he waited for her answer.

      “Yes,” she said with her cheeks blushing. “I am single.”

      They got up and were about to go inside to get ready for dinner when Ryder called out. He was walking over with a tight look on his face.

      “You can jump in the shower first,” Grant said, holding the door open for Amélie.

      She smiled shyly as she went inside. Grant closed the door behind him and turned to his cousin who didn’t look too happy.

      “You showed her Gramps’ trick?” Ryder said, staring at him in disbelief. “That’s a family secret. We’ve never told anyone that outside the family and you’re telling our enemy?”

      “She’s not our enemy,” Grant snapped back.

      “Oh, really?” Ryder said, shaking his head. “Is that why she has handcuffs around her wrist?”

      Grant took a deep breath, trying to calm the angry heat flushing through his body. He didn’t like anyone talking about Amélie like that, but his cousin did have a point. Many shifters had begged them to teach them that trick over the years, including Mack and Logan, and they had refused them all.

      “Oh my god,” Ryder said, his face dropping as he realized what was really happening. “You’re falling for this girl!”

      “No, I’m not,” Grant snapped back.

      “Yes, you are.”

      “You know me,” Grant said, shifting around uncomfortably. “I’m not going to even think about getting a girl before I can get the ranch’s finances in order.”

      Ryder laughed as he stared at him. “You can’t lie to me, cousin. You’re crushing on her. Big time.”

      “No, I’m not,” Grant answered with a sigh. “I just like hanging out with her. She’s funny and smart and I love hearing her accent. You should hear how she says my name. Grant. Grant. I could listen to it all day.”

      He caught himself and cringed when he saw the look on Ryder’s face.

      “So, you know…” Grant said, trying to recover. “Obviously, I’m keeping it professional. Definitely no feelings for me.”

      The door opened behind her and Amélie popped her head out. “Where do you keep the towels?”

      “Hall closet,” he answered, feeling his cheeks heating up. “Top shelf.”

      “Thanks, Grant,” she said as she closed the door with a smile.

      Ryder just shook his head. “I came to tell you that your mom is here.”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      “You better wipe that goofy grin off your face, cousin,” he said with a grin. “You may be fooling yourself, but there’s no way you’re going to fool your mother.”
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        * * *

      

      “Who is this?!?” Grant’s mom said, barely able to hide her huge grin when she saw Grant and Amélie walking over to the pool bar.

      She ran over and practically thrust her hand into Amelie’s stomach. “I’m Grant’s mother, but you can call me Dorothy.”

      Amélie smiled as she shook her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Amélie.”

      Grant had gotten Tempest to remove the handcuffs for the evening. He knew his mother wouldn’t have responded well to seeing that.

      “I love how she says it,” Dorothy said with a high pitched squeal. “Amélie. You are adorable!”

      “Mom…”

      “And where are you from, Amélie?” she asked, ignoring Grant’s warning. “How did you meet my son?”

      Amélie looked embarrassed with her cheeks blushing as she smiled shyly. “I’m from Quebec.”

      “Quebec!” Dorothy said like it was the most amazing thing she’d ever heard in her life. “How exotic!”

      “Exotic, Mom?” Grant said with a roll of his eyes. “It’s in Canada!”

      She grabbed Amélie’s arm and turned her back to him. “I’m talking to Amélie, thank you very much.”

      Amélie caught his eye and Grant mouthed a ‘sorry.’ She gave a wink back.

      “Did you know that Grant owns all of this?” she said, sweeping her arm around. “What a smart industrious young man he is.”

      “Really?” Amélie said, looking impressed. “Even those broken down cars over there?”

      “Yes!” Dorothy said, barely able to contain herself. “Even those! Come, we must get a drink and you can tell me all about how you met my son. I want to hear everything.”

      Grant followed closely as Dorothy dragged her to the bar. They each grabbed a bar stool as Grant walked behind the bar and started making them drinks.

      Mack and his father Bert were at the grill arguing over the temperature and Logan and Bryce were already at the bar.

      “I just love your hair,” Dorothy said, running her hand down Amélie’s wavy blonde hair. “Grant, don’t you just love her hair?”

      “It’s very nice hair,” Grant said, starting to panic. He knew his mother had wanted a daughter-in-law and grandkids, but he didn’t realize she had wanted one this badly.

      Grant handed Amélie and his mother each a glass of white wine. His mother took it without saying thank you or even taking her eyes off of her new obsession.

      “So, tell me,” she said as she swirled her wine glass around. “How did you two meet? And don’t leave out any details. Was it love at first sight?”

      Ever the pain in the ass, Bryce thought that this was a good time to speak.

      “Love at first sight?” Bryce said, looking confused. “You know she’s our prisoner, right?”

      Dorothy jerked her head back. “What?”

      Mack seemed to overhear and he quickly tried to diffuse the situation. “Dorothy, can we get you over here? We need a tiebreaker to test the temperature.”

      “It’s called a thermometer,” she shouted back, never taking her eyes off of Amélie.

      “Thermometers are for pussies,” Bert said, shaking his head.

      “What did Bryce say about her being your prisoner?” Dorothy asked as she slowly turned to Grant. He cringed and started to panic under his mother’s scrutinizing gaze. He had never been very good at lying to her. The first time he realized that was when he was six years old and she had asked him if he had broken the lamp. He said no and then immediately burst into tears.

      “Grant,” she said in her no-fucking-around tone. “Is she your prisoner?”

      “Of course not,” Amélie said with a laugh. “He was trying to say prisonée. It’s French for date.”

      “Oh,” Dorothy said taking a breath of relief at the same time that Grant did. “Prisonée. How exotic!”

      “Dorothy!” Bert called out again. “We need your culinary expertise. My son doesn’t know the first thing about barbecues. He must have been switched in the hospital.”

      “I know the flames have to be hotter than this!” Mack snapped back. “And I know that your head would fit nicely inside this barbecue, old man.”

      Bert let out a deep laugh. “Nope. He definitely wasn’t switched in the hospital. This asshole must be my son.”

      “You’ll have to excuse me for a moment,” Dorothy said as she slid off the barstool. “These two will kill each other if I don’t intervene. Don’t go anywhere! I’ll be back in a minute.”

      She hurried away with her glass of wine and Grant leaned across the bar to get closer to his prisonée.

      “Thank you for saving me,” he whispered.

      Amélie blushed as she took a sip of wine, her eyes staying on him as she drank. “I didn’t want to break her heart. She seems so sweet.”

      “I think you have to work on your English,” Grant said with a laugh. “The word you’re looking for is annoying.”

      Amélie playfully swatted his arm. “She’s sweet. She just wants you to find a girl and start a family. What’s so bad about that?”

      Watching how Amélie’s face was lit up in the warm glow of the setting sun, Grant couldn’t answer her. Settling down didn’t seem so bad if he could do it with a girl as amazing as her.

      She looked beautiful in one of Tempest’s summer dresses. The yellow flowers on it really made her stunning gray eyes with a touch of green pop even more.

      “Have you ever thought of… settling down and starting a family?” she asked, looking at the wine in her glass.

      “Recently I have,” Grant said honestly. “But it’s a hard time for me. I have other stuff to focus on.”

      “I know what you mean,” she said, looking up at him.

      “Would you like to have kids and a family one day?”

      She nibbled at her bottom lip as she looked back down at her glass. “I always wanted to,” she said softly. “It was always the plan, but now…”

      “But now what?” he asked when she didn’t continue.

      She took a deep breath and straightened on the barstool. “Now, I’m not sure of anything. I’m afraid a traditional way of life is no longer an option for me.”

      “Why?” he asked, leaning a little closer. “You’re an amazing woman. You can do whatever you want to do. You don’t have to work for the bad guys.”

      Her shoulders dropped and she turned on the barstool, suddenly looking like she was going to start crying.

      Grant straightened up, feeling awful. “I didn’t mean…”

      “It’s okay,” she said, taking a deep breath to compose herself. She hopped off the barstool and forced out a smile at him. “I’m just going to freshen up before dinner.”

      Grant nodded. “Of course.”

      He kept his eye on her as she walked back to his cabin to use the bathroom.

      Everything was going so well. Why the hell did you have to say that?

      He dropped his head and sighed. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, he did have a crush on this girl. How could he not? She was perfect.

      “Grant?” Bryce asked.

      He turned to the kid with a sigh. Logan had a smirk on his face as he watched.

      “Does prisoner really mean date in French?” he asked. “Is she your new girlfriend?”

      Logan just shook his head.

      “Do me a favor, Bryce?” Grant said. “Drink your lemonade and keep your mouth shut for the rest of the night.”

      Logan laughed as Bryce looked around, clearly confused. “What did I say?”

      “This is what happens when we let Mack teach someone how to socialize,” Logan said, slapping a hand on the teenager’s back. “From now on do the opposite of what Mack does.”

      The two started bickering as Grant leaned back on the bar and stared at Amélie’s drink, counting the seconds until she returned.
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      Amélie took a deep breath as she splashed some cold water onto her face. For a second there outside, it actually felt like a date.

      It felt like she was meeting Grant’s mother under different circumstances, and the worst part was, she had been actually enjoying herself.

      “That kind of life is finished for you,” she whispered to the reflection in the mirror. “Dates and boys and their fawning mothers were a part of a different lifetime. You’re in a different world now and if you want to ever see your mother and your sister again, you must focus.”

      She turned her wrist and looked down at the tattoo inked onto her skin. Après moi, le déluge. “After me, the flood.”

      The real words were too scary to say out loud. The flood was the death of her family. Well, what was left of it.

      She had planned to become Grant’s friend over the past three days to gain his trust and get his guard down so she could finally steal the wand and bring it to General Hunt, but the more she hung out with Grant and got to know the guy, the more she started to become her old self.

      Amélie had thought that her old self was dead. Gone when her father was shot.

      But now she wasn’t so sure. Glimpses of herself were starting to slip back in. Whenever she caught Grant stealing a glance at her, it made her feel like the young awkward high school girl who had caught her crush Brad Jenkins watching her in Math class.

      When they rode in the car together, talking and joking around, it felt like she was back in Montreal driving down Saint-Catherine’s street with a fun date.

      Even tonight, dressed up in a flowery print summer dress with a bit of color in her cheeks, she felt free like she was back home at a fun summer barbecue with her friends.

      “There will be time for that girl when you get home safely with your family,” she whispered to herself. “But right now, I need assassin Amélie.”

      She only had three days to get to the facility with the wand before General Hunt’s deadline. She still had to steal it and escape this crew of lion shifters who wouldn’t give it up without a fight. After that, she had to make her way through the mountains and find the facility which could all take a couple of days.

      She had to quit screwing around and having fun with Grant. Every time she enjoyed a drink while talking to him, Elodie was locked up somewhere fearing for her life. Every time they laughed while driving somewhere, was a moment her mother was terrified for her daughters.

      It was time to get serious and plan to steal the wand. All of their guards were down now, especially Grant’s. Hell, she didn’t even have her handcuffs on anymore and he had let her go to the bathroom by herself.

      She clenched her jaw as she stared at the hard eyes in the mirror and made a plan. She would be fun tonight. She’d pretend to enjoy herself and joke around as if she was one of them. She’d charm Grant’s mother and try to get everyone drunk. Once the night was over, and everyone was passed out, she would sneak out of the window, steal the wand from Tempest in any way she had to, and then escape.

      It had to be tonight.

      Amélie ran her fingers over the tattoo of the family of birds on her shoulder and nodded. I’m coming, guys. Hold tight.
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        * * *

      

      “It was a pleasure meeting you,” Dorothy said as she vigorously shook Amélie’s hand. “A real, real pleasure. I hope that we get to meet again real soon.”

      “Me too,” Amélie said politely.

      “Really?” Dorothy said looking eager. “I know a great little sandwich shop in town. I’m free tomorrow at lunch if you want to—”

      “Okay, Mom,” Grant said as he took her by the shoulders and gently led her away. “It’s time to go.”

      Amélie laughed as Dorothy dug her heels into the ground and looked over her shoulder. “Their roast beef sandwiches will make you think you died and gone to—”

      “You’re only going one place,” Grant interrupted. “Home.”

      He picked her up and carried her the rest of the way to the car while Amélie giggled.

      The wine had been flowing throughout the dinner and she had drunk a little too much for someone who was supposed to be on mercenary duty.

      The truth was she had a great night—the best night in a long time—and she was sad for it to end. Logan, Mack, and Bryce had just headed off to bed, and Ryder and Tempest were following.

      “Goodnight, Amélie,” Ryder said as he walked past her. She smiled at him as a pang of guilt struck her. These people were being so nice to her, especially considering she had tried to kill them only a few days ago.

      They were good people and ones that she would have been proud to call friends in her former lifetime. In this lifetime, she didn’t have the luxury of having friends.

      “Goodnight, ma belle,” Tempest said, shooting her a wink. “You look so damn good in that dress. How am I ever going to wear it again?”

      Amélie smiled as her cheeks heated up. “I’m sure you look even more radiant in it.”

      Tempest laughed. “Yeah right. I know the French like wine, but how much did you drink?”

      “Enough to be telling the truth.”

      Tempest chuckled. “Best prisoner ever. Tomorrow I have a low cut top that would look stunning on you.” She leaned in close. “It should drive Grant crazy,” she whispered with a grin.

      Amélie couldn’t help but smile. “Goodnight,” she said, shutting Tempest down before she made her start blushing even more.

      Tempest hurried to catch up with her man and Amélie’s eyes narrowed on the red wand that was sticking out of her bun. Her pulse started to race as she stared at it.

      That was her freedom right there.

      That little red stick was everything.

      “Sorry about her,” Grant said, making her jump when he returned out of nowhere. “She can get… carried away.”

      “She’s sweet.”

      “Thanks for playing along with the whole prisonée thing,” he said with his eyes shining. “Bryce can be a bit of a dolt sometimes.”

      “It was fun,” Amélie answered, not lying one bit.

      “Well,” Grant said, looking around. “You must be tired, so…”

      “I’m not tired,” Amélie blurt out. She knew that once they went to bed, she would probably never see him again, and she wasn’t quite ready for that yet.

      “Oh,” he said, looking pleasantly surprised. “Want to have a drink?”

      She looked up at him and smiled. “I would love a drink.”

      He offered his arm and she wrapped hers around it, enjoying the feel of his hard muscles as they walked to the bar under the light of the moon.

      “Sounds like your mom really wants you to settle down,” Amélie said as Grant walked behind the bar to get some drinks.

      “You think?” he said with a laugh. “What would you like?”

      “What are you having?”

      “Beer.”

      “A beer sounds good.”

      He grabbed two out of the mini-fridge and walked back around the bar, sitting on the barstool next to hers.

      They sipped their beers as the soft music played over the speakers.

      “So, why haven’t you?” she asked.

      “Settle down?” He exhaled long and hard. “I have to get this ranch in order first.  I don’t have time to focus on anything else.”

      “You should make time,” she said as she watched him.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “You have a lot to offer a girl, and I’m not just talking about the ranch. You’re sweet, Grant. You’d make a great husband and a terrific father. It would be a shame to waste that.”

      “You do realize I’m holding you prisoner, don’t you?” he asked with a chuckle.

      “Only because I tried to kill you,” she said with a smile. “I kind of had it coming.”

      They each took a sip of their beers, letting the silence linger between them.

      “You’ve been nothing but nice to me even when you didn’t have to be,” she whispered, suddenly ashamed of her actions. “It was sweet when you brought me breakfast on our first morning. I’m sorry I kicked it into your face.”

      He smiled as he watched her with a gentle softness in his eyes. “Don’t worry about it,” he said with a grin. “Who knew that egg yolk is a surprisingly good facial cleanser?”

      “You know…” Amélie whispered as she looked down at her lap. “I’m not normally like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like this,” she said, snapping her eyes back up. “Like a feral animal trying to kill everything in sight.”

      “Oh,” he said with a grin. “Like that.”

      “It’s just… this is not me. I’m not like this.”

      “Amélie,” he said softly as he took her hand in his. “What’s going on? You can tell me.”

      Maybe it was the alcohol or the soft music or the comforting feel of his hand or just the warmth of his presence, but before she knew it there were tears spilling out of her eyes as long held-in words spilled out of her mouth.

      “General Hunt has my family,” she said as she sobbed. “My mother and sister are imprisoned and unless I get that wand, they’re going to die. He’s going to kill them.”

      “Whoa,” he said, his face dropping. “Start at the beginning.”

      She took a deep breath and told him about her family’s trip to Las Vegas. Her father had gotten a big bonus at work and as a little celebration, he brought the four of them to Vegas for a week. They were having a great time until they got tickets to a magic show and the magician brought a tiger onto the stage. Amélie’s panther didn’t respond well and was fighting to get out. She had burst through the emergency exit just in time for her panther to explode out of her in the alley.

      Nobody had seen—at least that’s what she had thought—but the next day while visiting the Grand Canyon, General Hunt and his men pulled up beside them in a military vehicle and took all four of them.

      “He wanted me to do things,” Amélie said, squeezing her eyes shut as the horrible memories replayed in her head. “He wanted me to go places and kill people I never even met. I refused at first, but General Hunt can be very persuasive. They don’t call him The Angel of Death for nothing.”

      “What happened?”

      “He wanted me to fly to Sri Lanka and murder some chieftain, but I refused.” Her heart was pounding in her chest as every horrific detail came flooding back. “So, he brought my father into the room… and he shot him in the back of the head. Just like that, the man who raised me and taught me half of what I know, was dead.”

      Grant had his big strong arms wrapped around her, comforting her as she sobbed on his chest. After a minute, she pulled away, took a deep breath and composed herself.

      “He said that my mother and sister were next if I didn’t obey his every word. And I believed him. He didn’t even hesitate with my father. He was nothing to him. Just a pawn to be used in his game.”

      “How long has this been going on?” Grant said as he held her hand tight.

      “About a year and a half,” she said, wiping her eyes. “He wants that red wand. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I tried to hurt you. He told us that the person who brings him that wand will be able to go free. Them and their family.”

      “That’s why you were fighting so hard,” Grant whispered. “You were fighting for them.”

      “I was,” she said, feeling her stomach drop. “But I was fighting on the wrong side. I’m ashamed of myself. It kills me to think that I could have hurt one of you. You’ve all been so nice when you didn’t have to be.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” he said, cupping her cheek with his hand. Amélie let out a faint moan as she leaned into it. “Why does he want the wand?”

      “It’s magic. Who wouldn’t want that? General Hunt is obsessed with gaining power, and he is completely corrupted by it. He’ll get it in any way that he can and he’s probably looking at that magic wand as another tool to get more of it.”

      “Can you tell me anything else about him?” Grant asked. “It’s not our first run-in with the General.”

      “He collects shifters,” she said, remembering the time she walked through the experimental facility. There were shifters in prison, hooked up to machines, being tortured in the name of science. “He experiments on them and turns them into monsters. He takes the ones they kill during their experiments and brings them back as cyborgs. He torments the animals and turns them into crazed killers. All-around nice guy as you can imagine.”

      The song ended and another started as they both stared into the darkness, lost in thought.

      Finally, Grant took her hand and looked into her eyes. “We can help you, Amélie.”

      She pulled her hand away and dropped her eyes. “Nobody can help me.”

      “I can,” Grant said. “My crew will help. I know it. We can save your family.”

      “You don’t know this guy,” she said, shaking her head. “You’ll go in to fight him and you’ll come out as just another pawn in his plans. He’ll kidnap your mother, he’ll burn the whole town of Redemption Creek down if he has to, just to get you to bend his knee to him.”

      “You don’t know what we’re capable of,” Grant said, desperate to help. It was sweet to offer, but Amélie knew that she was the only one who could look out for her family. It was all on her. Après moi, le déluge.

      “I can’t risk it,” she said, shaking her head as fresh tears came to her eyes.

      “So, what?” he asked. “You’re just going to be his slave for the rest of your life? You’ll just kill anyone he points a finger at?”

      Amélie swallowed hard as she dropped her eyes. “As long as he has my family, yes.”

      “Then let’s get your family,” he said, straightening his back. “Do you know where they are?”

      “It’s no use,” she said, trying to make him see. “It will never work.”

      “So, what now?” he said, shrugging his round shoulders.

      “I’m your prisoner. You tell me.”

      “Not anymore,” he said with a sigh. “You’re free to leave.”

      “I am?”

      He took a deep breath and ran his hand over his shaved head. “The keys are in that pink Hornet over there. You’re welcome to take it.”

      “I can’t take your car.”

      “Trust me, you’d be doing me a favor,” he said with a sad laugh. “Just be careful, the brakes are shit. If you’re trying to stop while rolling down a hill… well, good luck.”

      Grant downed the rest of his beer and stood up.

      “I hope that you’ll stay,” he said as he cupped her cheek one last time. “I can help you. We can help you. The shifters of Redemption Creek stick together and we’re capable of some pretty amazing things too.”

      He leaned down and kissed her softly on the lips.

      “I’ll get the wand from Tempest,” he said as he looked at her for the last time. “I’ll leave it on my porch if you decide to go. But if General Hunt is as ruthless as you say he is, he probably won’t ever let your family go. You’re too valuable to him, and it’s too much of a risk to release any of you at this point.”

      Amélie licked her tingling lips as she wondered how she could go through her life without another one of those beautiful kisses.

      He turned to leave, but then stopped.

      “If you leave,” he whispered in a soft voice. “Know that I don’t blame you and I won’t hold it against you. I just want you to know that I’ve never met anyone as lovely as you.”

      He gave her one last sad look and then walked away, leaving her thoughts spinning.
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      Grant was lying in bed with his head on the pillow, but there was no way he was going to sleep. Not tonight.

      How could he when it was the last night that he might see Amélie?

      As he promised, he retrieved the wand from Tempest and placed it on his porch. Tempest would be furious when she found out in the morning, but he would try with everything he had to get it back for the newest bounty hunter. Amélie and her family were just much more important than any object.

      The beautiful girl was still sitting on the bar, staring up at the stars when he went inside, closed the door, and slipped into bed.

      His stomach was in knots as he imagined what her life must have been like these last few years. Watching her family lose their freedom, watching her father lose his life. The things she was forced to do, the pure heart full of goodness she was forced to harden. It was all so sad, and it made Grant want to find General Hunt so he could introduce him to his lion.

      The waiting was torture. He hoped that Amélie would make the right decision and come to him—let him help her and her family—but he wouldn’t blame her if she took the wand and left. Her mother and sister’s lives were at stake. It was a lot to gamble on a promise from a half bankrupt bounty hunter who ran a pack of misfits.

      He twisted around in bed and sighed as he stared up at the ceiling, wondering what she was doing, what she was thinking now. Was she already gone?

      It was a full moon tonight and the light was shining in through the window lighting up his cracked ceiling.

      She was a true panther shifter and was able to move without making a sound. He learned that the first night with her when he woke up and she was already in his room. She had broken the lamp over his head, but tonight, if she left, she was going to break something more tender inside him.

      He was remembering how good she felt in his arms on the day of the racetrack when he heard the creaking of the steps that led to his wooden porch. She was outside of his door, but what was she going to do?

      Was she there for the wand or was she there for him?

      He laid there with his chest tightening as he waited. And waited.

      Finally, the front door slowly opened. He turned and stared at the wall, keeping his back to the door as she walked in and leaned against the doorframe.

      He took a few slow breaths before speaking. “Is this a goodbye call?

      His restless body filled with dread as he waited for her answer.

      “Would you be disappointed in me if it was?”

      “No. But I’d be heartbroken.”

      “Then you better turn around.”

      Grant took a deep breath and slowly turned around. Amélie looked like a goddess in the moonlight, standing there in her beautiful summer dress. Her hands were empty. No wand.

      But what did that mean?

      “Are you staying?” Grant asked, feeling a hopefulness bottle up in his chest.

      Amélie didn’t answer. She just slowly reached behind her back and unzipped her dress. Grant pushed up onto an elbow and watched with hungry eyes as she took one strap down, then the other.  He swallowed hard as she let the dress drop down to the floor.

      Grant could feel his heartbeat practically pounding out of his chest as he watched her step out of the dress. She was wearing nothing but a pair of lacy panties.

      His cock hardened to the point of pain as he tore his eyes off of her beautiful face and gazed down at her pert breasts with her hard pink nipples.

      Without a word, she walked over to the bed, stopping at the foot of it as she looked down at him with a seductive look. He wanted to reach for and bring her into his embrace. He wanted to do all of the dirty things to her that were racing through his mind. But instead, he just watched with hungry eyes as she slid her fingers into the waistband of her panties and pushed them down her long slender legs.

      His eyes roamed down her body to the sexy strip of hair that led to her glistening pussy. His cock was so hard it felt like it was going to explode as she climbed onto the bed and crawled toward him.

      She looked gorgeous in the moonlight with her wavy blonde hair draped over her shoulders. Grant inhaled deep as she approached. She smelled as delicious as she looked.

      “You’re staying?” he whispered as her mouth came close to his.

      She didn’t answer. She just pressed her soft wet lips to his, kissing him long and hard in a passionate kiss.

      He parted his lips and felt the tip of her silky tongue brush against his. She moaned into his mouth as his wandering hands slid up her ribs to cup her perky breasts.

      “You better be staying,” he moaned as her hand slid under the blanket and over his throbbing shaft. “It will kill me if you leave.”

      “I’ll stay,” she said as she stroked his hard length up and down. “If you’ll take me.”

      He grinned as he grabbed her by the waist with his strong hands, picked her up and brought her onto him until she was straddling his hard cock. “I’ll take you,” he said in a growl.

      She grinned, looking excited for it.

      Grant’s eyes slowly closed as she began grinding her hips, pressing her pussy onto his cock. He moaned as he felt her wetness soaking through his boxer briefs.

      “Mmmm,” he groaned as she picked up the pace.

      Her skin was so smooth and he was enjoying every inch of it as he slid his palms up her stomach and onto her breasts. He cupped them, making her perfect little nipples get as hard as two little diamonds.

      His long thick shaft was parting her wet folds as she slid up and down his length. Grant sat up and wrapped his arms around her as he buried his face between her breasts. He cupped one as he kissed the other, traveling along the exquisite curve with his tongue until he circled up to the tip. Amélie moaned and ran her hands over his shaved head as he took her nipple into his mouth and swirled his tongue around it, teasing her and making her breathless.

      He switched to the other breast and then laid back down, wanting to taste the rest of her.

      Amélie’s eyes were clouded over with lust as she pressed her palms on his abs and rocked back and forth on his cock.

      He gently grabbed under her thighs and lifted her up. She whimpered in shock and despair at losing her new toy, but the whimpers quickly turned to moans as Grant lowered her pussy onto his face.

      She was so wet and her juices poured down over his mouth and chin as he buried his tongue deep inside her.

      “Oh, comme ça,” she moaned. “Continue comme ça.”

      Grant didn’t know what the hell she was saying, but listening to her speak French was driving him even crazier. He slid his tongue up her warm slit and then swirled it around her opening before dragging it back up to her clit.

      Grant slid a finger inside and groaned at her tightness as she squeezed her breasts and pinched her nipples.

      Every flick of his tongue sent her body shaking with convulsions. She gasped and moaned at every long slow lick of his tongue, every kiss of his lips.

      He wrapped his lips around her clit and sucked as her deep moans began to turn into light cries. She was close to coming and Grant was determined to get her there.

      “Oui,” she gasped as he licked her harder, faster, increasing the pace with every sweep of his tongue. “Oui! Oui!”

      Her back arched as she grabbed onto his headboard and shook with a violent intensity. She was coming. Hard.

      Grant slowed his pace as she rode the warm wave, slowly rocking her hips on his face as she closed her eyes and breathed in nice and deep.

      When the last of it was over, she swung her leg back from over his head and dropped her head on the pillow.

      “Wow,” she said as she placed a hand over her eyes. “Wow.”

      Grant wasn’t about to quit just yet. He was just getting started.

      He leaned over her and kissed a trail from her earlobe, down her neck, and onto her chest. Her nipples hardened once again as he kissed every inch of them while he gave her a second to recover.

      When he waited long enough, he slid a hand over her inner thigh, spread her legs, and then climbed between them.

      “Yes,” she moaned as he grabbed his hard cock and pressed it to her warm tunnel. “Je veux te sentir profondément.”

      Grant slowly slid inside, grimacing when he felt how tight she was. She felt like pure heaven as he filled her with one slow, agonizing stroke.

      Amélie clawed at his shoulders and gritted her teeth as he pushed all the way in until his hard pelvis was pressing against her engorged clit.

      This girl had really got to him over the past couple of days. At first, he had been confused as to why she had such an intense effect on him, but it was beginning to make sense. She was incredible in every way. Why wouldn’t he be falling for her?

      He grabbed under her knees and brought her legs up as he pumped deeper into her with every stroke. Her beautiful face was all twisted up in a mix of pleasure and agony as he drove his hard cock deep inside her.

      He watched her writhing on the bed, hoping that she’d never leave. He wanted her to stay with him forever so they could do this every night and every morning. How could he ever go to sleep alone again? How could he ever lay down in this bed without her by his side?

      Grant didn’t want to think about any of that now. He just wanted to focus on every inch of the perfect girl under him so he pushed the questions out of his mind and thrust his hips even harder.

      Amélie was arching her back and gripping the sheets with every deep pump of his hips. “Continuer,” she gasped as he wrapped his arms around her and thrust with everything that he had.

      Grant felt it building inside of him. The tightness was growing stronger and more powerful as it surged forward, threatening to overtake his body in a crushing orgasm.

      Amélie was teetering on the edge too, and they both succumbed at the same moment as Grant thrust in deep.

      He let out a roar as the mind-shattering orgasm erupted through him, shaking him to his core. He couldn’t move, he couldn’t breathe. He shut his eyes against the spinning room as Amélie clutched his body—the only anchor that was keeping her from drowning.

      The intensity eased with every second that passed until they could both breathe again. He dropped on the bed beside her and she quickly crawled into his embrace.

      “Wow is right,” he said in a breathless tone as he wrapped his arm around her and pulled her even closer.

      Grant knew in that moment that he’d walk through fire for this girl. He would march into General Hunt’s base and face down a whole platoon of mercenary shifters for her. He would kill for her. He would die for her.

      He would demand that of himself, but not from his crew.

      They each had to make their own decision on what to do, but his decision was already made. He was determined to save her family.

      But what would his crew do?
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      “Oh my god,” Tempest said, looking horrified. “And I here I thought you were just some kind of psycho bitch. I didn’t realize you were doing all of this to protect your family.”

      “I’m sorry I attacked you all,” Amélie said, still embarrassed about her aggressive behavior on the morning that they had first met. “That wasn’t me.”

      “That’s too bad,” Tempest said with a grin. “I kind of liked the psycho bitch version of you.”

      Amélie laughed. “Maybe that was a little bit me.”

      It was nice of the crew to be so forgiving. Grant and her had sat them down and just explained to them the situation she was in. She wasn’t expecting any help from them, she just wanted them all to understand why she had tried to kill them.

      She liked them all and didn’t want to be seen as a prisoner in their eyes anymore. She wanted to be seen as a friend.

      “This General Hunt is starting to piss me off,” Mack said, already breathing heavily. “He’s asking for a Smack Down in Mack Town.”

      Amélie grinned. It would be a lot less scary bursting in with these guys at her back.

      “Is that your new catchphrase?” Logan asked, laughing at his friend.

      “Yeah,” Mack said with a nod. “Do you like it?”

      Logan grinned. “Not bad. Better than your last one.”

      “What was his last one?” Tempest asked.

      Logan started laughing and once he started, he could barely speak. “It was… it was Back Off or Mack will Whack You Off.”

      Amélie tried to fight back her smile as everyone burst out laughing. Everyone except for Mack who was getting angrier by the second.

      “I meant whack as in hit,” he said, getting flustered. “Not as in… never mind.”

      “Anyway,” Grant said when the laughter started to die down. “General Hunt will be back. He wants Tempest’s magic wand and he won’t stop at anything to get it.’’

      “My wand?” Tempest said, looking outraged. “What does he want with it?”

      “I wish I knew,” Amélie answered, “but I don’t know. I didn’t ask too many questions while I was there.”

      She noticed that Ryder was watching his cousin closely. So far he hadn’t said a word.

      “What’s the plan?” he finally asked, looking at Grant.

      “That’s what I want to talk to you guys about,” Grant said, dropping his eyes to the picnic table. They had just finished breakfast outside. “I’m going with her.”

      Ryder shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Where?”

      Grant took a deep breath as he rubbed his chin. “Amélie’s family is in trouble and I promised to help her get them out.”

      “You’re going to break them out?” Logan asked.

      “We’re going to break them out,” Ryder corrected. “He’s our alpha and we’re going with him.”

      “Ryder,” Grant said, putting a hand on his tattooed arm. “We can use any help that we can get, but you’re not deciding for them.” He looked around the table at each of his crew members. “None of you have to come with us. It’s going to be very dangerous and we all saw the kind of power that the General has at his disposal. Anti-shifting serum darts, enhanced shifters, a skin shifter, and that’s just what we know. Who knows what other kinds of surprises he has hidden up his sleeve?”

      “When you put it like that,” Mack said with a grin. “I’m definitely in.”

      “I’ll have to move my band practice around,” Logan said with a nod, “but I wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Me too,” Tempest said, wrapping her arm around Ryder’s. “If General Cunt wants my wand, I’ll let him have it. I’ll let him have the whole experience of it.”

      “I’m going too,” Bryce said, puffing out his scrawny chest.

      “No, you’re not,” Mack snapped, shooting the kid a fierce warning look. “No way.”

      “Why not?” he complained. “I’m ready. Grant, don’t you think I’m ready?”

      Grant watched the boy, studying him closely. “Mack is right. It’s too dangerous.”

      “But I can’t miss this,” Bryce whined. “Mack you had already fought a dragon shifter by the time you were my age!”

      “Yeah, but that’s me, twerp. I’m one of a kind.”

      “And he nearly died,” Logan added.

      Mack frowned as he turned to him.

      Logan grinned. “Nearly had his nuts burnt right off.”

      “But I didn’t,” Mack said, glaring at the guitar player. “I’ll show you.”

      He reached for his belt buckle and everyone yelled “No!” at the same time.

      “This is no place for a rookie,” Grant said to Bryce who was still desperate to join.

      “This is the major leagues, Bryce,” Ryder said. “And you’re still playing Pee Wee.”

      Bryce turned to Grant with a desperate look in his eyes. “Put me in, Coach,” he begged. “I’ll show you. I’m ready. My lion is ready. And if I die, then I’ll die doing what I love the most, fighting with my crew.”

      Grant looked at him long and hard, trying to decide what to do.

      “Mack,” he finally said, “are you going to be able to keep an eye on the kid?”

      “Boss,” Mack warned. “It’s not a good idea.”

      “Are you going to be able to watch him?” Grant repeated.

      Mack shook his head and sighed. “I’ll never take my eyes off him.”

      “Good.” Grant turned back to the thrilled kid who was about to get what he wanted. “You can come, but this is no game, Bryce. This is life and death.”

      “Thanks, Grant,” he said, shaking the alpha’s hand a little too eagerly. “I’ll be brave. You’ll see!”

      “I want you to be smart,” Grant said as his arm jerked up and down. “Normally, I would refuse but we need every pair of paws we can get. And besides, every superstar was once a rookie. Even Mack.”

      Amélie’s shoulders dropped as her eyes welled up with tears. These people were risking everything for her and her family. They didn’t have to, but they were.

      She felt so lucky and grateful to have found them.

      “Thank you all so much,” Amélie said, wiping her wet eyes. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

      “Thank us when we all get back safely,” Grant said. “With your family.”

      They spent the next hour making a plan. They needed a van to sneak into the facility and there was only one place they could get one. Too bad the guy who could lend it was not going to make it easy on them.

      Amélie smiled as they all got up. I can’t believe we might all be free today.

      She couldn’t wait to hug her sister and feel her mother’s arms wrap around her.

      “Well, General Cunt better get ready,” Logan said, flexing his arms. “Because we’re coming for him and Mack is going to jerk him off.”

      “Whack him,” Mack said, throwing his hands in the air as he shook his head in frustration. “You know I didn’t mean it like that. Asshole.”

      “Save all of that energy for later,” Grant said with a chuckle. “You’re going to need it.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, are you two like a thing now?” Tempest asked as she drove to the firehouse. Amélie and Grant were sitting in the back and Ryder was sitting in the passenger seat of the yellow Volkswagen Buggy. The rest of the boys were following in a car behind them.

      “Tempest!” Ryder snapped.

      “What?” she said with a shrug. “I’m curious.”

      “Yes,” Grant answered in a tone that was thick with finality. “We are a thing.”

      Amélie’s mouth curled up into a smile as she turned to him. They were a thing? She liked the sound of that.

      He smiled back at her as he reached across the seat and took her hand in his. A warm shiver rippled through her as she thought back to last night.

      The sex had been amazing. He had blown her mind last night, and this morning. She hoped this outing was going to go well for a lot of reasons, but she was also hoping it went well so they could do it again.

      “I can’t believe this is the plan,” Ryder said, shaking his head. “Jordy is such a prick. He’s never going to lend Logan his van.”

      “I’ll talk to Keaton,” Grant said. “Jordy might say no, but I think I’ll be able to get Keaton to override him. Alphas have an unspoken bond.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Ryder mumbled under his breath. He didn’t look too sure.

      Amélie watched with wide eyes as they pulled into the Redemption Creek firehouse. It was a gorgeous old-fashioned firehouse set against a spectacular view of the mountains. Her eyes roamed over the red brick and dark wooden beams up to the old watchtower that looked out over the town.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered as they turned the corner and the shiny firetruck came into view.

      “It was built in 1894,” Grant said, looking out the window to admire the charming building. “It’s full of history.”

      “It’s full of pricks,” Ryder muttered.

      “Ryder is not a fan of the firehouse,” Grant whispered. “They wouldn’t hire him.”

      Ryder whipped his head around and glared at them. “I didn’t want to work there. I only applied as a joke!”

      He huffed out a breath as he turned back, shaking his head as he looked out of the windshield.

      “It wasn’t a joke,” Grant whispered, making Amélie giggle.

      They all emptied out of the two cars, except for Ryder who stayed inside sulking.

      Amélie watched as five gorgeous firemen walked out of the building to greet them. Pricks or not, these guys were pure eye candy.

      One of the guys walked forward to greet Grant. He must be the alpha. Amélie could just tell by the commanding and assertive way that he carried himself. She recognized it because Grant carried himself in the same way.

      “Bounty Hunters,” the man said with a grin as he shook hands with Grant. “And this was looking like it was going to be a nice day.”

      Logan slapped hands with his friend who must have been Jordy, the lead singer in his band Predatone. He had long brown hair and a handsome face with slender features. He was wearing a tight white t-shirt with baggy firefighter pants and the heavy boots with the laces undone.

      Amélie could tell that girls must go wild when they see him singing on stage. In another life, she might have been one of them.

      The guys all chatted for a bit until Grant cut to the chase. “We need your help,” he said. The boys quieted as all eyes turned to Grant.

      “We’re not hiring Ryder,” Jordy said with a grin.

      Ryder rolled the window down a crack and put his mouth to it. “I applied as a joke. I don’t want a job here!”

      “It’s not that,” Grant said. He turned to Jordy who took a step back under the alpha’s stare. “We need your van.”

      “Ha!” Jordy said, slapping his muscular thigh. “Good one!”

      “It’s not a joke,” Grant said. “We’re pretty desperate here.”

      “Why, do you need a couch moved or something? Get this guy to do it,” he said, pointing at Mack.

      “It would mean a lot to us,” Logan said, trying to make his bandmate see.

      “Not as much as my van means to me,” Jordy said, glancing over his shoulder at his van. “I bought it to move the band’s equipment around. It’s brand new.”

      “I’ll take good care of it,” Logan promised.

      “Like you take good care of your guitars?” he said with a huff. “I’ve seen how you take care of your stuff. You use your guitar as a goddamn paddle when you’re floating on that ridiculous pink flamingo floaty in your pool!”

      They didn’t have time for this so Grant took Keaton to the side to talk quietly.

      Amélie stood there uncomfortably as she waited.

      “Hello,” a cute fireman with a nice smile said as he sidled up beside her. “What’s your name?”

      “Her name is alpha’s girlfriend,” Mack warned. “Leave her alone, Decker.”

      Decker’s eyes widened and he quickly scattered before Grant returned and saw him talking to her.

      A few minutes later, the two alphas returned.

      Keaton walked right up to Jordy and held out his hand. “Keys.”

      “What?” Jordy said, his face turning as white as his shirt. “You can’t be—”

      “Serious?” Keaton said with a warning look. “Make me ask again and I’ll show you how serious I am.”

      Amélie could tell that Jordy wanted to say something, but he begrudgingly kept his mouth shut, reached into his pocket, and grabbed his keys.

      He tossed them into his alpha’s hand and then frowned at all of them. “Not. One. Scratch on it,” he said before turning around with a huff and storming off inside.

      “You sure you don’t want us to come?” Keaton asked. “You might need some backup.”

      “Maybe,” Grant said, shaking his head. “This will work better if we keep it quiet. In and out quickly without making any waves.”

      Keaton handed over the keys and wished them luck.

      “Leave the cars here,” Grant said when the crew was alone by the van. “We’re all in the van from now on. Amélie’s driving.”

      Tempest and the boys jumped into the back as Grant handed her the keys.

      “Are you sure you won’t get stopped at the security gate?” he asked.

      “I’ll try my best,” she said, squeezing the keys in her hand until it hurt. “But you must be ready for anything.”

      “We will be,” he said, taking her in his arms.

      She looked up at his gorgeous golden eyes as he leaned down and kissed her. Her heart swelled as he finally pulled away and smiled at her before jumping in the back with the rest of the crew.

      Her relief at having Grant by her side was starting to turn to dread as she got behind the wheel.

      Just one more loved one for me to lose.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s in the van?” the security guard asked as she pulled up to the gate of the military facility where her family was being held captive.

      Amélie swallowed hard as she stared into his challenging eyes, trying not to look guilty or scared or worried or any of the other dozen emotions she was feeling at that moment.

      “It’s for General Hunt,” she said in a steady tone. “It’s classified.”

      “Where are your papers?” he asked.

      She squeezed her toes, trying to choke back the panic that was bubbling inside of her. If the security guard decided to look in the back of the van, they would all be completely fucked. Not to mention, her mother and sister would probably be executed. Maybe even in front of Amélie to teach her a lesson.

      “General Hunt didn’t give me any papers,” she said with a little more force in her tone. “He wants this package immediately and won’t be too happy if you hold it up any longer.”

      “What sort of package?”

      She stared him dead in the eyes. “The kind that’s classified.”

      He locked eyes on her, trying to get a read on her. Amélie gave him her best poker face back.

      This guy was a shifter like her. She could smell his buck hiding inside him.

      “Step out of the van,” he finally said.

      Câlisse.

      “Is this really necessary? I’m in a hurry to get this to Gener—”

      Dropping the General’s name didn’t work. He opened the driver’s door and stepped aside so she could step out.

      “Out,” he ordered. “Now.”

      Amélie took a deep breath and stepped out of the van. He took her arm with a hard grip and walked her to the back of the vehicle.

      Her heart was hammering in her chest as he stared at the black double doors.

      “Open it.”

      “But this is classif—”

      The security guard stepped forward and opened the two doors. He stepped back with a gasp when he saw Grant, Ryder, Tempest, Logan, Mack, and Bryce all squeezed in there, staring back at him.

      He quickly reached for his Walkie Talkie, as Grant held out his hand. “Wait!” he said with a gasp. “Wait. We’re here to kill the General.”

      The guard’s face turned from harsh to understanding as he stared back at Grant. He turned to Amélie and she nodded. “He has it coming, don’t you think?”

      The guard slowly stepped back and dropped his hand from the Walkie Talkie on his belt. He slowly looked around then walked back to the van and closed the two doors, nodding at Grant as he did it.

      “You’re free to pass through, miss,” he said to Amélie when it was just the two of them again.

      Amélie’s knees nearly buckled as relief flooded through her. She climbed back into the driver’s seat as he walked into his booth and hit the button that lifted the yellow and black boom gate.

      “You can find the General in building two,” he said, pointing to the largest of the four buildings. “If the alarm goes off, you can get in through the door on the roof. It’s the only one that doesn’t lock in an emergency.”

      “The doors lock during an emergency?”

      “In building two they do,” he answered. “They want to keep people in.”

      Amélie shuddered. “Thank you.”

      He nodded. “Good luck. You’re going to need it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Grant

      

      

      

      Grant took a breath of relief as the security guard closed the doors and sent them on their way. They almost lost their chance before they even started.

      Amélie drove the van for a minute and then she parked, shutting it off. “We’re here,” she whispered when she opened the back doors.

      It was so bright out in the afternoon sun. Maybe we should have waited until dark. But it didn’t matter. Grant knew the place was probably crawling with mercenary shifters who could see in the dark.

      They quickly climbed out of the van and looked around. They were in the back of a tall twenty-story or so building. There were no doors, only a metal fire escape that zigzagged up the side of the building to the roof.

      “Where do we go?” Logan asked, looking around. “Up there?”

      Just as they were about to climb onto the fire escape, two military soldiers came walking around the corner.

      “Hey!” one of them shouted. “What are you doing on there?”

      All seven of them froze and turned around.

      The two guards came rushing over with their hands on their guns. Grant hoped there were bullets in the cartridges and not the anti-shifting serum that would put their animals to sleep.

      “Keep your hands where we can see them,” the other guard shouted. “Let’s see your passes.”

      Amélie turned around with the sweetest smile Grant had ever seen. “I’m afraid we don’t have any passes. General Hunt has requested our presence immediately and there was no time to print them.”

      The younger guard’s hard face melted under Amélie’s smile. Grant didn’t blame him, his was doing the same thing.

      “I love your accent,” he said, instantly warming up to the girl. “France?”

      “Quebec,” she said, batting her eyelashes.

      Grant’s lion growled inside of him, jealous at the show. Easy, boy. You’re not helping.

      “I love French girls,” the guard said with a grin. “Voulez-vous coucher avec moi?”

      “J’aimerais mieux couper tes boules avec un couteau à beurre,” she answered with a smile.

      “What does that mean?” he asked.

      She shrugged her shoulders and grinned. “I’ll come see you after I meet General Hunt and you can find out.”

      The guy’s eyes widened as his cheeks blushed. “Well, let’s get you to your meeting,” he said, waving her forward. “Take the elevator. Come.”

      Amélie flashed Grant a nervous look and then followed the guys. They had preferred to take a more discreet path inside, but they didn’t have much of a choice now.

      Grant stayed close to his girl as they walked around the building and into the front. The entire first floor was enormous glass panels and they could see into the lobby of the building where people were scurrying around. Grant immediately sized up the security. There was a large desk along the right wall with about a dozen security guards that he could see. They all carried pistols and at least two of them had long automatic weapons slung over their shoulders.

      If things got violent, it was going to get ugly.

      He glanced over at Amélie who had both of the security guards eating out of her hand. She was flirting pretty hard and it took everything Grant had not to rip the lust-filled eyes out of the heads of the two guys who were gawking at his girl.

      “Thanks, guys,” Amélie said with a flip of her hair. “I think we can find it from here.”

      “Nonsense,” the young one said, not wanting to let her go just yet. “We’ll take you right up to his office.”

      She swallowed nervously and nodded. “Okay.”

      The young guard opened the door and held it open for them. Grant was the first one through, but stopped dead when the elevator binged opened and he saw who was inside.

      The shifters from Amélie’s old crew—Hardy, DeMarcus, Caelum and Irish—we’re walking out. Their eyes met and they stopped short, staring at Grant’s crew in disbelief.

      “Grab them!” Irish shouted as they exploded forward.

      “Shit!” Grant said as he turned and punched the young guard, cracking him on the jaw with a hard roundhouse. Man, that felt good! The guy dropped unconscious as Grant turned and rushed back out, pushing Mack who was behind him.

      Just as Grant left the doorway, the alarm started blaring and huge metal bars dropped down, covering the windows.

      Amélie knocked out the second guard with a punch as her old crew reached the large panes of glass. Hardy shattered a pane with one punch. Mack rushed forward and punched the grizzly bear shifter in the nose as they all grabbed onto the bars, trying to break them.

      “We can’t get in this way,” Amélie said, grabbing Grant’s arm. “The door on the roof should be open.”

      Grant looked back at the four shifters who were desperately trying to break the military grade metal bars that were blocking their way. They weren’t even making a dent in them.

      “Let’s go!” Grant shouted to Mack who was already picking up where he left off with Hardy, fighting him through the bars.

      He reluctantly let the grizzly bear shifter go and followed them around the corner and up the fire escape.

      Grant was leading the way, charging up the fire escape as his crew followed closely behind him. They climbed onto the roof and Grant headed straight for the only door.

      It burst open as he arrived and DeMarcus, the large black man who had a vicious polar bear hiding inside him, cracked him right in the nose with a hard punch.

      He stumbled back as blood poured down his face and into his mouth. He gritted his teeth, tasting metal as the three others came rushing out behind DeMarcus.

      Amélie immediately jumped between them. “Guys!” she shouted, trying to prevent the inevitable fight that was about to go down. “They’re here to help! We’re on the same side!”

      DeMarcus had his eyes locked on Tempest. “I’m getting that wand and freeing my son.”

      His son? General Hunt had his son captured?

      “We’re trying to free everyone!” Amélie cried, trying to make them see. “We’re trying to free your families too!”

      “I don’t know where my son is, but he isn’t here,” DeMarcus said. He hadn’t taken his eyes off the wand sticking out of the bun in Tempest’s hair. “There’s only one way to free him and it involves getting that red stick.”

      “You want it?” Tempest asked, pulling it out of her hair and pointing it at him. “Come and get it. I dare you.”

      DeMarcus let out a low growl as he narrowed his eyes on her.

      “But we’ll free them!” Amélie said, looking desperate. “If we can work together we can—”

      “There’s no freeing any of them, Frenchie,” Caelum the skin shifter said, looking at her with sadness in his eyes. “There’s nothing I want more than to see my girl Holly again, but it ain’t ever going to happen unless the General releases her. There are facilities like this all over the country. She could be in any one of them.”

      “But…” Amélie gasped, looking around as the hopelessness of it all dawned on her. All of these people were her friends, but there was no stopping them from tearing each other to pieces. It seemed to be inevitable.

      “They’re not going to help,” Mack said, slapping his shoulders as he pumped himself up for a fight. “They’re weak and afraid.”

      “Who you calling afraid?” Hardy the huge grizzly bear shifter said as he stepped forward with his massive arms flexed. “Let’s see how you react when they take your whole family.”

      “I wouldn’t join them,” Mack said with a snort. “I’ll tell you that much.”

      “Easy to talk big,” Hardy said as the two mountains started to approach each other. “Maybe it’s time to shut you up.”

      “Guys!” Amélie said, bursting between them. “Stop! Please!”

      Caelum rushed in and wrapped his arms around her waist, lifting her up and pulling her away. “You’re standing between two colliding trains, Frenchie.”

      Grant’s lion surged forward in a frenzy when he saw the skin shifter’s arms wrapped around his girl. “Drop her,” Grant hissed as he glared at the man.

      DeMarcus rushed Tempest, taking advantage of the fact that everyone was distracted. He lowered his shoulder to plow into her, but Ryder cut in front of her at the last second, taking the brunt of the hit. DeMarcus slammed into him and he flew back, slamming into Tempest and all three of them went down.

      Then it all exploded into chaos. Grant rushed Caelum, grabbed a leg and took him down as the skin shifter landed hard elbows on his head.

      Logan and Bryce jumped on the wolf shifter Irish, and Mack and Hardy started exchanging heavy blows once again.

      Grant fell to the ground on top of Caelum and the two of them were throwing punches as they grappled on the roof. He was fighting hard, but his mind was only on one thing. Where is she?

      Grant lifted his head and got an uppercut to the chin because of it, but he didn’t care. He had to see that Amélie was okay.

      He saw her just as she disappeared through the door into the building.

      “Wait!” he shouted. “Amé—”

      His vision went dark as Caelum landed an elbow to the side of his head.

      You have to fight back. You’re not going to help anyone if you’re unconscious.

      “Hand over the red stick,” Caelum said with a grunt as Grant wrestled with him on the ground. “Someone is going to get hurt.”

      “The General is powerful enough,” Grant said as he punched him in the ribs.

      Caelum grunted. “These guys won’t stop at anything to get it. Just hand it over so we don’t have to hurt you.”

      Grant rolled on top of the skin shifter then took a quick look around at the brawl that was erupting all around him. These guys were fighting like their lives—or the lives of their loved ones—were depending on it.

      Hardy and Mack were all over each other, exchanging powerful shots that Grant could feel in his chest, Tempest was trying to zap DeMarcus with the wand while Ryder fought with him, and Logan and Bryce were fighting Irish’s wolf.

      Easy, Bryce.

      The young lion was out and fighting recklessly against the wolf. They were thrashing around dangerously close to the edge of the tall building. He had to be careful because a fall from up there would kill anyone, even a fast healing shifter. There would be no healing from a fall from that height.

      “Argh!” Grant grunted as a sharp needle slammed into his stomach, spilling burning liquid into his blood. He grimaced as he looked down and saw a gun in Caelum’s hand. He had pulled it out and shot him when he was distracted with his crew.

      Grant slapped the gun out of his hand and it bounced along the roof, disappearing over the edge. “Fuck,” he grunted as he wrapped his hand around the dart that was sticking out of his stomach and yanked it out. He could feel the anti-shifting serum he had just been shot with, searing its way through his bloodstream, putting his lion to sleep.

      Come on, buddy. Fight it!

      He pushed his lion and tried to pull him to the surface, but the cat was as heavy and lazy as Sloth and sunk down into a deep sedated sleep.

      It was a bad time to lose your fiercest weapon.

      But Grant was pretty fierce himself. He arched up and squeezed his hands into fists as Caelum looked up at him with wide eyes. With gritted teeth, he let his fists fly, slamming them into the skin shifter’s face until Caelum’s eyes rolled in the back of his head, knocking him out.

      He pushed up to his feet and turned around, trying to see who needed help when he gasped. Logan was on his knees, looking dazed as he held his head while Bryce’s lion fought the nasty wolf. Tempest and Ryder had their hands full with DeMarcus, but it was Mack’s lion who needed the most help.

      The lion had his head lowered and was snarling at Hardy’s enormous grizzly bear. One eye was swollen shut and his golden mane was matted with sticky red blood. Grant hoped that it wasn’t Mack’s blood, but he wasn’t too sure. That grizzly bear was huge.

      Hang in there, Mack. I’m coming!

      Grant sprinted toward the two savage predators, leaving Caelum’s unconscious body behind.

      Mack’s lion reared back on his hind legs and pounced with a vicious growl, but Hardy’s bear was ready. He let loose a devastating heavy paw that smacked Mack right out of the air. He flew to the side and bounced along the roof toward the edge.

      “No!” Grant cried out as he dove toward him. He grabbed the thick skin on the back of the lion’s neck just as he sailed over the edge of the building.

      The momentum of the heavy lion threw Grant over as well, but at the last second, he reached up and grabbed the edge of the building with the tip of his fingers.

      “Don’t fucking move!” Grant hissed in a panic as he looked down. They were about twenty stories up, dangling over the edge of the building.

      He was holding Mack’s lion by the scruff on the back of his neck with one hand and hanging from the roof with the other.

      “I said don’t fucking move!” Grant hollered when Mack’s lion started thrashing around in terror.

      He didn’t have a strong grip on the roof—only holding on by his fingers—and the lion was heavy as shit!

      The anti-shifting serum was still circulating through his body, making him weaker by the second. His arms started to burn as he barely held on.

      “Okay, Mack,” he grunted as he looked down at the thrashing lion. God, that’s a long way down to the pavement.

      He closed his eyes, trying to push out the terrifying thoughts of what a fall like that would do to them, and focused on the task at hand.

      “I’m going to swing you up,” he said as he started to rock Mack’s lion back and forth.

      He clenched his jaw and squeezed his eyes shut as he started to swing Mack in a bigger and bigger arc.

      “Okay,” he said, once the lion was really swinging. “I’m going to throw you up. Get ready to catch the roof. Now!”

      He threw Mack up with everything he had as the lion swung up. “Argh!” he grunted as he released his scruff, sending him flying.

      The lion thrashed and flailed around wildly as he sailed up and then landed on the roof.

      “Oh, thank God,” Grant muttered to himself as he reached up with his other hand. He grabbed onto the roof and started to climb up. That was a close one.

      But his stomach dropped when he pulled himself up and saw what was waiting for him.

      Hardy’s grizzly bear and Mack’s lion were standing side by side in front of him like they were best friends. Both of the bloodthirsty animals had their eyes locked on him, snarling viciously as they waited for him to pull himself up.

      Grant looked under Mack’s legs and saw the skin shifter Caelum awake. His eyes were clouded over in a white haze.

      This situation had gone from Oh-my-God-this-is-bad to holy-fucking-shit-this-is-really-bad. Caelum was in total control of Mack’s vicious lion, and to make matters that much more bleak, Grant’s lion was sound asleep.

      He winced as both of the animal’s hot dank breath washed down and struck his face. They both lowered their enormous heads and growled, eager for him to arrive.

      Grant had no choice but to pull himself up and face them.

      He took a deep breath, said a little prayer, and pulled himself up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amélie

      

      

      

      Amélie sprinted down the stairs in a panic as the security alarm blared in her ears. The faster she found her family, the faster they could leave. She hated that her old friends were fighting her new friends, but there was nothing she could do about it now.

      Hopefully, they didn’t kill each other.

      She felt bad leaving without Grant, but he had his hands full with Caelum and she didn’t have time to wait around. She had to protect her family at all costs, even if that meant leaving the man she was beginning to love.

      She raced down the stairwell onto the top floor and looked through the window in the door. The large room seemed to be some kind of experimental laboratory. Sleeping shifters were hooked up to large white machines and there were scientists in white lab coats walking around and writing down the readings on the monitors.

      A cold shiver snaked through Amélie when she spotted a girl who looked to be about her age lying on a bed with no sheets. Her wrists and ankles were strapped to the metal bars and she was thrashing around, trying to get free while some scientists injected her with a red substance.

      The whole place had a disturbing ominous vibe from the hair-raising screams of the test subjects to the sinister hum of the machines, and Amélie was glad to keep moving.

      She continued down to the next floor and then the next until she stumbled upon a dank floor with a putrid smell. She held her breath as she opened the door and looked down the hall. Several doors lined the hallway like prison cells.

      The alarm was still shrieking, keeping the guards on full alert, including the one who was standing in the hall. He quickly drew his gun when he saw her and fired twice without even a word of warning.

      One bullet tore through her right shoulder, searing its way through her flesh. She gritted her teeth and grunted as the second bullet cut through her right bicep. The hot pain exploded through the right side of her body as warm blood leaked down her arm.

      The guard lowered the gun for a second, but when she didn’t drop to the floor, he raised it to shoot again.

      “Not this time,” she grunted as she pushed forward, racing down the hall toward him.

      His eyes widened as she came barreling down on him, leaping through the air in a flying kick. Those wide eyes shut real fast once her heel connected with his chin.

      He flopped to the floor in an unconscious heap, and Amélie wasted no time grabbing the access card off of his belt.

      She ran to the first door and slid the card through the slot. The light beeped on and the door swung open.

      “Mom?” she called out as she stuck her head inside. “Elodie?”

      Two little girls were huddled in the corner, staring at her with wide terrified eyes. It was a prison cell alright. The tiny room had nothing but a toilet in the corner, a mattress with no sheets, and an old black and white TV from the seventies that had a cracked screen.

      Three mice were on the piled trays in the corner, licking the dirty plates. They scattered when Amélie walked into the room.

      “I’m here to help,” she said softly. “Not to hurt you.”

      The young girls just huddled closer together, shaking as she knelt down in front of them.

      “I’ll come back for you,” she promised. “But first I need to know where my mother and sister are. Do you know a girl named Elodie? She has blonde hair like mine.”

      The younger girl raised her head from behind her sister’s arm and nodded. She was clutching an old ragged doll to her chest. “Elodie is my friend. Sometimes she does funny voices when she tells us stories.”

      “Yes!” Amélie said as tears welled up behind her eyes. Her sister was alive! And she was here! Elodie loved kids and she was always goofing around with them, telling them stories and doing funny voices to make them laugh. “Do you know where she is?”

      The little girls shook their heads and said no. As much as it killed her to leave them, Amélie had no choice. She had to get her mom and sister out first before she could come back and help anyone else.

      “Take your sister and go to the roof,” Amélie told the older one. “There’s a fire escape that you can climb down. Go fast and quietly.”

      “Okay,” the oldest girl said as she got to her feet and pulled her younger sister up.

      “And be careful.”

      Amélie raced back into the hallway, hoping that the girls would make it out safely. There were probably bears and lions and wolves fighting on the roof, but she knew all of the people up there and was sure they wouldn’t hurt a pair of little girls. She hoped they would help get them down safely.

      She ran the access card through the slot beside the next door and kicked it open. Inside was a man with a teenage son. “Onto the roof!” she yelled at them. “There’s a fire escape!”

      They didn’t need any more instruction than that. The two of them blew past her and down the hall.

      Amélie released several more terrified prisoners—a family of five, a mother with two kids, an elderly man, a couple in their fifties—until she pushed open a door and saw them.

      Her mother was sitting on the bed with her arms wrapped around Elodie.

      “Amélie!” her mother said in a gasp. She surged forward as Amélie ran into the room.

      “Mom!” she said as her mother wrapped her arms around her, crushing her in the best hug Amélie ever had.

      Her younger sister Elodie crashed into them as she wrapped her arms around them both, crying tears of happiness into Amélie’s shoulder.

      “You’re hurt!” her mother gasped when she saw the blood trailing down her arm. “What happened?”

      “It’s just bullets,” Amélie said, trying to ignore the pain. Her body had already started the healing process, fusing the flesh back together as it slowly spat out the bullets, but it still hurt like hell to move her arm. “I’ll be fine. Are you okay?”

      “We are now,” her mother said as tears of relief and joy poured down her cheeks. “I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see you again.”

      Her chin quivered as Amélie held her cheeks with her palms, staring into the eyes of the woman who gave her life. She felt like a child again under that warm gaze. It had been a tough year and a half, full of pain and fear and sadness that she had to force down deep in order to survive. It was all rushing to the surface with a vengeance now that she was in her mother’s arms.

      But it wasn’t the time for any of that yet. There would be ample time for hugs and kisses and catching up later, but they were still in danger while they were in this building.

      “We have to get out of here,” Amélie said, pulling away from them. “We’re not safe yet.”

      “How did you get in here?” Elodie asked as she ran to the door. She peered into the hallway, looking both ways. “It’s clear.”

      Elodie was always a tough one. She was human, but was always as fearless as a shifter. She was the one who had climbed onto Mr. Parker’s roof whenever a toy got accidentally thrown up there and she was the one who had faced down the bully in elementary school who kept picking on their friends.

      “We need to move fast,” Amélie said as she grabbed her mother’s hand and pulled her to the door. “I have friends waiting for us on the roof.”

      They ran into the hallway and turned toward the stairwell. Amélie stopped in her tracks as her mother and sister kept going.

      After a few strides, Elodie stopped and turned around. “Amélie? What are you doing?”

      Amélie took a deep breath and turned around, looking at the row of locked doors behind her. Each one had a loved one it, taken and held against their will. Each one was a pawn in General Hunt’s game, used to control another deadly shifter who was out in the world doing the General’s evil bidding.

      “Keep going,” Amélie said. “Up the stairs and onto the roof. Find Grant. He’ll save you.”

      “What about you?” her mother cried out with a horrified look on her face. “Don’t stay here!”

      “I’ll be fine,” she called back as she raced to the door on her left. She swiped the access card through the slot and pushed the door open. “You and Elodie go! I’ll be right behind you. I promise.”

      A fourteen-year-old boy hurried out of the room holding his grandmother’s hand. “Go to the roof,” Amélie said to them, quickly explaining what to do.

      She ran down the hall, opening door after door until dozens of people had escaped down the hall behind her. The last door in the hall had a father with a three-year-old girl. He ran out, cradling the child in his arms as he thanked her over and over again.

      “That’s it,” she muttered to herself when she was sure the floor was empty.

      She turned back and ran down the hall, desperate to get back to her loved ones that were waiting for her—her mother, Elodie, and Grant as well.

      “No!” she gasped when she turned the corner and saw what was waiting for her.

      The Angel of Death was standing there with a gun to Elodie’s head. They were surrounded by a dozen guards who were all pointing their machine guns at Amélie.

      “Let them go,” she begged when she saw a guard stick a pistol to her mother’s temple. “Please. I’ll do anything.”

      “Where’s my wand, girl?” General Hunt asked, narrowing his eyes on Amélie. “You better hope for their sake that you have it.”

      Amélie felt a sudden weakness in her legs as she looked down at her empty hands.

      She was screwed now. They all were.

      The Angel of Death’s nostrils flared as he glared at her with cold ruthless eyes.

      “Get her,” he ordered his men. “And bring the three of them to my office.”
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        Grant

      

      

      

      Grant wasn’t sure which animal looked more ferocious: Hardy’s grizzly bear with the long string of saliva dripping down from his snarling jaw, or Mack’s growling lion who was low to the ground and ready to pounce as soon as Grant pulled his head up.

      “Come on, Mack,” Grant said in his most stern voice. “I know you’re in there.”

      The lion’s black lip curled up in what looked like a grin. Mack was in there somewhere, but it was the skin shifter Caelum who was behind the wheel and his friend was nowhere to be seen.

      Going up was a bad option, but dropping down twenty stories to the pavement at the bottom of the building was even worse.

      He was about to pull himself up and take his chances when Mack’s lion started to whip his head around violently. He bucked back on his powerful hind legs as he thrashed around, looking like he was fighting an invisible demon.

      The bear turned to him with a growl as the lion worked himself into a frantic rage. Grant had never seen anything like it. The lion was jerking his body around in impossible angles as he clawed and bit at the air, going berserk.

      Skin shifters could slide into any animal and take them over, but Grant knew that Mack wasn’t like most shifters. Caelum was finding out what happens when a skin shifter slid inside a true apex predator. They don’t go down easily.

      With a deep breath, Grant quickly pulled himself up while the grizzly bear was distracted with the crazed lion.

      He glanced over at Caelum who was thrashing around too, unable to fully control the beast. His eyes were still white, but he wasn’t straight as a board the way skin shifters normally were when channeling an animal.

      The grizzly bear growled as he stepped toward Mack. The lion whipped its body around, striking anything and everything in its vicinity. It swatted the bear’s face, leaving two deep claw marks across his snout that had the bear reeling back with a whimper.

      He bucked around as if he had an invisible rider on his back that he was trying to throw off, swatting his claws at the imaginary ghosts around him.

      He’s losing his mind.

      The possessed lion bucked toward Logan who had the wolf in a headlock. He was holding on tight as he slammed his knee into the vicious wolf’s chest over and over again.

      He didn’t even see Mack coming.

      The lion thrashed his head around as he leapt into the air, right at Logan. His huge golden body smashed into his friend and as Grant ran over to help, the crazed lion struck.

      “No,” Grant gasped in horror as the lion bit into the top of Logan’s left bicep.

      “Aaaarrrggh!” Logan screamed, turning with wide panicked eyes as he saw the most powerful animal on the roof sink his sharp fangs all the way into his soft flesh.

      “Mack!” Grant hollered. “Stop! That’s an order!”

      But Grant wasn’t in control of the lion. Nobody was. He seemed to have been completely out of his mind as he fought the control of the skin shifter.

      The lion reared up as he thrashed his head from side to side, jerking poor Logan around like a Pit Bull with a chew toy. There was blood splashing around everywhere, coating everything. All over Logan and all over the deranged lion’s golden coat.

      “Mack!” Grant screamed again as he ran.

      The lion forced Logan to the ground and with a blood-curdling tear, ripped his arm right off of his body.

      “No!” Grant screamed as he slid to his knees beside Logan’s body. His good friend’s eyes were rolling in the back of his head as his face turned deathly pale.

      Mack was already racing to the other end of the roof, whipping his head from side to side with the severed arm in his jaws. He released it with a shake and it sailed over the roof, disappearing below.

      Grant couldn’t focus on any of that. He had Logan’s limp body in his arms as blood surged out of the mangled stump just below his shoulder.

      “Hang in there, Logan,” Grant commanded as he quickly pulled off his belt. “That’s an order from your alpha!”

      Logan was fading fast. There was thick red blood everywhere and it was making everything so damn slippery as it poured out. It took three tries before Grant could slip the belt around the stump properly. He pulled it tight and then yanked off his shirt to desperately try to stop the endless surge of blood.

      “Come on, Logan,” he whispered as he pushed his shirt against the stump, willing his friend’s enhanced healing to kick in.

      Shifters were fantastic healers, but Logan had lost a lot of blood already and was losing more no matter what Grant did to try and stop it.

      Mack’s lion was still bucking around the roof, trying to kill anything within reach.

      The door on the roof suddenly flew open and a stream of terrified looking people burst out. A man and a teenage boy were the first to come through, followed closely by two little girls who looked like sisters.

      After them, it was a steady stream of people who were fleeing to the fire escape and climbing down.

      The commotion caught Mack’s lion’s eye and he charged right at them, snarling like a rabid monster. The two young girls froze when they saw him and stood there helplessly as the out of control cat bore down on them.

      He moved so fast and Grant was all the way on the other end of the roof. He would never reach him in time.

      The youngest girl closed her eyes, squeezing the ragged doll she had in her arms as the lion lunged at her and her helpless sister.

      Bryce’s lion came leaping out of nowhere and rammed his shoulder into Mack’s lion, sending him flying to the side—just enough to miss the girls.

      They snapped out of it and ran away, following the stream of fleeing people over the fire escape where they were safe.

      Mack’s lion landed with a grunt on the roof and slid to a stop a few feet away from the door. He jumped up with a fury in his eyes as Bryce phased back into his human form beside him.

      “Mack,” the young shifter pleaded to the thrashing lion. “You can fight it. I know you can.”

      But the skin shifter and Mack seemed to be locked in another place, battling it out in a different dimension. Bryce’s encouraging words fell on deaf ears. The lion was still twisting his body and whipping his head around, completely out of control.

      “Move, Bryce!” Grant hollered from where he was still cradling Logan’s cold body. “He’s going to hit y—”

      Just as he feared, Mack’s thrashing lion smashed into the teenager who the whole crew had grown to love. His shoulder hit him first, knocking Bryce off balance. The mad lion then turned and bucked, kicking Bryce hard in the chest with his powerful back legs.

      Everyone gasped as Bryce flew through the air with a look of terror on his face.

      There was nobody there to catch him this time. Tempest and Ryder were battling it out with DeMarcus and Hardy, getting clobbered by the polar and grizzly bear duo. Tempest jerked her wand out when she saw Bryce flying toward the edge of the building and tried to zap him in the air, but he was too far away and the shot of magic flew past him.

      Mack’s lion seemed to finally come back to his senses and leapt forward to the edge of the building. He swatted his paw to try and grab the kid, but he just missed.

      Grant squeezed his eyes shut and wailed as the boy disappeared, falling to the pavement below. He winced when he heard the dull thud that would have surely killed the young boy. The young boy who was under his care. The young boy that he had sworn to protect.

      The fighting stopped around him as Grant stood up on wobbly legs. He walked to the edge like a zombie and held his breath as he looked down at the pavement below.

      Bryce’s lifeless body was lying there in an ever-increasing pool of blood.

      Tears burned Grant’s eyes as he watched soldiers approaching the dead body below with their guns drawn.

      Grant stared in disbelief. How could he have let this happen? How could he ever forgive himself?

      One of the soldiers knelt beside his body and took his pulse. That’s when Bryce’s eyes opened a crack.

      Is he…?

      “Up there!” one of the soldiers hollered when he spotted Grant. They all turned their guns at him and started firing as Grant ducked out of the way, the bullets sailing harmlessly over his head.

      Grant tried to replay what he had seen, but it had happened so fast and he had been so far away. Was Bryce still alive? Did he open his eyes on his own or did they just fall open from gravity? Did he even open his eyes or was Grant’s vision playing tricks on him from twenty stories up?

      Grant didn’t know, but he did know that it was time to get out of there.

      They had already sacrificed so much.

      He looked over at Logan who was stirring on the ground, moaning in pain as he laid in a pool of his own blood and hoped that Amélie, wherever she was, was doing better than they were.

      Mack’s lion began to shake and convulse, only this time he wasn’t out of control. The long golden hairs of his mane that were stained a crimson red began to retract into his body as he phased. A second later, he exploded into his human form and looked over the edge.

      The tormented wail that burst from Mack’s body sent shivers racing down Grant’s spine.

      “We have to get Bryce and Logan out of here,” Grant said. This brawl was getting out of hand and he didn’t want to lose anyone else.

      But Mack was just getting started. He slapped his shoulders hard as he turned around with a murderous look in his eye.

      Caelum looked shaky as he climbed to his feet. His eyes were locked on Mack who was charging over with his hands squeezed into fists.

      The skin shifter managed to duck out of the way of the first punch, but the next twenty or thirty hit him. Mack didn’t even let up when the skin shifter collapsed to the ground completely limp. He kept hitting him with punch after punch as he sobbed uncontrollably. It took both DeMarcus and Hardy in their human forms to pull him off.

      Mack turned and unleashed his vengeance on them, throwing devastating punches at the two huge bear shifters. He cracked Hardy on the jaw with a roundhouse punch that dropped him to a knee. Another punch to the side of his head had him falling over in a KO.

      DeMarcus stepped back, but Mack wasn’t having any of it. He leapt forward and scooped the huge polar bear up in his flexed arms. With a grunt, he slammed him down onto the cement head first, knocking him out cold.

      The wolf whimpered and reared back with his tail between his legs as Mack turned his head and spotted him. Grant watched in shock as Mack ran over, picked up the wolf, and slammed him down onto his knee, cracking his back. The wolf rolled off, whimpering in pain. Mack finished him off with a kick to the head, turning his lights out for the night.

      He spun around with his hands squeezed into fists, looking for someone else to take his fury out on, but there was no one else. The three shifters and skin shifter were all unconscious.

      With no one to take his pain out on but himself, Mack dropped to his knees and sobbed. He dropped his head into his hands and wailed as Tempest and Ryder rushed over to comfort him.

      Grant looked down at Logan who was finally starting to get some color back into his face, but he was still in bad shape. It really was time to go now.

      “What can I do?” Ryder asked as he ran over, awaiting orders from his alpha.

      Grant put a hand on the back of Ryder’s neck and pulled him in close. “Go get Bryce. There’s a small chance the kid is still alive. But be careful, there are soldiers all over the place down there.”

      “I’m on it.” Ryder sprinted away and disappeared over the edge as he raced down the fire escape.

      Grant turned and ran to the open door.

      “Where are you going?” Tempest asked.

      “I have to get Amélie. She’s still inside.”

      “Take this,” Tempest said, throwing him the wand.

      Grant caught it, turned back to the open door that led into the building, and raced in to find his girl.
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      There was terror in Elodie’s eyes as she looked at Amélie, silently begging her to do something. General Hunt was squeezing her arm while he dug a gun into her ribs.

      He had taken Elodie and Amélie’s mother into his office. Just them, Amélie, and about a dozen guards who were all pointing machine guns at Amélie’s forehead.

      “I warned you when we first met,” General Hunt said as he glared at her. “I’m not the type of man you should be testing.”

      “I’m still on your side,” Amélie said, her voice rushing out in a panic. “This was all part of my plan. You wanted me to bring you the wand and it’s here. It’s on the roof.”

      General Hunt wasn’t convinced. “Being used to slaughter my men.”

      “Let my mother and sister go and I’ll retrieve it for you.”

      He laughed, but was clearly not amused. “So you can escape with your friends? And with my wand? Do I look like a fool to you?”

      “Look, General,” she said. Her heart was racing so fast. “I’m working undercover. They think I’m their friend, but I’m still working for you. I’ve infiltrated their crew!”

      “You’ve made a mess of my facility,” he said, narrowing his eyes on her. “The prisoners have been released and are in open riot with my guards. I watched you release them through the security cameras.”

      Câlisse. Amélie hadn’t thought about those. He probably saw her releasing every single one of the captured families.

      She squeezed her eyes closed as her mind raced. “I did what you wanted. I brought the wand to you.”

      “I want it in my hand.”

      “Just let them go and I’ll get it,” Amélie begged. She was getting desperate now. A guard was holding her mother, and Elodie looked terrified with General Hunt’s gun digging into her ribs.

      He looked conflicted as he stared her down. Amélie knew that he wanted the wand more than anything, but he didn’t trust her to come back. Probably because she wouldn’t have.

      Once her family was free from his grasp, she would take them as far away as she could, as quickly as she could.

      “I want that wand,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “I don’t care about losing this facility. I have dozens around the country like this, filled with prisoners that keep my shifter army in line. I want that magic. It’s much more valuable to me.”

      “What do you want with it?” Amélie asked, not knowing if she really wanted to know the answer to that scary question.

      General Hunt’s eyes lit up as he grinned. “I’ll be able to study it, examine it, and replicate it. Magic is just a form of energy that we don’t understand. Yet. But with that wand, I’ll be able to learn how to create it and harness it at will. We’ll have the most powerful army in the world.”

      “For what?” Amélie asked with a heavy breath. “To kill people. To enslave them?”

      “To protect them,” the General snapped back. “From monsters like you who can turn into killer beasts. When I was a young marine, I saw how our enemies used your kind. It took one shifter and his polar bear to tear through my crew. He ripped through them like a wolf through kittens. There was nothing we could do against these creatures. We fired bullets at them and they laughed as their bodies spit them back out.”

      “That’s not all shifters,” Amélie said. “The men on the roof… They’re good men!”

      “It doesn’t matter,” General Hunt said coldly. “The enemies have them and so must we. This has to be done.”

      “But you’re kidnapping children, innocent families… how can that be right?”

      The General shrugged. “What’s the lives of a few hundred when the lives of hundreds of millions are on the line? That’s what you civilians never understand. The end always justifies the means.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Amélie said, glaring back at him. “You’re wrong. It’s easy to say when you’re not on the side that’s suffering.”

      “Oh, I’ve suffered,” General Hunt said, getting a hard look in his eye as he glared at her from across the desk. “You have no idea what your kind has taken from me.”

      “Probably not as much as you’ve taken from us,” she fired back.

      His face stilled as he watched her. “I’m not going to stand here and argue all day. I want that wand now.”

      “Let them go and I’ll get it for you,” Amélie answered.

      “I have a better idea,” General Hunt said as he raised the gun and pressed it against her mother’s temple. “I’ll kill your mother and if you don’t put that wand on my desk in the next five minutes, I’ll kill your sister.”

      “No,” Elodie gasped as her eyes filled with tears.

      Amélie’s mother was so brave. She just mouthed an ‘I love you’ to Amélie as she stood proud and straight.

      “Wait!” Amélie shouted as General Hunt cocked the gun, ready to shoot.

      Just as his arm swung back down to fire the bullet that was promised to Amélie’s mother, Grant burst into the room with the wand. He fired a stream of magic or energy or whatever the hell it was at the guards who were swinging their guns around to shoot him.

      The magic zapped out and seized General Hunt just in time, freezing him as he lifted off the ground. His body was stiff, his eyes were wide with panic, and the gun was still in his hand, but it was trapped by his side and he was unable to move it.

      Amélie went cold with dread as she watched the dozen or so guards all turn and lift their machine guns, pointing it right at Grant who was busy with the wand and was a sitting duck in the middle of the room. He was already covered in dried blood and her mind raced with worry as she wondered what happened to him. He seemed to be moving alright—maybe it wasn’t his blood.

      She leapt forward, jumping off the desk and letting her panther come as she flew through the air. The livid animal burst out of her right before she landed on the first guard. Her panther took him down, slamming his head into the ground and knocking him unconscious as shots rang out all around her, turning the General’s office into a battlefield.

      Bullets ripped through Grant’s body as Amélie leapt from one soldier to the next, quickly disposing of each of them. Even Elodie picked up a gun and smashed it over the head of one of the soldiers, dropping him to the ground.

      Soon, the twelve guards were neutralized by Amélie’s panther. They were all lying on the ground, unconscious or holding their bloody wounds.

      She looked through her panther’s eyes and saw Grant resting on his knees, his body peppered with bullet holes. There was a determination in his face as he held up his shaking arm, still holding the General in the magical hold.

      Amélie pulled her panther back in and ran to him once she reemerged in her human form. “Are you okay?” she asked in a breathless voice as she dropped to her knees beside him.

      One, two, three, four… She could count at least nine bullets in his torso. Who knew how many were in his arms and legs?

      Grant took a deep breath and then grimaced as he climbed to his feet, bravely ignoring the tremendous amount of pain he must have been in. Amélie’s heart swelled as she watched him. He risked everything for her. His friends, his life, his freedom…

      She looked down at the tattoo on her wrist, Après moi, le déluge, and ran her finger over it as if she was erasing it. It was wrong.

      Everything wasn’t on her shoulders. It wasn’t all up to her.

      She was no longer alone in this. She had new friends to rely on now, and she had Grant.

      Her love for him filled every inch of her body from her fingertips to her toes as she grabbed his arm and helped him up. She knew in that moment that she could no longer deny her feelings for him. She loved him. With everything that she had.

      He turned to her and when their eyes met, a new force took over both of them.

      Grant’s body shook like an invisible force had seized his soul. Amélie only had a moment to wonder what was wrong before the same force gripped her as well.

      She sucked in a breath as her vision faded to black, darkening the office and everyone in it until everything was swallowed in the darkness. All that she could see was Grant in full stunning light against a black backdrop as their souls melded as one.

      The whites of Grant’s eyes were clouded with a black cloud. He was experiencing the same crushing pull that she was. The same hooks that were sunk into her were sunk into him as well.

      Her breathing stopped as heat flooded through her, glowing through her body. Burning bliss. Smoldering joy.

      The pull was single-minded and unbending in its force. Like two unstoppable magnets, their souls joined for the rest of eternity as their animals bonded together.

      She was his and he was hers.

      Amélie gasped when the force released her and she could finally breathe again.

      It was the best moment of her life.

      Until the crushing reality came back to life all around her. Bonding to her mate did not change the fact that her mother and sister were still in danger, as were they.

      General Hunt was still frozen in the air, but this place could be swarming with hundreds of more soldiers any second now.

      “Let him go, Grant,” Amélie said as she softly put her hand on her mate’s arm.

      Grant reluctantly released the magical hold on the General and lowered the wand.

      “Wow!” General Hunt said with a gasp as he dropped down to his feet. He put a hand on the desk and leaned over, throwing up several times before standing back up with a grin on his face. “I need that weapon.”

      “You’re not getting your hands on it,” Amélie snapped back. “Your days of tormenting and controlling us are done. Put your hands up and step away from my sister.”

      “I don’t think so.” He dropped to his knees and a deafening gunshot boomed through the air as the back of his desk exploded.

      Shards of the desk slammed into Amélie’s legs as General Hunt popped back up with a shotgun in his hands. It had been hiding under the desk and now he had it pointed at Amélie’s mother. He quickly stepped behind her, shielding himself with her body as he pointed the double barrel at the back of her head.

      “Run!” her mother begged as he dragged her backward. The General reached back and pulled one of the leather-bound books on his bookshelf and the entire thing swung to the side, revealing a secret staircase that surely led to an escape.

      “Hand me the wand,” he shouted as he dragged her mother into the stairwell.

      Grant took a step forward to give it to him.

      “No,” General Hunt snapped. “Not you. Give it to Amélie. I know she won’t try anything funny, because she knows I won’t hesitate to pull this trigger. Right?”

      Amélie gulped as she turned to Grant. “Take it,” he said, handing the wand to her. “Family is more important than any objects or wands or ranches. I see that now.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered as she took the wand.

      “Slowly,” General Hunt warned as she walked over. “Turn it around.”

      Amélie turned the wand around until the handle was facing him and the tip was facing her body.

      The General reached out a greedy hand for it, but she pulled it back as he tried to grab it. “Let my mother go first.”

      “Fine,” he answered, “but you’re taking her place.”

      “No, Amélie!” her mother screamed with a look of horror on her face. “Just take Elodie and run. Please!”

      Amélie raised her hands over her head and walked backwards until she was in reach of the General. He grabbed a fistful of her blonde hair and yanked her back, pressing the cold metal barrels of the shotgun to the back of her head as he shoved her mother away.

      “Keep your hands where I can see them,” he warned as he reached up and grabbed the wand from her grasp. He stuffed it into his jacket and then pulled her hair, backing up into the hidden stairwell with her as a shield.

      Amélie and Grant never took their eyes off of each other. This was it. She had a gun to her head and was out of options. Once the door closed in front of her, General Hunt would take her down the stairwell and escape with her. She’d still be his prisoner but at least Grant would help her mother and sister escape.

      At least they would be safe.

      Tears sprung to her eyes at the thought of never seeing her mate again. Just when she found him, just when their lives should have been starting, it was over. They were being separated and she knew that General Hunt would take her somewhere where Grant would never find her.

      They had shared so much in the short time they were together. Laughter and smiles, heartfelt talks and even their bodies. She remembered the day he shared a family secret with her and the joy on his face when she finally turned her finger into a claw.

      Her eyes widened as it dawned on her. The claw!

      She looked down at her finger and concentrated on it just like Grant had shown her. Like magic, her finger morphed into a long black claw that was sharper than any knife.

      General Hunt yanked her into the hidden stairwell and reached out for the button on the wall to close the door. Amélie dropped down and spun to the side, slicing the claw across the General’s stomach, slashing his stomach open as the gun went off over her head.

      Grant rushed forward as the General reached over and slammed his palm on the button, closing the door.

      Amélie’s ears rang violently as she kicked him hard, sending him flying down the stairs in a backwards summersault. She leapt forward right as the door was sliding closed, getting out just in time.

      Grant ran to the bookshelf and started yanking books out, trying to open the door.

      “It’s this one,” Elodie said, running over to help. She grabbed the book that the General had used to open the hidden door, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “He probably locked it from the other side,” Amélie said, trying to pry it open. The General was hurt and vulnerable on the other side of the door. They might not get another chance like this to finish him off.

      Nothing they did could open the door and once the unconscious guards on the floor started groaning and waking up, they knew it was time to leave.

      Amélie grabbed Elodie’s hand, Grant grabbed her mother’s, and the four of them ran back up to the roof.
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      “What happened?” Amélie asked when they stepped onto the roof and saw the horrific scene waiting before them. Logan was sitting in a pool of his own blood, but at least he was sitting up now and looking like he was going to recover okay. His left arm was gone for good, but at least he wasn’t going to lose his life.

      As for Bryce… well, Grant wanted to hear back from Ryder before assuming the worst. He couldn’t get the image of him opening his eyes out of his head. Shifters do amazing things all of the time—his own words that he had said to Amélie. Could Bryce really have survived a fall like that?

      Tempest had her arms wrapped around Mack’s trembling shoulders as he let out long deep sobs. “He was like a son to me,” he whimpered.

      “What happened out here?” Amélie repeated as she looked around in shock. “Where are Hardy and DeMarcus and the rest of the crew?”

      “They woke up and left,” Tempest said. “We got to get the hell out of here, Grant. We’re in no position to fight and there’s backup on the way. I’m sure of it.”

      “We’re going,” Grant said, rushing over to help Logan up. “Tempest bring Mack down. Hopefully, Ryder will be at the trucks with Bryce’s body.”

      “Bryce’s body?” Amélie said in a shaky voice as she walked over. Her face was losing all of its color as it dawned on her. “Is he…?”

      “I don’t know,” Grant said as he wrapped Logan’s remaining arm around his own neck. “I’m going to hoist you up now, buddy. Let’s go slow.”

      “What do you mean?” Amélie said, not letting it go. “He…”

      “He fell off the building,” Grant said, feeling a heaviness settle into his chest. His eyelids felt hot and his throat burned as he choked the tears that were trying to get out.

      Amélie’s hand flew to her mouth and she gasped. “He’s dead?”

      “There’s nothing we can do about it now,” Grant said as he slowly lifted Logan to his feet. “Get your mother and your sister down safely.”

      Amélie hesitated for a moment and then raced away, guiding her family to the fire escape.

      Logan grunted in Grant’s ear as they began the slow walk to the fire escape. “Let’s go, Tempest,” he hollered as they arrived.

      “We have to go now, Mack,” she whispered as she rubbed the broken shifter’s muscular back. “It’s going to be okay.”

      With a few more kind words, she managed to get him to stand up and shuffle to the fire escape. Logan was in too much pain and his legs were still weak from all of the blood he lost, so Grant picked him up and carried him on his shoulder the entire way down.

      He put him on his feet when they arrived on the pavement below. Amélie was staying busy. She was with the security guard from the gate, helping the prisoners and families pile into some military-issued trucks. Truck by truck, they peeled out of the facility, escaping with their lives.

      “This one is ours,” Amélie said, slapping the brand new black pickup truck. Grant helped Logan inside, and Elodie and Amélie’s mother hopped in next.

      The van they borrowed from Jordy came flying around the corner with Ryder behind the wheel. He left the van running and hopped out. “He’s gone,” he said, throwing his arms in the air. “I looked everywhere. I saw the spot where he fell, but he’s gone.”

      “Is it possible he survived?” Amélie asked, looking hopeful.

      Ryder looked like his heart was breaking as he shook his head. Grant knew that feeling. It was the same one he had felt since he saw the poor boy fly off the roof.

      “He took him,” Amélie said without a shred of doubt. “General Hunt has him.”

      “Impossible,” Grant said. “You cut his stomach open a few minutes ago and pushed him down the stairs.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Amélie said with a determination in her eyes. “He has him.”

      Tires squealed in the distance as the sound of powerful engines roared toward them.

      “They’re coming,” Ryder said, turning his head. Four military vehicles packed full of armed soldiers were racing toward them.

      “Get in the trucks!” Grant shouted as he raced to get the rest of the people in. He was going to make sure that everybody got past the security exit, then he was going to hop out of the van, sneak back into the facility, and dead or alive, he was going to find Bryce. He wasn’t about to leave any of his crew behind.

      The trucks with the families packed in them roared to life and began driving toward the exit. The only problem was, the bad guys were closing in fast and were about to block the only escape.

      “They’re not going to make it,” Grant said, feeling his stomach churn as the vehicles approached at a fast speed.

      Mack suddenly stopped his sobbing and looked up with a furious look on his face. He was glaring at the approaching trucks, muttering something to himself. “They killed my boy,” he growled as he glared at them. He hit his right shoulder, then his left, and started smacking them harder and harder until he built himself up into a frenzy.

      “They killed my Bryce,” he said as he began jogging toward them. “It was their fault!”

      “Mack!” Grant called as he jumped into the driver’s seat of the van. “We got to go! Now!”

      The powerful lion shifter was too preoccupied to listen. He ran toward the approaching trucks and phased into his lion, mid-stride.

      “Shit!” Grant said as he climbed behind the wheel and slammed the door shut. Amélie was in the van with him, and Ryder and Tempest were in the black pickup truck with Logan, Elodie and Amélie’s mom.

      Grant threw the van into drive and drove toward the gate, keeping one eye on Mack’s lion.

      He was bounding toward the trucks with a reckless fearlessness that Grant had never seen before.

      “What is he going to do?” Amélie asked, completely breathless as she watched.

      “He’s going to save everyone.”

      One by one, Mack’s lion dismantled the trucks and neutralized the soldiers. He leapt onto the hood of the first truck and burst through the windshield. He grabbed onto the driver and tossed him out through the shattered windshield, sending him bouncing on the pavement as the truck ran out of control. Mack ran onto the roof and jumped onto the next truck as the first one smashed into a wall.

      His lion landed in the cargo bed of a pickup truck that had eight soldiers standing there. Every single one of them jumped out of the truck when the furious lion landed. Mack broke the back window and roared inside. The door flung open and the driver leapt out, bouncing on the cement as the truck veered right and crashed into another truck full of soldiers.

      Mack leapt off just before the impact and landed on the hood of the last truck. The soldier riding in the passenger seat leaned out of the window and shot his pistol at Mack, but missed.

      Ooh, you’re going to regret that.

      Mack lunged forward and grabbed the guy’s arm in his jaws. He let out a horrified scream as Mack pulled him out of the truck through the window and dropped him onto the whizzing pavement below.

      The truck swerved from side to side as the lion slid in through the window and disposed of everyone inside.

      “Oh no!” Amélie gasped when the truck did a violent ninety-degree turn and then flipped over, rolling along the pavement multiple times before coming to a stop upside down. “Is he okay?”

      Grant watched closely as the engine started to smoke and then catch fire. The civilians in the trucks ahead of him had made it through the gate and were racing down the mountain roads that led away from the facility. Ryder drove the van through next and Grant could feel the relief escape from Amélie’s body. Her family was free, for now.

      The upside down truck caught fire and the flames began licking up the sides of the hood, getting taller and hotter by the second while Mack’s lion was trapped inside.

      “I’ll go get him,” Grant said as he skidded to a stop and threw the van into park. He opened the door and stepped out when a flash of golden fur caught his eye. He stood up on the van’s frame and looked over the roof as Mack’s lion climbed out of the shattered window, jumped on the bottom of the truck, and let out a heartbreaking roar.

      Grant knew that Mack’s lion was attached to Bryce as well. He would often watch the large cat teaching the younger male lion how to fight. There would be time to mourn later, but as for now, they had to get everyone out of there.

      “Mack!” Grant hollered as he slapped the roof of the van hard. “Get in the van!”

      The lion looked around one last time, leapt down onto the pavement, and then ran over. Grant hurried out and opened the back doors for him. The lion gave him a sad look before he jumped in.

      He closed the doors and stopped as he heard the sound of helicopter blades turning. With a feeling of dread in his stomach, he turned around and watched as a helicopter rose into the sky.

      He didn’t recognize the pilot, but the passenger had him clenching his jaw. General Hunt was sitting there, clutching his stomach as the helicopter rose. The rest of his crew, Hardy, DeMarcus, Irish, and Caelum were packed in the helicopter behind him.

      A blue body bag that was laid out by their feet caught his eye and the limp hand of a teenager was sticking out. Bryce. Grant just knew that it was him.

      “I’ll come for you, Bryce.” He whispered the promise under his breath, but the words felt like they were pounding through every cell in his body.

      He would never stop searching for him. He knew that much for sure.

      Grant and the General glared at each other for a long moment until the pilot turned the chopper and they flew away.

      “This isn’t over,” he said to himself as he watched him disappear into the vast blue sky. “You’ll be seeing me again.”

      He took a deep breath to calm his raging body and then got back behind the wheel to get his mate out of there.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s the last of them,” Grant said as they watched the bus pull away. They had immediately driven to the Redemption Creek bus stop to get the prisoners as far away from the military facility as they could.

      Grant had used his credit card to buy each of them a ticket and now they were safely headed all over the country, from California to Boston to Texas—anywhere but here.

      “Are you sure you want to stay?” Grant asked Amélie, hoping she’d say yes. “The General may come back.”

      “I’m not leaving you,” she said as she slid her hand up his round bicep. “Unless… you want me too…”

      “No,” he said as he clutched her hand, keeping her close. “I want you to stay with me. We’re mates now and belong together.”

      Amélie, her mother, and her sister weren’t able to get their passports back from General Hunt so there was no returning to their home in Canada. The General had been hurt pretty badly so he wasn’t a threat for at least another little bit.

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” Amélie said with a grin as she looked up at him with the most gorgeous eyes imaginable.

      “Your family will be safe with us,” Grant promised. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      “I know,” she said, hugging his arm.

      The cashier handed Grant his receipt that almost stretched down to the floor. He was already desperate for money, and this was going to hurt a lot.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” Amélie said as they walked back to the van. “I know you need your money to keep your ranch.”

      He looked at his mate and smiled. He still couldn’t believe she was his mate.

      Somehow Grant had known it all along but it still didn’t lessen the shock of experiencing it. He had heard Ryder and Tempest speak about how amazing it was to have a bond with a mate but no words could compare to what it was like to be living it.

      His universe had a new gravitational pull and it was named Amélie.

      She was everything to him now. Everything.

      Ranches and family legacies didn’t seem as important to him anymore. This was what really mattered. The people in his life were what was worth fighting for. They were what was worth dying for.

      His mother Dorothy had been right all along, he just couldn’t see it until now. Settling down and continuing the family, adding children to the Clayton name with someone he loved and admired was more important than saving the ranch. The true legacy of the family was the love they shared, not the land they lived on.

      And if he could use what little money he had to save other families who had everything taken from them, then that was a small price, and one that he was happy to pay.

      “We’ll figure it out,” he said as he reached out and took her hand in his. “I have all I need right here.”
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        Amélie

      

      

      

      Amélie watched Grant with a churning in her stomach as he pointed out the large blotted area on Google Maps’ satellite view. She was sitting around the large table in the main storefront on Clayton Rock Ranch, surrounded by her new crew—Mack, Ryder, Tempest, and Logan.

      “I think this is one of General Hunt’s secret facilities,” Grant said as he looked around the room.

      “When do we leave?” Mack said as he jumped up from his chair, sending it rolling across the room and into the wall.

      “I want to leave as quickly as you do,” Grant said with a sigh. “I’d leave now if I could, but this is not something we can just charge into. We need to be smart.”

      Amélie knew that Grant was anxious to get the search for Bryce going, but she also knew that he wasn’t about to bring back two more dead bodies in his quest to bring back one.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Ryder asked as he leaned forward.

      “It’s located in Colorado,” he said, “hidden in the mountains a few hours west of Denver.”

      “How did you find it?” Tempest asked, looking impressed.

      “A whole lot of looking,” Grant said as he rubbed his tired forehead.

      Amélie had seen firsthand how hard Grant had looked. He had tapped every one of his many contacts that he’d built over the years, talking to bail bondsmen, bounty hunters, police officers, and even some of the cons that he booked from all across the country until he had found a lead. It was a brother of one of his marks who gave him the tip. He had heard rumors of a place where they carted in shifters by the truckload, and those shifters never came back out. Grant researched the area and found this spot.

      He wasn’t sure that it was one of General Hunt’s facilities, but it was the best they had and he wanted to go and check it out.

      “We’ll leave in a few days,” Grant said, looking around the room. “But we’ll need someone to stay back on the ranch to protect Amélie’s mother and sister while we’re gone.” His eyes fell on Logan who was slumped down at the table looking miserable.

      He hadn’t been the same since they had returned from their mission. In fact, this was the first time that Amélie had seen him leave his cabin. He was taking the loss of his arm pretty hard.

      “Logan,” Grant said, nodding at him. “You’ll stay back to protect the women.”

      Logan just stared at the table with a blank look.

      “We all saw the fall,” Ryder said as he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Are we operating as if Bryce is alive?”

      “Yes,” Grant said with a hard nod. “I’m not even considering that Bryce is dead until we learn otherwise.”

      Ryder swallowed hard. “But that fall…”

      “They say cats have nine lives,” Grant answered. “Let’s hope he only used eight on that fall.”

      Amélie glanced at Mack who had sat back down in his chair. The fired-up lion shifter was gone and replaced by a broken man who was slumped forward with his chin on his chest.

      He had taken it pretty hard since he found out that he was the one who kicked Bryce off the building. His lion had been so out of it during the event that Mack didn’t even know what had happened until they were back on the ranch.

      “I’ll draw up an attack plan,” Grant said as he looked back at the blotted area on Google Maps, “and we’ll leave in three days.”

      They slowly got up after Grant dismissed them.

      “Tempest,” he said, calling her back. “Hang back for a sec.”

      “What’s up, boss?” she asked when it was just the three of them left.

      Grant took a deep breath. “I want to apologize for losing your wand. I know it was something that your Mom gave you and I know it was irreplaceable, but I want you to know that I’m going to do everything in my power to get it back.”

      “I’m not going to lie and say I don’t miss it,” Tempest said with a sigh. “But I’m okay with it. If it means that Amélie’s family and all of those people are safe, then that’s a pretty good trade to me.”

      “Thank you for understanding,” Grant said, looking like a weight had just lifted off of his broad shoulders.

      “Plus,” Tempest continued, “I probably would have accidentally lost it for good at the hairdressers or something.”

      He thanked her again and gave her a hug before she left.

      When it was just the two of them left in the room, Grant slumped down into his chair, looking exhausted as he turned back to his laptop.

      “Your mom is coming for dinner,” Amélie said as she walked behind him and started rubbing his tense shoulders. He moaned and rolled his head to the side as her hands worked.

      “Are you going to come and join us?” Amélie asked, hoping that he would. She had a few days to enjoy her mate before they had to leave for a different kind of action.

      “Yeah,” he said as he closed his laptop and dropped his head so that Amélie could dig in a little deeper with her hands. “I could use a break. My mind is exhausted.”

      “What about your body?” she asked with a grin as she slid her hands down his hard chest.

      He took in a deep breath as her hands glided over his abs and into his lap.

      “I’m never too tired for that,” he answered with a grin. His grin melted into a moan as she pressed her palm against his erection and slid it up and down.

      “My mate seems stressed out,” she said as she glided her hands back up to his shoulders. “Let me see what I can do about that.”

      He watched with wide eyes as she turned his chair around and dropped to her knees.

      She licked her lips in anticipation as she slowly unfastened his belt, occasionally brushing against the hard bulge in his pants with the side of her hands, which drew lustful moans from his chest.

      “Oh, fuck,” he grunted when she reached into his pants and pulled out his big hard cock. Oh, fuck was right. His dick was huge.

      She stroked his impressive length a few times as she looked up into his half-closed eyes. Everything had changed between them since the bonding. She had been in love with him before they bonded, but now it was on another level. It was like they spoke the same language without even having to say a word.

      Amélie had never felt so safe and secure than she was by his side. She had never felt so at home.

      He let out a low growl as she bent over and pressed her wet puckered lips to his hard shaft. She could feel the stress melting off his round shoulders as she dragged her tongue up his rock hard cock, from the base all the way to the tip.

      Grant was a real man. A true alpha with the big cock to match. He grinned down at her as she opened her mouth and took him in. His taste was thrilling and intoxicating, and Amélie couldn’t get enough of it.

      She trailed her tongue along his length as her firm grasp worked him up and down. Soon, he was breathing hard and fast, looking like he was going to come.

      Amélie amped up her pace, stroking and sucking harder with an eagerness to taste more of him.

      His muscles flexed above her head as he threw back his head and moaned, releasing his seed into her mouth. She squeezed her lips around his shaft and moved her mouth up and down, not wanting to waste one delicious drop.

      “Mon amour,” he whispered with a smile on his lips as she peppered his cock with soft plush kisses. His cock was still hard in her hands. That’s what she loved about him. Grant could come hard and five seconds later, he’d be ready to go again.

      “Voulez-vous couchez avec moi?” Amélie said with a grin as she released his cock and stood up.

      “I can’t speak French,” he said as he turned her around and bent her over the table. “But I know what that means.”

      She nibbled her bottom lip in excitement as he reached under her dress and pulled her panties down to her ankles.

      “Fuck,” she gasped when she felt the tip of his hard dick slide up her soaking wet folds. “Oh, Grant…”

      He grabbed her ass with a firm hand as he slowly slid his way into her aching pussy, making her body erupt in warm shivers.

      Grant had no problem filling every inch of her and she loved every second of it. She hung onto the table as he started to hit her with long hard strokes that had thrilling rushes of pleasure racing through her.

      Sex with Grant was the best sex she’d ever had. They were in love and that just made everything—every sensation, every touch, every taste, every sound—infinitely better.

      It wasn’t long before she felt an orgasm coming. He was so good at pulling them out of her. It almost seemed too easy for him.

      “Oh, Grant,” she moaned as he picked up the pace. He was squeezing her hips and pulling her into each stroke when her whole body tensed and then let go. With a loud cry, the orgasm tore through her as he rooted in deep and released as well.

      Amélie threw her head back and gasped as her legs shook and her body erupted in waves of heated pleasure.

      There’s no going back to Quebec, she thought as he picked her up and cradled her to his chest as he sat back down in his chair. This was her home now.

      Right here in Grant’s arms.

      She was home.
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        * * *

      

      Amélie’s mother and sister were recovering surprisingly well. They were staying in Bryce’s cabin for the time being until the Canadian embassy could get their Passport situation figured out. She still hadn’t told them that she wasn’t planning on returning to Quebec.

      “Hello,” she said, knocking on the door as she walked into the cabin. Elodie turned the TV off and smiled when she saw her walk in. “Is Maman ready?”

      “I’m ready,” her mother said with a brave smile as she walked into the room. She had it in her hand—a lock of their father’s hair. All they had left of him.

      Amélie’s mother managed to cut a piece of his hair before they took his dead body away. She kept it for over a year, but now it was time to let it go.

      The three of them hiked up a mountain trail to a gorgeous spot that she had found when she was hiking with Grant. It was a cliff that overlooked a spectacular valley—just the sort of place that her father would have loved.

      They never had the chance to have a proper ceremony, a proper burial, a proper anything for him while in General Hunt’s custody. This wasn’t perfect, and it was long overdue, but their father would have understood. Amélie knew he loved his girls more than anything.

      “I love you, Alain,” her mother said as tears started rolling down her cheeks. “Every day I miss you.” She removed a few strands of hair from the lock and tossed it over the edge of the cliff, sniffing and crying as the wind took it and carried it down below.

      “I miss you, Papa,” Elodie said with a quivering chin as she took a piece of his hair and dropped it over the cliff.

      She handed the rest of the hair to Amélie whose heart was aching in her tight chest. How can I say goodbye?

      The hair was so soft between her fingers and it brought back a flood of memories—sinking her hands in it as a little kid as her dad carried her on his broad shoulders. She had felt invincible up there with him protecting her. She remembered being a kid and watching him style it in the mirror with gel and laughing as he gave himself a mohawk to make her laugh, and the time when he started freaking out over it turning gray and how her mom reassured him with a passionate kiss that he looked even sexier as a silver fox.

      Amélie took a deep breath as she stroked the sliver of hair. “I don’t know how to say goodbye, Papa,” she said as she choked back sobs. “How can I say goodbye to the toughest, most caring, most loving man I’ve ever met? I’m so lucky to have you as a father and even though you’re not with us now, I know you’ll always be right here in our hearts.” She placed her hand on the largest tattooed bird on her shoulder and closed her eyes.

      We’re free now, Papa. It’s time for you to be free too and fly away.

      She opened her eyes and released the hair into the wind, watching through tears as it soared away into the sky.

      It was hard to say goodbye, but once it was done, they all felt better. The three of them had been through so much, but better times were ahead. Amélie just knew it.

      She and Elodie each held one of their mother’s hands as they walked back down the mountain trail, laughing and smiling as they told the best stories of their Papa.
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        * * *

      

      “What a pleasure it is to see you again!” Dorothy said with a wide smile as she shook Amélie’s hand. “I was worried that Grant was going to screw it all up!”

      “He didn’t screw anything up,” Amélie said as she smiled back at her. “He’s been a perfect gentleman.”

      They were all hanging around the pool bar before dinner when Dorothy arrived. Amélie had never seen anyone so excited to see her before, and that included when she saw her mother and sister after a year of absence.

      “Grant told me there is some good news?” Dorothy said, looking too excited to contain herself. She placed a hand on Amélie’s stomach, making her back straighten impossibly tight. “Are you pregnant?”

      “Mom!” Grant said as he hurried over. “Will you get your hand off of her?”

      “Sorry!” Dorothy said, jerking her hand back.

      “Inappropriate,” Grant said, shaking his head with a frown on his face.

      “It’s okay,” Amélie said as she touched her new mother-in-law’s arm. “We were planning on telling you after dinner.”

      Poor Dorothy’s whole body slumped down like all of the energy was suddenly zapped out of her. “How can I wait that long? Are you engaged?”

      Amélie glanced over at Grant with a pleading face. She couldn’t make the poor woman wait too long. It was killing her not to know.

      He shrugged and smiled, letting Amélie know that she was free to tell her.

      “Your son and I,” Amélie started.

      “Yes…” Dorothy said, barely able to contain herself.

      “Well, we’ve been getting along great,” Amélie continued, “and our animals bonded.”

      “You what?” she said, her face dropping as she stared at her in shock. “My son found a mate?”

      She turned to Grant with wide eyes, looking like she was terrified that this might be a practical joke. “Is it true?”

      “It’s true, Mom,” Grant said with a smile. His mother exploded forward and lunged on him, wrapping her arms around his neck in a hug. She pressed her cheek against his large chest and closed her eyes, enjoying the moment that she had been waiting forever for.

      “I’m so happy,” she said as she released her son and lunged on Amélie. She suddenly pushed back as she held Amélie’s arms. “You want kids, right? Tell me you want kids! Please!”

      Amélie couldn’t help but laugh. “We haven’t talked about it,” she said, nervously glancing at Grant. “But kids sound good.”

      “Really?” Dorothy asked. She was practically breathless.

      Grant was nodding along. “Kids do sound pretty good.”

      “I’m. So. Happy.” Dorothy said as she reached for her son and pulled them all together.

      Amélie laughed as she was squished into her boob.

      She was pretty darn happy too.
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      Grant watched through his lion’s eyes as the large cat stalked through the forest. He lifted his nose and inhaled in deep. Amélie’s delicious scent rushed through his body, leaving a comforting warmth through every cell that it passed.

      God, he loved this girl. The time with her had been absolutely perfect.

      His lion looked around as he stalked forward, keeping low to the ground. Grant had the more powerful animal, but Amélie’s panther was as quiet and stealthy as they came.

      He quietly walked under an old oak tree when she pounced from above. His lion let out a grunt as she slammed into his back, knocking him to the ground.

      Grant’s lion got up with a playful roar and soon the two cats were wrestling through the bushes, having a great time.

      Their cats seemed to get along as well as they did. They rolled around as they snipped and swatted and fought for position.

      It was all fun and games until a real attacker lunged out of nowhere. Luckily, it was only Sloth. The obese cat landed on Amélie’s panther and attacked with a ferocity that could only be described as pathetic.

      The panther let out a deep roar and Sloth roared back, only his roar was more like a gurgling cough.

      A little while later, Grant pulled his cat back in and watched as the black panther turned back into the girl that he adored. They were alone in the forest and both completely naked so it wasn’t long before they started wrestling around on the ground again, only this time instead of aggressive grunts and groans there were sensual cries and moans.

      When they were done, Grant held Amélie’s naked body in his arms and wished that they could stay like this forever.

      They had to leave for Colorado in two days to look for Bryce, but for now, all he could focus on was the perfect moment. The perfect girl in his arms, the perfect forest around him, the perfect fat cat who was watching them like a little pervert.

      “Scram!” Grant shouted as he grabbed a chunk of grass and tossed it at Sloth who was watching in the tall grass.

      The cat flashed him a look of annoyance, turned around and left as Amélie giggled on his chest.

      “Finally alone,” she whispered as she kissed him on the lips.

      He grinned as he felt his cock start to harden once more.

      “Just how I like it.” His mate laughed as he pulled her onto him until she was straddling his erection.

      The way they were going, it was looking like his mother would get a grandkid after all—the next generation who would carry on the Clayton Rock family name.

      And family ranch or not, Grant couldn’t wait.
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