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One
Somewhere in the Texas desert
"Shit, shit, shit!"
Wade McAllister glanced frantically in the rearview mirror of his banged-up black Hummer for the thousandth time yet saw nothing behind him, not even the faintest hint of pursuing headlights. His insides roiled and he knew this had to be one of the worst goddamn ideas he'd ever had. Hell, he didn't even have a plan. Laughing bitterly, he drove like a madman through the inky black of the Texas desert.
Sand and sagebrush whizzed past the windows, and Wade realized he had no friggin’ clue where he was. No other cars on the highway. Christ, was he even on a highway?
Another shuffling noise came from the rear of the vehicle which had no back seats, just an empty, semi-carpeted truck bed where he'd slept the entire trip to Texas from Oregon. Wade didn't spare a glance at the woman bound and gagged back there, even when she tried her hardest to scream.
"Jesus Christ, what am I doing?” he hissed to himself as he ran his fingers through his sandy-colored hair. He couldn't help but think about all the ways he was going to be killed. And he wasn't even worried about B*E*A*S*T*. If Noah and Rogan ever caught up to him—much less found out what he'd done—no doubt they'd beat him senseless before tearing him limb from limb.
The woman yelled again, unable to move because she was hog-tied with thick rope and duct tape. Her scent permeated the Hummer, and Wade almost rolled down one of the windows for some fresh air. She smelled strongly of fear and anger along with a lighter scent; a feminine one. Some kind of flowery perfume.
What the hell was he doing? He didn't have time to think of her heady scent right now. He'd just abducted Senator Clive Covington's daughter, for Christ's sake!
Another insane, desperate chuckle rose from deep within him. He'd been casing Covington for a week now, and was surprised to find the man had a daughter. It hadn't taken much for Wade to put two and two together and realize that if he had some collateral with the old man, he might be able to confront him with the upper hand for once.
But for whatever reason only Covington knew, he didn't want Wade harmed. That juicy tidbit of information had been revealed through Sean Ross, the Kodiak grizzly Covington had sent to kill Rogan Wolfe. But why? What was so damned important about Wade McAllister? More importantly, if Clive didn't want him killed, then he must know who Wade was—who he truly was.
The assholes at B*E*A*S*T* had abducted men from the United States military for their programs, erasing their memories and turning them into monsters far beyond the horrors of Hollywood. At first, Wade had thought the agency's only compound was the one Rogan and Noah had destroyed in Colorado. But it had soon been revealed through Dr. Lucian Carver, the scientist who'd been captured by Noah, that there was a compound for every branch of the military.
That knowledge had floored all of them, prompting Mac, Jet, and Trevor to go looking for another compound in the wilds of Oregon. And they had been successful—finding a female shifter, no less. But more compounds around the country meant the B*E*A*S*T* agency was bigger than any of the shifters had first imagined.
Noah and Rogan hadn't wanted to go after Covington directly, but Wade knew it was the only way to stop the agency. His being a U.S. Senator didn't amount to a hill of shit in Wade's estimation.
The woman in the back of the truck had stopped yelling and had now resorted to tears. Wade sighed and cursed foully. He tried to tell himself he was doing the right thing. He'd known he wouldn't be able to get to the man who'd funded the B*E*A*S*T* agency on his good looks alone, and abducting Keira Covington had seemed a rational decision a few hours ago.
Wade had been watching her for the past few days, waiting for the right time to present itself to whisk her away. When she'd visited her boyfriend, an anchor for the local Channel 6 news, Wade knew his time had come. The parking lot of the station had a couple of burned out lights, and the guard on duty was an older gentleman with a shock of white hair. It was too perfect.
When she'd exited the building, Wade had pounced, using one of the tranquilizer darts from the compartments in the Hummer to make her cooperative. Once she was limp in his arms, he'd stuffed her into the back, hog-tied her, and now here he was, somewhere in the middle of friggin’ Texas with a hysterical woman in the back of his truck. She'd awakened from the tranquilizer not too long before, and all she'd done since was scream her little heart out. From the sound of her crying now, she must have realized her screams did nothing but make her throat raw.
A muscle in Wade's jaw ticked. He'd never done a woman any harm—or at least not that he knew of. Hearing her soft cries, not to mention smelling her pungent scent, reached into his heart with icy fingers. Damn her for making him think twice about his actions!
This was Keira Covington. She wasn't merely a woman. She was the goddamn enemy! Anyone who could condone what that wily old bastard had done to the men in the B*E*A*S*T* compound deserved everything they had coming to them. Even if they were of the female persuasion.
But that didn't stop Wade's belly from threatening to revolt right there in the truck. The urge to shift and rip something apart suddenly reared its head, and he had to swallow hard or risk choking on it. Gripping the steering wheel until his hands went white, he concentrated for all he was worth on the yellow lines in the road.
Get a grip, man, he thought to himself. You'll be okay. Everything will be okay.
Without thinking, Wade gazed into the rearview mirror, right into the bright green eyes of his captive. Her glowing red hair was magnificent, almost like molten lava as it poured over her shoulder in disarray. She was silently pleading with him to have mercy, the terror on her face unmistakable. He damned himself to hell.
Every instinct he had was telling him this was wrong. Second thoughts plagued him as the miles rolled by, and he couldn't help but glance in the mirror every now and again. The woman was beautiful; he'd give her that. But he couldn't let her beauty cloud his judgment—no matter how vivid his memory was of touching her soft, ivory skin.
Licking his lips, he said, “Don't worry, I won't hurt you if you cooperate with me. Understand?"
Keira stared at him for a moment, then she nodded frantically, making her red curls bob up and down.
"It's nothing against you,” he murmured, glancing at her once more. “I've got a ... bone to pick with your father."
Another scent wafted to him in the truck: surprise. How on God's green Earth could the woman be surprised at that? With all that the bastard had done? Wade shivered just remembering the time he'd spent drugged in a small cell at the compound. He could remember bits and pieces—fragments—of his life before, and that had been enough to get himself drugged, putting him on the schedule for reprogramming. Apparently, B*E*A*S*T* liked their experiments not to remember a goddamn thing.
But what he could remember had been trivial at best. The inside of a small apartment. Driving a car down some country road. Was it really worth the painful procedure of brainwashing? Wade shuddered at the thought. He'd been able to suppress his memories for the few short weeks he'd been free of the agency. Now, however, they seemed to be bubbling back up to the surface. Needles and pain. So much hellish pain.
Wade had to choke back a sob. No doubt the woman thought he was some kind of insane whack-job. Christ, maybe he was.
"Shit!” he growled, his eyes flashing. Adrenaline pumped through his veins, making him shake violently. Now there was no room for error. For all intents and purposes, Wade McAllister had single-handedly declared war on Clive Covington.



Two
Keira squeezed her eyes shut as her entire body trembled. An intense fear gripped her heart and she had no clue what to do. She'd been kidnapped by a man who scared her half to death and her cheeks were wet from tears. Her arms and legs burned from being so long in one position. The ropes cut into her skin and she wouldn't be surprised if they were covered in blood.
Once again the man glanced at her in the mirror and his eyes flashed a golden color. A bolt of terror raced down her spine. She had to be seeing things—that was the only explanation. No one's eyes could do that. Keira swallowed hard.
Who was he and why did he have a vendetta against her father? Clive Covington was a U.S. senator, well-liked and popular within the community. There might be some people who disagreed with his politics, but would they go to great lengths to kidnap his daughter for some petty revenge?
Keira sniffled as she shifted on the floor, trying to get as comfortable as she could. She was now completely at the mercy of this man, who seemed as if he regretted his decision to abduct her.
"I'm sorry,” he said, his deep voice penetrating the air. Keira jumped at the sound of it. “But I can't have you running away. Not now."
Closing her eyes once again, she squeezed more tears into her hair.
"If you promise not to scream, I'll take the tape off your mouth."
She sucked in her breath. Was he serious? The thought of no longer being gagged made her heart leap inside of her. She nodded furiously. Maybe he'd unbind her arms and legs as well.
The man pulled the truck to the side of the road and put it in park. Leaving the motor running, he climbed out and walked around to the back doors. They opened with a creak and he reached for her. Instinctively, she shied away from his large hands.
"I won't hurt you."
His voice was soft and he seemed sincere. He was a handsome man with hazel-colored eyes and sandy hair, perhaps a few years older than she was. But looking into his face, she couldn't help the nagging feeling she knew him from somewhere. Wracking her brain, she couldn't remember.
When he bit his lip nervously, Keira decided to trust him—at least for now. He still scared the crap out of her. No matter how harmless he appeared, she needed to be on her guard. Monsters often came in sheep's clothing. Even exceptionally handsome monsters.
Her body still trembled, but she allowed him to slowly peel the duct tape back, releasing her lips. She licked them then drew in a deep breath.
Deciding to get on his good side, she said, “Thank you."
He looked shocked. Did he expect hostility? There was no way in hell she'd rock the boat now, not when he had her all alone in some remote part of the countryside. If he snapped, he could do any damn thing he wanted and there would be no one to stop him.
"You're ... welcome,” he said, running his fingers through his hair. The action brought his snug, black T-shirt tighter against his chest and Keira damned herself for noticing.
He sighed again and reached into his back pocket. When he pulled out a wicked-looking folding knife, Keira's eyes went wide. She squealed and tried to push herself away from him, further into the Hummer.
"Easy, Keira,” he said, holding his hands up as if to show her he wouldn't harm her. “I'm not going to cut you. I'm going to cut that rope.” He nodded with his chin, indicating the rope binding her wrists to her ankles behind her back.
Hearing him say her name jarred her for a moment, and her feelings of familiarity returned. “Do ... do I know you?” she asked.
The man swallowed hard and a look of confusion came over his face. “I don't know,” he said. “Why don't you tell me?"
Keira arched her brow as she scooted closer to him cautiously. He made no move to reach for her which bolstered her courage. “I've seen you before, but I don't know your name."
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Was he disappointed?
"They call me Wade McAllister."
He bent over her, grabbing onto her right shoulder while leaning around her left shoulder with the knife. His body heat warmed her and she couldn't help but smell his clean, masculine scent. He didn't wear cologne, but he smelled good, like faint soap.
"Who's they?” she asked, unwittingly laying her head on his shoulder, allowing him to lean closer.
The sound of the knife cutting through the rope was loud in the still of the night. The man pulled back and stared at her, his face mere inches from her own. Another stab of fear entered her heart at his hardened expression, and a muscle ticked in his jaw.
"Don't play that game with me, lady,” he said, his words suddenly full of venom. “You know damn well who took my memory."
Keira pulled back with a gasp. “Your memory? What are you talking about?"
A bitter chuckle escaped him as he leaned over her again, cutting the bonds on her wrists. But instead of letting her hands go, he pulled them around the front of her body and held them together with one of his big hands. She didn't bother fighting him. She knew he would win any battle of strength between them, judging by the size of his arms alone.
Wade opened one of the compartments lining the walls of the Hummer and yanked out another length of rope. Keira watched as he bound her wrists in front of her this time.
As soon as he was done, he placed both his fists on the back bumper, leaning into the truck. “Do you think I'm a fool?” he whispered.
His intensity made her shiver.
"N—no, of course not,” she said, trembling. Don't piss him off, Keira. Keep him talking.
"Then don't play dumb. I've had my fair share of deception and lies. I don't need any more from you."
"I ... I'm not lying to you."
His lips pursed while his eyes narrowed, and he gazed at her as if she were some kind of delicacy we was about to devour.
"Look, you ... you said you've got a vendetta against my father. I don't know what that is, but I'm sure we can work this all out. You ... you don't want kidnapping on your head. If you take me back, I won't press charges."
"You don't get it, do you?” he asked, his voice still low. “I have nothing to lose. Whoever I was in my life before, that man is dead. According to the United States government, I don't exist. I can do whatever I damn well please."
Keira's eyes widened at his words. “What are you talking about?"
Wade stared hard at her for a moment before tossing his head back, filling the night with his laughter.
"Oh, you're good."
Whatever he thought her father had done, it was obvious he thought she was in on it, too. She had to set him straight.
"Look, Mr. McAllister, I really have no idea what you're talking about. What do you mean your life before? And where does my father come in to all of this?"
Shaking his head, Wade kicked at the dirt on the side of the road. “If you keep this up, lady, I'm gonna put that tape back on your pretty mouth."
Keira snapped her mouth shut and glanced away, her cheeks blushing hotly. She didn't know what was more disturbing, the thought of the tape gagging her once again, or the fact he'd called her mouth pretty.
As the silence stretched on, Wade sat on the back bumper, making the truck bounce slightly.
"Fine, you want to play coy? Let's play coy, shall we? I used to have a life—before I was taken by your father's agency. They tortured me and wiped my memory. I have no idea who I used to be, and the only memories I have are of being with the B*E*A*S*T* agency for the past two years. Your father funded my transformation, and I only want to give him what he's so graciously given me. Ring a bell now?"
Keira shook her head, her thoughts spinning in confusion.
"My father's agency? He doesn't have an agency. He's a senator."
"I know what he is!” Wade suddenly shouted, making her jump. “The man is a goddamn monster, and I mean to rid the world of him. Abducting you was merely the icing on the cake."
Keira's heart was in her throat. “Wade,” she began, clearing her throat. He glanced sharply at her. She could see pain and anger in his eyes. “Whatever you think my father has done, I assure you, I don't know anything. Please believe me."
Taking a chance, she placed her bound hands on his thigh in an attempt to gain his trust. His eyes flashed and her heart skipped a beat.
"Don't you know what I am?"
She shook her head. “I don't. I'm sorry. If my father has wronged you in some way, I don't know what it is, and I wasn't involved. Please believe me."
She'd been crying not too long ago and her tears were once again close to the surface.
"What does B*E*A*S*T* stand for?” he asked, cocking his head.
"I don't know,” she answered without hesitation. She knew he was testing her, trying to trip her up just in case she was lying. But she had to get him to believe her. She honestly had no clue.
"Do you know what a shifter is?"
Keira bit her lip and swallowed hard before she answered. “You mean like a stick-shift? I ... I can drive one if you need me to."
Wade's gaze dropped from hers and he turned his head to look out at the night. His entire body tensed, and the silence was deafening. When he finally glanced back at her, his eyes were red-rimmed.
"Are you telling me you have no clue about the compound in Colorado?"
"What compound? We ... we have a house in Vermont we sometimes go to—"
"Shit!” Wade exclaimed, climbing further into the truck. Without another word, he pulled out his knife once more and cut the bonds on her wrists and ankles. “Either you're a damn good actress, or I'm a poor judge of character."
"What ... what are you doing?"
"Keira,” he said, leaning back to look into her eyes. “I'm sorry. But I ... I've just made a huge goddamn mistake."



Three
Wade jumped out of the Hummer and screamed at the top of his lungs. The sound of it echoed faintly off the faraway hills. Cursing foully, he ran his fingers through his hair so hard he winced. Tears threatened to fall from his eyes and all the trepidation he'd been feeling for the past few days grabbed him by the throat.
"Oh God. Oh my God!"
Falling to his knees, Wade clenched his fists and hit the ground hard, again and again. The urge to shift overwhelmed him and he could feel the cougar roaring to be set free. Gasping, he grabbed handfuls of sand in an effort to control his body's instincts. He didn't want to become the cougar. Not now, not ever. Succumbing to the monster B*E*A*S*T* engineered him to be was out of the question.
Unable to hold them back any longer, Wade's tears fell and he brought his dirty palms up to his face. Deep, wrenching sobs escaped him. He was screwed. That's all there was to it. He'd kidnapped Covington's daughter, thinking she had to know something about her father's secret agency, only to find he couldn't have been more wrong. Wade had enough experience to know by someone's scent when they were lying to him. Keira hadn't been lying. The woman was innocent of any wrongdoing and he'd tied her up like a common criminal.
Jesus.
"Wade?"
It was her. She was close. Probably had no friggin’ clue what to make of him.
"Are you all right?"
Turning his wet face to her, he said, “How can you ask me that? I just kidnapped you, for God's sake."
"True,” she said warily, holding her arms out from her body as if ready to flee at any given moment. In fact, she glanced around, and Wade wondered if she was trying to judge if she could run from him. “But you seem like you're regretting it."
He took a deep breath and sighed. “Lady, if you want to go, just go. I'm not going to stop you."
He'd surprised her, he could smell it.
"Where would I go?” she asked. “I have no idea where I am."
He smiled faintly. Pushing off from the ground, he dusted the dirt from his jeans. The top of her head came up just under his nose. He towered over her.
Keira was apprehensive of him, but she didn't run, and her courage impressed him. But then he glanced down at her wrists and cursed. Tugging her arm gently, he said, “Come with me."
"What? Why?"
"I said I wouldn't hurt you, but I have. Damn it!” Wade nudged her down on the bumper and rummaged through the compartments of the truck until he came across the first aid kit. Keira's wrists were raw and red from the ropes that had held her. How could he have been so heartless?
"I'm sorry,” he whispered, rubbing antibiotic ointment onto her wounds. “I ... I don't know what I was thinking. I'll ... take you back. To your boyfriend."
"Wha ... what about my father?"
Wade glanced into her eyes and a pang of longing struck him so hard, he couldn't breathe. Her gentle gaze pulled at his heartstrings and he couldn't help but think about Noah with Lanie and Rogan with Marlie. He wanted desperately to find a woman for himself, and the way Keira was looking at him made him crave it all the more.
She was soft and gentle. Caring, even. But how could she stare at him in such a way if he'd just abducted her? Even her cheeks were red from the duct tape, and Wade found himself wishing he could kiss all her hurts away. It made him sick to think he'd hurt her. He never thought of himself as a monster. But tonight, he'd proved he was beyond the shadow of a doubt.
"I'll get to Covington another way."
She gasped, but didn't release his eye contact. “You're still planning your revenge?"
"Yes,” he said without hesitation.
"But—"
"Keira, I'm not going to ask you to understand why. Just know that it has to be done."
"Are you going to kill him?” she whispered. A sudden fear crept into her scent and he closed his eyes. Son of a bitch. Was he trembling? It had to be from the day's events. There was no other reason.
"That was my plan, yeah."
"Please. Don't kill him.” Her warm hands touched his arm and he flinched. So much so, she pulled away in alarm.
He stared at her incredulously. “If you knew what he's done, you wouldn't ask that of me."
She bit her lip. She was also shaking. “What has he done? You mentioned a compound ... and a shifter?"
Wade rubbed his eyes and sighed. “It's probably best if you don't know."
Keira watched her fingers as they plucked at the worn carpet lining the truck bed. “It's bad, isn't it?” she asked with a sniffle.
Her scent suddenly turned sad. The shreds of Wade's heart ached inside of him. “Keira—"
"Just tell me,” she said, her eyes shining with moisture.
"You wouldn't believe me if I did."
She gave him a forlorn chuckle, halfway between a sob and a laugh. “Whatever it is, it made you desperate enough to kidnap his daughter."
Wade nodded. “I'm sorry about that,” he murmured with his eyes downcast. “When you're on the run, everyone you come in contact with is your enemy. I didn't think twice when I saw you. I acted on my own damned impulse."
"You're on the run?” Keira said with a gasp, covering her mouth. “Are you a criminal?"
He gave her a half-smile. “I'm on the run from your father's goons. And if they catch me, they're going to mind-wipe me again."
"Mind-wipe? You mean brainwash you?"
He nodded.
"But that's not possible."
"There are a lot of things in this world that ‘aren't possible', but I see them happening every day. Trust me. It's possible."
"But ... why would my father—how would my father have access to that kind of.... thing?"
"I have no idea,” Wade said, setting his jaw. “But I aim to find out."
* * * *
Keira sat in the passenger seat, stealing glances at Wade every now and again. She hadn't said a word to him for miles and the silence stretched on. His words had shocked her more than anything, hearing her father was wrapped up in something huge, something so secret, they'd wipe your memories clean if you crossed them. A shiver tore through her body.
"You cold?” Wade asked, somehow knowing her mood.
"Yeah, a bit."
"It gets cold out here in the desert. Especially at night in the wintertime.” Leaning over, he flipped on the heater. “Are you comfortable now?” She nodded but he pressed on. “There's a blanket in the back. Want me to get it for you?"
"I'll be fine, really.” He looked like he didn't believe her, but he let it lie.
"Are you hungry?"
"No."
A few more miles passed in silence. For a kidnapper, Wade McAllister sure went out of his way to accommodate her.
"I drove quite a ways before you woke up from the tranq,” he said in a small voice. “If you're tired, just lean back and I'll get you where you need to go."
"Why are you being so nice to me all of a sudden?” she asked, curious.
Wade gripped the steering wheel hard. “I'm not a monster.” He spoke his words with such conviction she arched her brows in surprise.
"No one said you were."
He glanced at her and continued. “I don't hurt women. I don't even know what I was thinking. I guess knowing you were that bastard's daughter made my hackles rise, and I couldn't see you for you. All I could see was him. But ... you're not the evil witch I had envisioned.” His mouth turned into an alluring grin, and Keira's breath hitched in her throat. An alarming thought raced through her mind of that mouth on her sensitive skin, kissing and suckling...
"Are you all right, Keira?” he asked in concern.
Swallowing hard, she nodded, not trusting her voice.
"You sure? Because you look a little pale over there."
"Yes. Fine. Thank you.” Dear God, where had that thought come from? Now the truck was a bit too hot, but she wasn't about to roll down the window. He'd merely ask more questions, and she'd be damned if she'd tell him the reason.
He gave her a sidelong glance and shifted on the driver's seat, as if he wasn't comfortable himself. He cleared his throat and ran his fingers through his hair, adjusting the rearview mirror three times. Why was he fidgeting?
"Craig's not my boyfriend, you know,” she said, suddenly kicking herself. Why the hell would this man even care?
Wade coughed behind his hand. “Oh?"
"Yeah. We used to date when we were kids, but not anymore. He's just a close friend. I sometimes bring him take-out when he works late at the station. In fact, that's what I was doing when...” she trailed off, not wanting to say more.
"Right.” His mood suddenly changed, becoming more pensive than talkative. Keira decided silence was best. She didn't know why she'd blurted out the truth behind her relationship with Craig. Perhaps it was her familiar feelings toward Wade that made her open up. But he seemed so easy to talk to, regardless of the secret he was hiding about her father.
Clive Covington had always been known to schmoose with wealthy people in order to fund his campaigns; maybe he'd gotten himself mixed up with the wrong crowd this time. Her thoughts went wild at the prospect. The Mob? Drug dealers? Was her father in some kind of trouble?
If he wasn't, Wade was certainly determined to bring trouble to him. He had it in his head her father was responsible for brainwashing him somehow. Before they went their separate ways, Keira was determined to find out exactly what Wade wasn't telling her.



Four
Desire. That's what he'd smelled.
Swallowing hard, Wade tried for all he was worth to concentrate on the road, but his body tightened with the subtle knowledge that Keira desired him. She seemed shocked by it when she glanced at him a few moments earlier, however his body responded to her intoxicating scent—almost savagely.
He desperately wanted to roll down a window for some fresh air, but he'd just turned on the heat for Keira. Damn it. He bit his lip and adjusted the rearview mirror for what seemed the hundredth time.
Don't look at her. You'll do something you'll regret.
Wade squirmed on his seat, trying to get comfortable while his jeans cut off the circulation to his erection. He breathed through his nose—deep breaths in, deep breaths out. He wasn't about to pounce on the poor woman when he'd just kidnapped her. Besides, she was the daughter of the man who'd made him a freak. Whatever thoughts he harbored for Keira Covington, he could just push them right out of his mind. The woman was off limits.
"Are ... are you okay?"
Her quiet voice carried through the cabin of the Hummer and Wade's body came alive once more. He growled, gripping the steering wheel so tight, he was surprised it didn't snap in two.
Without a word, Wade once again pulled the truck to the side of the road in a cloud of dust. He turned off the engine and yanked the keys from the ignition before climbing out.
"Where are you going?” she called after him, sounding worried.
"To the men's room!” he yelled back, walking a few yards from the truck. Taking in deep gulps of air, Wade bent over, placing his palms on his knees, trying hard to get a grip on his raging lust.
Jesus, why was he reacting like this?
Because Keira's scent had confirmed his own thoughts. She found him attractive, just as he'd noticed her beauty. She wasn't afraid of him and he'd be damned if he knew why. The lady should have been running for the hills right now. No doubt she would if she ever found out what he truly was.
Wade desperately desired to lose himself in a woman, but Keira was not that woman. She could never be the one.
"Wade?"
Whipping around, he yelped, amazed at the second time she'd snuck up on him.
"What?” he exclaimed, a bit harsher than he'd intended.
She flinched.
"I have some aspirin in my purse if you need it.” The look on her face floored him. She was concerned. Why in God's friggin’ name did she care about his wellbeing?
"Lady, if you knew what I needed,” he said, panting, “you wouldn't be standing so damn close to me."
Keira took a step back, her eyes large and round. But she didn't walk away.
"What does that mean?” Her voice was barely above a whisper.
Closing his eyes to hide his own frustration, Wade balled his fists while a muscle ticked in his jaw. He had to get her away from him. He had to erase that look of worry on her face. Her sweet disposition toward him would get her in a lot of trouble—and she didn't even know it.
"It means, Keira, that I can smell you. Every damn thing about you. The perfume you spritzed on this morning. The soap you used in the shower. And the desire you could barely hide in the truck a few minutes ago."
She gasped, covering her mouth. Good. He'd startled her with his words. She should be scared of him. Terrified, even. He was a virile, dangerous cougar who hadn't had sex for as long as he could remember. He'd talked about her desire, but if she could smell him, she'd choke on his own aroused scent.
"I don't—"
"Now I can smell your obvious lie,” he said, interrupting her, allowing his eyes to flash in the darkness. Taking a few steps toward her, he gazed down into her captivating green eyes. Her body heat radiated from her, even though she was shivering, but she still didn't cower from him. “You want me."
Keira's mouth opened, then shut. She bit the inside of her cheek as she stared at him, but let the silence stretch on before she murmured, “No I don't."
Wade looked her up and down, imagining her legs around his waist. He wanted to bury his fingers in her hair; make her scream his name. Instead, he growled and walked past her, back to the truck.
"You're a liar,” he tossed over his shoulder.
She trotted beside him to keep up with his long strides. “I don't even know you!"
"And I don't know you, but that didn't stop the scent I smelled, now does it?"
He grabbed the handle of the driver's side door, but Keira seized his shoulder and spun him around. For a little woman, he was amazed at her strength.
"You wait just a minute, mister,” she said. “No man on Earth can smell the things you claim to. I think you're trying to scare me."
"I'm no mere man, lady. And hell yes, I'm trying to scare you!"
"Why?” That one word, combined with her look of confusion made him curse under his breath.
"I just kidnapped you. You have no right to think of me the way you do."
"Oh, so now you can read minds?” Keira placed her hands on her hips. Wade felt as if he'd been punched in the gut. Damn, this woman was feisty.
"No, I don't read minds,” he said, advancing on her. She backed away, stopping near the rear wheel well. Wade smiled wickedly, placing both his hands on the Hummer, trapping her in the circle of his arms. “But I know damn good and well what kind of thoughts follow the scent of desire."
God, he smelled it again.
"How ... how can you ... how...” Keira's hair bobbed from her fierce trembling. Wade knew the feeling—he trembled as well.
"It's a gift your father gave to me,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “One of many. But if you knew all of my secrets, you'd run far away from me."
"You don't seem ... s-so b-bad."
"I tranquilized you."
"I'm not harmed."
"I bound and gagged you.” He leaned in closer.
"But you set me free."
"I'm planning my revenge on your father."
Keira closed her eyes and gave him a slight nod. “There is that."
He almost laughed at her nonchalant tone.
"Tell me what he did to you.” Her eyes were concerned again. Christ!
"He made me a monster."
"I don't believe that."
"Your father is capable of many evil things, Keira. Don't put him on a friggin’ pedestal.” She gasped but didn't look away.
"I meant I don't believe you're a monster."
Wade pressed even closer, shocked at her words. Any ounce of control he had left him in that moment. His better judgment screamed at him to walk away, but he couldn't find the strength to do so. His body was flush with hers against the truck. Keira's pleasing scent surrounded him.
He was lost.
"Yes, I am,” he whispered, lowering his mouth to hers. He kissed her gently, giving her ample time to jerk away, push on his shoulders, offer up any kind of resistance. He would have released her immediately.
But she didn't.
Instead, she stood on her tip-toes.
"God, Keira,” he whispered, releasing her mouth for one fevered second, “I shouldn't do this."
But instead of pushing away, he kissed her again, this time coaxing her mouth open with his tongue. Her palms burned hot on his shoulders, searing him like a brand. Before he knew it, she framed his face, holding him almost ... tenderly.
With a surge of renewed desire, he thrust his tongue into her mouth, only to groan when she answered him in kind. The taste of her was like sweet, hot candy.
Jesus, Wade. Stop.
Tears formed in his eyes as he continued to kiss her, wanting to do nothing more than lift her shirt over her head and taste her until she begged for mercy. But it could never happen. Keira wasn't the woman he wanted to become involved with, no matter how loudly his body screamed to bury itself inside her.
When her hands left his face to thread through his hair, he moaned into her mouth and released her. He stared at her for a good, long time, taking in her labored breathing, dilated eyes, and swollen lips.
"This is wrong.” Wade had to blink back his tears.
"But—"
"No. Keira, no.” He shied away when she cupped his cheek once more.
"But, Wade—"
"Lady, just get the hell away from me!"
Keira gasped, and instantly Wade could see the tears misting in her eyes. His heart ached as his blood rushed in his ears. Without a word, Keira stepped away from him, rounding the Hummer to the other side, leaving the pungent scent of sorrow and disappointment behind.
Wade climbed into the driver's seat and slammed the door shut behind him. He'd be damned if he was going to be moved by Keira's sobbing. But it wasn't long before regret hit him like a tidal wave.
If she didn't believe he was a monster before, she certainly did now. Wade should have been happy for his victory. Instead, it made him hate himself all the more.



Five
Keira stared out the passenger window, not paying any attention to the lightening sky. Wade hadn't said a word since yelling at her more than an hour ago, much to her relief. The silence was welcome, even if it was uncomfortable.
She was angry and disappointed, yet confused at the same time. Why the hell had she let a perfect stranger—one who'd kidnapped her, no less—kiss her into oblivion? It made no sense. It had to be due to her familiar feelings for Wade. But wracking her brain, she couldn't remember his name for the life of her. Perhaps he merely resembled someone she once knew.
Kissing him, however, had sent a bolt of lightning thundering throughout the four corners of her body. She'd felt his domination of their kiss down to her toes. Keira had her fair share of ardent kisses in the past, but Wade's had been second to none. It had seemed he'd wanted to devour her—and she would have let him.
Rubbing her eyes, she tried her hardest to forget how her skin had tingled at the pressure of his mouth on hers. If he really could smell everything about her, the last thing she wanted was for him to get another whiff of her desire. She was not about to humiliate herself even further. Wade had made it quite clear he wanted nothing to do with her. She should be grateful for that. This situation could have been much worse, with a kidnapper who forced himself upon her.
She shivered, but refused to look at him. He was taking her back to Dallas. She'd likely never see him again—unless he somehow succeeded with his revenge...
At that moment, Keira's stomach roared loudly, making her spread her hand on her belly, as if to calm it.
Wade didn't even look at her. “You hungry?"
Her heart leapt into her throat at his words. Dear God, even the sound of his voice was enough to make her hair stand on end.
"Yeah ... I guess, a little.” Her stomach once again growled.
"Sounds like more than just a little."
"I suppose.” Keira chewed the inside of her lip, unsure what else to say to him. He'd told her to get the hell away from him. She knew he'd been deliberately trying to scare her away. Perhaps his harsh words earlier had been nothing more than subterfuge to keep her distance. Wade obviously believed he was capable of horrible things, and maybe he was. Keira didn't know him from Adam. Or did she?
Stealing a glance at him, she tried hard to think of where she might have seen him before. He looked at her a few moments later and their eyes locked. Keira couldn't bring herself to turn away. Wade's eyes seemed to flash a golden color once again before he continued to watch the road.
"There's a small town coming up,” he said, pointing out the windshield. “We can grab a bite to eat and maybe get some directions."
"Directions? Are we lost?"
"Have you seen any highway markers for the last fifty miles?” he asked, glancing at her.
"Well ... no..."
"Neither have I."
"What highway did you take to get out of Dallas?” she asked.
"I wasn't paying any goddamn attention to the roads, lady! I just picked one."
Keira narrowed her eyes and set her jaw. She didn't like his tone one bit. “Don't talk to me that way."
"What way?” he asked, sounding bewildered.
"Like ... like I'm a dumbass!"
A strange noise came from the other side of the Hummer. She saw his hand covering his mouth in a failed attempt to hide his sudden laughter. Keira arched a brow.
"You think that's funny?"
"You don't?” Wade's grin was infectious. She turned away to hide her own smile, but apparently not fast enough. He chuckled. “Look, I don't think you're a dumbass.” Keira's smile widened, but she continued to look out the passenger window. “I just have no friggin’ clue where we are."
Pursing her lips, Keira thought for a moment. “Then I guess that makes you the dumbass."
Wade graced her with a shocked gasp and it was her turn to chuckle.
"See if I buy you breakfast,” he grumbled under his breath, making Keira laugh harder at the look of mock anger on his face. He seemed a genuinely nice guy when he wasn't so intense.
Wade flashed a sexy grin. He intrigued her more than any other man in her life. She wanted to get to the bottom of his anger, find out what made him tick. He'd mentioned he was on the run and had no memory of his former life. Was he all alone? Perhaps his fear of the unknown was what made him want her to keep her distance. But more than likely it was because she was Clive Covington's daughter. If he wanted to kill her father, how could he get close to her?
And how could Keira possibly want to get to know him better—a man who freely admitted he'd murder her father?
Despite his big talk, she sincerely doubted he had it in him to kill anyone. He was pissed off and upset, that much was true. But if his friendly banter was a genuine reflection of the man he truly was, Keira had no doubt in her mind that Wade would never actually pull the trigger.
* * * *
"Welcome to Cactus.” Keira squinted at the sign she'd just read aloud on the side of the road.
"Cactus?"
With a shrug, she said, “Yeah. Must be the name of this town. Never heard of it."
"Damn. Then we must be way off course.” Wade sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. Keira tried her hardest not to stare, but it was nearly impossible. She doubted she'd be able to wrap both hands around one of his biceps. Clearing her throat, she merely nodded, not trusting her own voice.
Wade gave her a sidelong glance. He had an odd look on his face. Keira squirmed under his gaze.
"What?” she challenged, rolling down her window. The chilled air of the morning filled the cab, and hopefully, blew away any trace of her scent. Great, now she was paranoid he'd be able to smell her twenty-four-seven. She'd best keep herself showered. A smile barely tugged her lips.
"Nothing,” Wade answered, shaking his head. She knew he'd smelled her, but kept silent, thank God.
"What time is it?"
Wade glanced at the clock in the dash. “Almost seven a.m."
After a few more moments of silence, Keira pointed down the road. “There's Claire's Diner. They look open."
"Sweet. I'm starving."
"Yeah, me too. What are you going to get?” Keira chuckled nervously, hoping she didn't sound like a moron.
"I don't know,” he answered, pulling into the parking lot. “Maybe a giant stack of flapjacks with blueberries on top."
She grinned as he found a place to park. “With the happy face made out of whipped cream?"
"Naturally,” he said with a wink. Without another word, he jumped from the truck and slammed the door behind him. Keira's heart thumped wildly. If she didn't calm down around him, she'd never be able to survive the trip back to Dallas. Wade was off limits. Best she start remembering that.
The passenger door opened, making her jump.
"You coming?” Wade stood there with his hands on his hips, tapping his foot. He looked so ridiculous, she had to bite her lip to keep from smiling.
"Not yet,” she said under her breath, suddenly mortified she'd made a double entendre. With a flaming face, Keira hopped out of the truck and rushed past Wade into the restaurant, wishing she could disappear into thin air.
* * * *
Clive Covington hadn't slept at all. His clothes now hung on him in a wrinkled mess and his eyes were gritty. But he'd be damned if he went to bed now. Not when Keira had gone missing. He'd been informed late last night that the security guard on duty at the Channel Six news had called the authorities. Apparently Keira had taken her friend, Craig Daniels, some dinner at the station, but her car was still in the parking lot.
Clive had spoken to Craig a few hours ago, but the man had no idea where Keira had gone off to. The last time he'd seen her, she'd been walking out of his office.
A sharp knock echoed throughout Clive's study right before the door opened, revealing Brett Walker, the senator's bodyguard.
Brett was a ruthless son of a bitch, one of the nastiest shifters B*E*A*S*T* had ever produced—a cheetah. He could outrun anything on the planet. More than once Clive had felt threatened in his presence, especially when the shifter's eyes flashed at him. But he knew the cheetah wouldn't double cross him. The pay was too friggin’ good.
"Tell me some good news,” Clive said, pinching the bridge of his nose.
"I was able to get a digital copy of the security tape from the parking lot."
Clive regarded Brett's bloody clothing. “How many people did you kill to get it?"
"You don't want to know,” Brett growled. Crossing the room, he popped the DVD into the player and turned on the TV. For a few minutes, they watched nothing but boring video of people coming and going. It didn't take long, however, before Clive recognized one of the parked cars.
"Wait a minute,” he said, standing from the chair he'd been sitting in. “That's Sean's Hummer."
Brett gazed at the screen. “That black one?"
Clive nodded. “Yeah. Christ."
A few minutes later, Keira drove into the parking lot. She crawled out of her car, her arms laden with food bags. Once she'd gone into the station, the Hummer pulled up to the front doors.
"You think Sean took her?” Brett asked, staring at the screen.
"No. Sean's dead."
The cheetah glanced at him sharply. “How do you know that?"
"I got a phone call from none other than Wade McAllister little over a week ago. Said he was going to ... pay me a visit."
"Wade took Keira? Jesus, Clive, why don't you tell me this shit?” Brett asked in astonished anger. Clive merely waved him away as if he were a pesky fly.
Once the man stepped out of the Hummer, it was obviously Wade, with his sandy hair and familiar build.
"Damn.” Covington rubbed his eyes. There on the screen, he grabbed Keira as she walked back to her car, probably injecting her with a tranquilizer. She went limp in his arms.
"That bastard,” Brett exclaimed.
The anger inside Clive's chest consumed him. He wanted McAllister's head on a platter—to hell with who he used to be. Nothing short of bloodshed would suffice to bring justice to the goddamned cougar who'd taken his daughter.
"Make sure this leaks to the press,” Covington whispered, balling his hands into fists. “I want the local populace looking for this asshole and my daughter."
Brett nodded, swiping the DVD from the player.
"I need you out there, Brett.” Clive placed his hand on the younger man's shoulder. “I need you to bring Wade to me once he's found."
Brett's eyes flashed, but Clive was far beyond caring.
"You still want him alive?"
Clive narrowed his eyes. “Barely."



Six
No matter how hard he tried, Wade couldn't sit still. The waitress had already come and gone a few minutes ago to take their order while he glanced at a nearby television on a shelf in the corner. It was currently tuned in to the news—the Channel 6 News, to be exact—and he couldn't keep his stomach from roiling.
His knee bounced under the table and he ran his fingers through his hair for the thousandth time. Sighing deeply, he looked out the window, then back at Keira, who regarded him with a critical eye.
"You all right?” she asked.
"Don't think I'll ever be all right,” he answered under his breath. Her brows knitted together in a look of confusion.
"You don't have to worry. I'm not going to press charges."
Wade's eyes clashed with hers. “Why the hell not?"
"Because ... because you're a nice man.” She chewed on the inside of her lip.
Wade scoffed at that. “You don't know me at all, lady. I could be the Boston fricken’ Strangler for all you know. You'd have no clue."
"You're not,” she countered with a slight smile. “The Boston Strangler went on rampage in the early 60's. You don't look quite that old."
"Perhaps the years have been kind to me."
Keira opened her mouth to say more, but the waitress returned with their food.
"Here you go,” she said with a wide grin. “Anything else I can get for you?"
"Yeah,” Wade said. “You know the way to Dallas?"
The waitress nodded. “Sure. You take this old road out here east about twenty miles until you hit Highway 83. Head north another ten miles or so until you get to the junction with Interstate 20 in Abilene. That'll take you all the way into Dallas."
"About how far is the drive?"
"Two hundred miles, give or take."
Wade's eyes widened. “Thanks very much.” Damn. He'd driven farther than he'd first thought.
"Not a problem, sugar.” The waitress gave him a wink and walked away.
As Wade ate, he glanced at Keira. It was harder to single out her specific scent in a public place, but he smelled it faintly. He'd been able to detect another hint of her desire in the truck, but he hadn't said anything. Nothing good could possibly come from it. What confused the hell out of him was why she was kind to him. Why wasn't she running for her life? With the way she was acting, you'd think she was kidnapped every day. The thought brought a grin to his lips.
Before he knew it, his plate was empty and he pushed it away, tossing his napkin on the table. The food bore down in his belly like a lead weight. He shouldn't have eaten it all.
Keira wasn't even half-way done with her biscuits and gravy when Wade's attention was pulled once again to the small TV. The volume was turned down, but if he concentrated hard enough, his keen ears could hear what was being said. Right now, they flashed a grainy surveillance camera image on the screen. Squinting, he thought it seemed familiar.
"Oh, God."
Keira looked up from her food and cocked a brow. “What?"
"We gotta get out of here. You're done."
"No, I'm not,” she protested, taking another bite.
"Yes you are. Look.” He pointed as discretely as he could to the television set, which now displayed images of her pretty face.
"If you've seen this woman, daughter of Texas senator, Clive Covington, call authorities immediately."
Keira gasped.
Without another word, Wade stood and pulled two twenties out of his pocket, slapping them on the table. He grabbed Keira's hand and hauled her to her feet. “Let's go."
She didn't fight him, and he could once again smell her fear. As soon as they'd climbed into the Hummer, Wade turned the key and the engine roared to life. He didn't waste any time as he sped down the road like a madman.
* * * *
"Slow down!” Keira clutched the armrest of her seat as if her life depended on it. Wade was passing cars left and right, doing at least twenty miles over the speed limit.
"Why should I?” His hands latched on to the steering wheel with an iron grip. “Half the state will be looking for us by now."
Keira closed her eyes, refusing to look at the road for fear of revisiting her breakfast. “Because you could get pulled over, and be in an even deeper pile of shit!"
Unbelievably, her words somehow penetrated Wade's fight-or-flight instincts. He slowed the truck to a more reasonable speed.
"Goddamn,” he muttered. “They contacted the media."
"You had to know that would happen,” Keira said, tossing him a sidelong glance. “I'm the daughter of a high-profile man. My kidnapping is sure to make front page news on most of the newspapers in Texas."
"I know that!” Wade snapped. “I just didn't expect it so soon. I was hoping for a little more time of anonymity."
"Well, we'll lay low. Only stop when we have to. Drive straight through to Dallas. You got any sunglasses in this thing?” Keira began rummaging through the glove box.
"What are you doing, lady?” Wade gazed at her with disbelief in his eyes.
"I'm looking for a pair of damn sunglasses, you got a problem with that?” Keira knew she sounded condescending, but she was beyond caring. Wade's prickly demeanor made her want to bear her claws, especially after the adrenaline boost of racing down the highway.
"You're acting like my partner in crime. Since when did you decide to play Bonnie and Clyde?"
His words threw her for a loop. He was right. Here she was with her kidnapper, suggesting ways of avoiding the authorities so he wouldn't get caught. Why was she trying to protect him?
"I ... I don't know."
"Christ, you kiss a woman once and she wants to have your babies."
He'd shocked her beyond comprehensible speech. All she could do was sit and stare at him, her mouth wide open. Wade sighed and scowled at the road.
"How dare you insinuate that I ... that I..."
"That you what?” he shot back, glaring at her. “That you still desire me, even after I told you to stay the hell away from me? That you can't seem to keep your gaze off of me when you think I'm not looking?"
Keira gasped, covering her mouth. Apparently, she hadn't been as discrete as she'd hoped.
"Don't flatter yourself,” she growled. “I think I might know you. I'm merely trying to remember from where."
He didn't believe her. She knew it.
"Whatever you think you know about me, it isn't the truth. I'm not a nice guy. You should be scared shitless, but you're sitting there sizing me up instead. It doesn't make any sense!"
She scowled at him. “I just ... I know you're not an evil man."
"You haven't even been in my presence for twenty-four hours."
"True, but you're very familiar."
"Maybe you do know me.” Wade sighed deeply. “I wouldn't know."
Keira ran her fingers through her hair. “What do you remember?"
"Not much. Only the last two years with any clarity. Needles, laboratories ... My cage."
Keira gasped. “Your cage?"
He glanced at her and appeared to regret what he'd just said. “Yeah. That's where we were kept."
"We? There's more like you? Were you prisoners?"
"Of sorts. More like experiments."
Shivers raced down Keira's spine at his words. “What ... kind of experiments?"
"You don't want to know."
An uncomfortable silence descended inside the truck. Glancing out the passenger window, Keira jumped when she heard Wade's voice once again.
"They would strap us to the tables. I remember being injected with ... something. It made every inch of my body burn, even on the inside."
"Good Lord!"
"I was scheduled for reprogramming before I escaped. I can remember flashes of my life before I was taken by B*E*A*S*T*. A small apartment; driving in a car. Those memories should have been permanently suppressed. But they weren't. They were going to brainwash me again."
A sick feeling came over Keira. Covering her belly, she squeezed her eyes shut and breathed hard through her nose. Her father was mixed up in all of this? How was that even possible? Sure, the man worked hard, late hours in his line of work, but that was to be expected. Endless business trips to Washington, various public appearances ... But running an agency that brainwashed people? It was too much.
"What makes you think my father is a part of all this?” Keira had to know. If Wade's words were true, she really didn't know her father at all.
He seemed annoyed, as if her question was silly. But he answered regardless.
"Your father sent a man to kill a good friend of mine, Rogan Wolfe. That man didn't succeed, but we were able to recover his cell phone. The only number he ever called was a direct line to your father. And when he didn't call Covington with an update on what was going on, your father called the cell and left a voice message. Said he wanted an update on Rogan, but didn't want me harmed. Have any idea why your father would put a hit on my friend but not me?"
Keira simply stared at him, unable to fully comprehend his words.
"Maybe it has something to do with the fact you think you know me,” Wade said, more to himself than to her. Tears filled Keira's eyes. It couldn't be true. Could it?
"What ... why is the agency called ‘B*E*A*S*T*'?” Her entire body trembled. She feared Wade's answer.
With a sigh, he said, “It stands for Bio-Engineering to Attain Shift Transformation."
"Sh-shift transformation? What does that mean?"
"It means your father funded a project that merged the DNA of men with the DNA of animals, turning his experiments into shifters—something less than human.” He glanced at her. “I'm not a normal man, Keira. I am a shifter."
His eyes flashed a bright gold and she gasped in shock. “Who ... wh—what are you?"
"Lady, I wish I knew.



Seven
Brett smiled, snapping his cell phone shut. The engine of his Jag roared as he stepped on the gas pedal, weaving in and out of traffic. The police had just gotten a tip from a waitress in some place called Cactus, south of Abilene. Wade and Keira had been sighted having breakfast in a small diner and had even asked for directions back to Dallas.
Damn good thing Brett was already headed west on I-20.
Gripping the steering wheel tight, he glanced at his speedometer and chuckled to himself. Only seventy miles per hour?
B*E*A*S*T* had clocked him in a dead run at seventy-five in his shifted state. Nothing on the planet could outrun a cheetah.
Brett flipped open his phone once more and dialed Covington's number. It rang only once before the old man picked up.
"What news?"
"There's been a report of a sighting. Somewhere in a podunk town called Cactus."
"Excellent. And Keira? Was she harmed in any way?"
"I don't know, sir,” Brett said, merging into the fast lane. “They told me a waitress spotted them having breakfast at a diner. I doubt Keira was bound and gagged, if that's what you're worried about. I'm on the road right now. Won't take me long to get there."
"Good. Keep your eye out for a black Hummer,” Covington said. “Wade might try to double back."
"You got it."
Brett closed his phone once more and tossed it on the passenger seat, right next to the other cell phone he'd procured from Dr. Lucian Carver when the scientist had returned from Oregon. The phone of a certain wolf who'd refused to die.
He knew Rogan's cell phone held the numbers of both Wade McAllister and Noah Carpenter—he'd seen them for himself in Rogan's call history. He was tempted to call Wade right now, but Brett wanted to wait until he had the upper hand. Calling Wade now would likely spook him, and he'd get rid of the phone before Brett could pinpoint his location.
Covington wanted his daughter retrieved that very minute, but Brett was content to bide his time. He'd call Wade when the cougar least expected it. Like when Brett was right on his ass.
* * * *
Wade's legs ached from being in one position for so long. Eating breakfast had given him a small reprieve from sitting in the driver's seat, but it didn't stop his eyes from burning. Every now and again, they went out of focus, prompting him to blink hard a few times. He needed sleep. His body was beginning to feel his fatigue.
"Pull over, Wade."
Keira's voice broke through the oppressive silence. After his confession to being a shifter, she hadn't said a word, choosing instead to look out the window, her scent laced with trepidation and concern. She probably didn't believe a word he'd said, and that was just as good. A woman like Keira didn't need to know the truth about men like him. What good would coming clean really do? Scare the living shit out of her, no doubt.
"I'm serious. Pull over."
Wade glanced at her. The look in her eyes almost floored him. If he'd been standing, he would have had to lean on something for support or risk falling on his ass. Her concern was for him. A wave of longing rippled through him with such force, the truck veered slightly on the road.
"You're tired. There's a rest stop up ahead."
"I'm fine."
Keira scoffed. “No you're not! I just saw you almost nod off. Getting into an accident wasn't on my agenda."
"Neither was getting kidnapped.” He grinned wryly and she grinned back. His heart leapt at the sight. Keira was truly a beautiful woman.
At that thought, Wade's smile faded as he pulled off the highway at the next rest stop. He had no right to think of her like that. With a scowl, he found a parking space near some trees and turned off the engine.
"I can drive if you want,” Keira said behind a yawn. Wade shook his head.
"Uh uh, lady. You're probably just as tired as I am. You can conk out in the back, I won't bother you. There's a pillow and some blankets in the side compartments."
"Where will you sleep?"
"I'll nap right here.” Finding the lever on his seat, he leaned back into a reclining position.
After a moment of silence, her voice once again pierced his head. “Um, Wade?"
"Yeah?"
"Do you mind if ... well, if..."
"What?"
"Do you mind if I go use the little girl's room over there?” Keira pointed out the window to a small building not too far away.
Turning his head slightly to look at her, he caught her eye. She bit her lip under his scrutiny and he could have sworn he smelled a hint of desire in the air. If she was unsettled by him, she was doing a good job of hiding it. But the faint scent had his body tightening, regardless.
The memory of her lips underneath his made him cross his arms on his chest before he reached out and did something stupid.
"Keira, I told you before, you can come and go as you please. I took you by mistake. You're not a prisoner.” He was happy his voice didn't waver.
She nodded and opened her door. Once she was out of the truck, Wade watched the sway of her hips as she walked toward the restrooms.
"Damn it,” he growled to himself. Closing his eyes, he breathed deeply to calm his wild heartbeat, but it was a mistake. Keira's scent still lingered and all he could smell was her. His erection pressed against his jeans, straining to be set free.
This was going to be one hell of a long trip back to Dallas.
* * * *
Keira splashed water on her heated cheeks as she gazed at herself in the brushed metal that passed as a mirror in the women's restroom. Her hands shook and she wasn't sure how to calm down. Wade's look had been intense, threatening to burn her to a crisp. He'd appeared as if he wanted to pounce on her from across the Hummer and kiss her into oblivion.
Despite what he'd told her about some strange DNA splicing, which she didn't entirely understand, Keira still found Wade an attractive man. She chuckled to herself and the sound of it echoed off the cinder block walls. Attractive? Try drop-dead-gorgeous, cream-in-your-panties-with-just-one-look kinda guy. Wade was a knuckle-biter. Problem was, he claimed he could smell her desire, and if she went back to the truck now, she was sure he'd have something to say about it.
Could she really face that kind of embarrassment again? It was bad enough the man knew she lusted after him.
But hearing him talk about what her father had done doused her arousal. Had he really ordered a hit on one of Wade's close friends? Why in God's name would her father do that? She desperately wanted to talk to her father, but she didn't dare. Not now, not yet. Not when she didn't know the whole story. Wade claimed to be a shifter. Keira wanted to know exactly what he meant by that.
Taking a deep breath, she walked back out into the crisp morning air. The black Hummer was easy to spot, and she could see Wade through the windshield. He looked as if he'd fallen asleep. Stopping in her tracks, she simply stared at him, taking in his blank, beautiful face. His light-colored hair fell over his forehead, and she desperately wanted to smooth it away.
What the hell was the matter with her? Wade was her kidnapper and the man who'd claimed her father had tortured him. Even if he didn't kill her father, how could she even consider getting closer to a man who wanted his blood?
Then again, if what Wade said was true, her father would be the monster, not Wade. Keira shuddered in confusion. She swallowed hard and walked the rest of the way to the truck. Climbing in, she was careful not to rock it too much and wake him. His breathing was deep and even, with his arms crossed over his chest.
She could stare at him all day long and not get bored. His arms were well-defined, his muscles seeming to go on forever. He wasn't built like a body builder, but rather, like a man who did a lot of work outdoors. She found herself wondering what he would look like without his shirt on. Her mouth watered.
Perhaps her fascination with him was due to the fact that it had been a damned long time since she'd been with a man. Her last steady boyfriend had been over two years ago, with a few dates every now and again, but nothing serious. She was jonesin’ for some good sex. Wade, in all his glory, would be a sight to behold. And he would be rough and wild. She just knew it. The way his eyes flashed scared her, yet thrilled her at the same time. He was a powerful, sexy man who seemed to be attracted to her, too.
There wouldn't be anything wrong with a little harmless sex, would there?
Good lord, Keira! What the hell was she thinking? Wade was no better than a stranger. A fricken’ hot stranger, but a stranger nonetheless. But damn, his mouth on hers had felt like Heaven. What would it feel like elsewhere?
Crap. She was turned on again.
Leaning back in her seat, Keira closed her eyes, refusing to look at Wade another moment longer. Her thoughts wandered to the condom she always kept in the pocket of her purse. Was it still there?
Growling to herself, she banged her head against the head rest. She seriously needed a man.
No, you need to get laid.
Biting her lip, Keira tried her hardest to ignore her puckering nipples.



Eight
Keira couldn't sleep. Wade's head tossed on his seat and he moaned every now and again. Glancing at him, she watched as his face contorted with what looked like pain. A sheen of sweat covered his skin and his muscles twitched.
Was he having a bad dream?
"Please ... plea—no."
Keira bit her lip. “Wade?"
He tossed his head.
"No, don't,” he murmured.
"Wade?” Reaching across the Hummer, Keira touched his shoulder. He jumped but didn't awaken.
"No!"
"Good Lord,” Keira said under her breath. What was he dreaming about?
Climbing out of her seat, she was intent on waking him. He couldn't possibly be getting any rest.
"Wade?” Keira grabbed his arm and shook him.
Without warning, his eyes snapped open and he seized her shoulders in an iron grip, yanking her down into his lap. His eyes were fierce, flashing at her with such hurt and anger that she yelped once her backside hit his thighs.
Keira's heart was in her throat when he growled at her, and her skin prickled with fear.
After a moment, recognition dawned on his face. “Keira?"
She nodded, and instantly tears were in his eyes.
"Jesus!"
Before she knew his intent, Wade embraced her, hiding his face in her neck. His entire body shook, but no sound escaped him. Keira couldn't leave the circle of his arms—even if she'd wanted to.
"Are you all right?” she whispered in his ear. Wade simply drew her closer, finally allowing a sob to break through his firm countenance.
Without knowing what else to do, Keira threaded her fingers through his hair and held him in return.
"They cut me,” he said, his voice wavering.
"You're safe."
"I'll never be safe. Not when I can remember every damn thing they did to me."
Keira took a deep breath. “What did they do?"
Wade pulled back to look into her eyes. His beautiful hazel depths were wet and red-rimmed. “They tortured me. Cut my head open. Did things to my brain ... While I was still awake."
Keira's eyes widened in shock. “It ... it was just a dream. It's over now."
"No.” Wade shook his head. “It was not just a dream, Keira."
"What are you...” Before she could finish her sentence, he took her right hand and straightened her fingers. Bringing them to his scalp, he ran them along his hairline. She could clearly feel a scar along the top of his forehead.
"It goes into my scalp, too."
Disbelief rushed through Keira's body like a whirlwind. Goosebumps raced up her arms as she stared at Wade, her breath coming in short gasps. Tracing his scar into his hair, she felt it continue on.
"Oh my God,” she whispered.
She should have been more concerned with being on his lap at the moment or wondering about the look of yearning on his face. But she was too damned shocked to do much more than sit there and gawk at him.
"B*E*A*S*T* did this to you?"
Wade nodded, not taking his eyes off her for a second. “Your father's agency."
"But ... but can't you go to the police and—"
"No,” he said, interrupting her. “They'll know. If I go to the authorities, B*E*A*S*T* will know and find me within an hour. If I'm caught again, there's nothing left for me but reprogramming."
While he talked, one of his hands wandered to rest on Keira's thigh while his other one traveled upward, tucking underneath her hair to the nape of her neck.
Suddenly, her body responded to his, as if there were some invisible force pulling them together. She shivered and stroked his cheek.
"How did you survive?” she asked.
"One day at a time."
"It must have been hell."
"You have no idea.” The hand on her neck began bringing her face closer to his. She did not resist. “Keira.” His voice sounded gritty and a little strained.
"What?"
"Get off my lap."
"No."
He looked shocked.
"Why the hell not?"
She shrugged. “I'm comfortable."
Wade snorted. “Well that makes one of us."
She smiled at him, but noticed he did nothing to make her vacate his space.
"If you don't get off, I'm going to do something I'll regret,” he said.
"What, like kiss me?” She raised a brow.
"Among other things. God, lady, if we keep going on like this, I won't be able to keep my hands off you."
"I'm a grown woman, Wade,” she reminded him. “If I didn't want you to kiss me, I wouldn't still be in your lap."
That seemed to stun him into silence. She could tell by the look on his face. Taking the initiative, Keira leaned in and pressed her mouth to his.
His lips were soft under hers, but the kiss was a chaste one, nothing more than a few gentle pecks. Keira didn't want to push him any further than he wanted to go, despite her state of arousal.
Releasing his mouth, she whispered, “Can you smell me?"
He barely nodded, his eyes flashing as they had before.
"You don't want to do this."
"Well you obviously can't read my mind,” she said, rolling her eyes.
"I'm not ... a real man."
"You look real to me."
"I'm a shifter."
"I don't know what that means."
"That's obvious. If you did, you'd hate me.” He broke her eye contact. A deep sadness settled in Keira's heart. Did this man have anyone in his life who loved him?
Raising his chin, she wiped the remaining moisture of his tears from his cheeks. “You kidnapped me, bound and gagged me and tried your hardest to scare the hell out of me. And I don't hate you now."
Wade chuckled. “That's because you're a damn fool woman."
"Stubborn, too.” She grinned slightly.
"Why do you care about me?” he asked.
His question made her think. How could she explain what she didn't understand herself?
"You're a sweet man."
He scoffed at her.
"You're also gentle."
"Are you sure you're talking about me?"
Keira smiled at his attempt at humor. “I'm sure. And the fact that you're sexy as hell is definitely a bonus."
Wade's sharp intake of breath echoed throughout the cabin of the truck. He closed his eyes while his nostrils flared.
"No one's ever called me sexy before,” he admitted, visibly trembling.
Leaning in closer, Keira brought her face within inches of his. “Well, you are, Mr. McAllister. I could look at you all day and never tire—"
That's as far as she got. Wade pounced on her, forcing her mouth open with his tongue, holding her head hostage with the hand now buried in her hair. Keira whimpered in surprise, but then surrendered fully to him.
Grabbing two handfuls of his hair, she kissed him back, determined not to let him get away from her. His hand on her thigh burned through her jeans, searing her skin. She tried to scoot closer, but she wasn't straddling his legs. It was almost impossible.
Without breaking their kiss, Wade wrapped his arms around her and held her close while he stood as much as he could. He stumbled out of his seat, only to fall on top of her in the back of the Hummer, making it rock violently from side to side.
But Keira didn't care.
His knee parted her legs, coming right up to meet her at the top of her thighs, and she moaned at the swift contact. She tried to press against him as hard as she could.
His tongue swirled in her mouth, playing and teasing hers with its silken heat. Trying to gain the upper hand in their kiss only served to make Wade stab his tongue even harder, demanding her participation. Keira couldn't remember the last time she took a breath.
Good Lord. The truck had to be going up in smoke.
A sharp trill pierced their raging passion and Wade pulled back so suddenly, Keira cried out.
"Shit,” he growled, running a hand through his now-tousled hair.
Again, the loud chirping sounded. That was a cell phone.
"Son of a bitch.” With a heave, Wade sat on his knees and dug through his pockets. He pulled out a small, silver phone and flipped it open.
"Hello?” he said harshly. After a moment, his eyes widened and he glanced at Keira. He held the phone away from his ear and she could clearly hear yelling on the other end.
"Who is it?” she asked.
"My old friend Rogan."



Nine
Rogan Wolfe shouted into the cell phone as his good friend, Noah Carpenter drove the white Lexus down the Interstate. Rogan's wife Marlie, as well as Noah's new wife, Lanie, sat in the backseat, hanging on Rogan's every word.
The moment they'd noticed Wade had left their rental house on the banks of the Columbia River in Oregon, Rogan had been royally pissed off. For one thing, Wade had taken the Hummer, one of their only modes of transportation. He'd also taken one of their guns on his crazy bid for vengeance—even after he'd agreed not to go after Covington!
Rogan and Noah had decided to go after him to try and stop his insane suicide mission. On their way to Texas, they took a quick detour to Vegas, and before Rogan could say “Bob's you're uncle,” Noah and Lanie became husband and wife.
Now, they were racing across Texas, and Rogan was scared as shit Wade was going to get himself killed. They'd heard the reports on the radio, of a mysterious man who'd kidnapped the daughter of Clive Covington. Rogan knew damned good and well that mysterious man was Wade.
"Jesus effing Christ, Wade, what the hell are you doing? Do you know what you've done? You're begging for that asshole to put a bullet through your skull. You have Covington's daughter? Shit ... I don't even know what to say to you right now. I didn't know you could be so goddamn stupid!"
"I know, Rogan. I'm taking her back to Dallas."
Rogan pulled Noah's cell phone away from his ear and looked at it as if he'd never seen a cell phone before in his life. Putting it back to his ear, he scoffed loudly. “That's not going to change a thing and you know it. You're just playing into his hands—going into the lion's den!"
"Don't you think I know that?” Wade said, sounding exasperated. Rogan was far beyond caring.
"Well I don't know, buddy. You've just proven you haven't been thinking too clearly in the last twenty-four hours. How am I supposed to know what you have and haven't thought about?"
"Don't be so condescending. I know what I'm doing."
"Don't you give me that shit, Wade McAllister. You don't have a friggin’ clue what you're doing and you damn well know it. Giving Keira back now ... It's suicide!"
"If it is, then I'll die. I really don't care anymore. You don't get it, do you, Rogan? Christ. I can't stand living like this, with the nightmares and the self-loathing. If that bastard puts a bullet in me, I'll welcome it."
Rogan shook his head. Wade was cracking.
"Listen to me,” he said in a calmer voice. “Does Keira know about the agency?"
"Yes, but only because I told her about it. It seems Covington hasn't been too forthcoming about his extra-curricular activities."
"Do you have her bound and gagged?"
"Hell no! What kind of a monster do you think I am?"
Pinching the bridge of his nose, Rogan threw an exasperated glance at Noah. “I just want to know how she's doing."
There was a slight pause on the other end. “She's doing as well as to be expected."
"Has she tried to escape?"
"No. I've told her she's free to go at any time, but she hasn't left me yet."
"Why not?"
Wade sighed into the phone. “She thinks she might know who I am."
"No shit?"
"No shit."
Rogan whistled through his teeth. “Damn, Cougar, you might just have a chance to find out where you came from."
"I'm not so sure I want to know. Whoever I am, the old bastard doesn't want me dead. I'm half-tempted to kill myself just to spite him."
Rogan growled under his breath. “That's not funny, asshole."
"Yeah, I know. Sorry."
"You call us when you get to Dallas. Don't do anything without calling us first, you got that? You'll be lucky if I don't tear out your throat when I see you again. We're coming to meet you."
"You guys are on your way to Texas?” Wade sounded shocked.
"Hell, we're already in Texas! We don't want you to do anything without us. Remember what we'd agreed upon back in Oregon?"
"We said we wouldn't go after Covington."
"Right. You must have been daydreaming when that agreement was brought to the table."
"Must have been."
Rogan took a deep breath. Wade was mocking him. Counting to three, he tried to calm his anger. Marlie put her hand on his shoulder and instantly, all of Rogan's rage melted away. He turned in his seat and smiled at his wife, still amazed that she loved him.
"Go easy on him,” she whispered. “He's been through so much."
"We all have, sweetheart."
"I know. But everyone deals with trauma in a different way. Give Wade some credit. He won't do anything else without you."
Rogan nodded. Marlie was right. Or at least, he hoped she was. Just to be sure, he wanted to make it clear to Wade.
"All right, Cougar, don't you dare do anything more without us, you got that?"
A long pause followed his words and for a moment, he thought he'd lost the connection.
"Hello?"
"All right,” Wade finally agreed, his voice sounding strained. “But hurry the hell up."
Rogan smiled at that. “We'll do our best. Texas is a big damn state. Oh and Wade?"
"Yeah?"
"Say congratulations to Noah and Lanie Carpenter. They got hitched in Vegas!"
* * * *
Keira stared at Wade in disbelief when he finally closed his cell phone. He still sat on his knees, hovering above her, looking as if he were trying to avoid her eyes.
"Wade,” she began, swallowing hard. “Is what you said true? Do you have some kind of death wish?"
He closed his eyes and rubbed them with his closed fists. “I don't know,” he said softly. “Sometimes I wonder if it would be better to just end it all."
"You can't possibly believe that!” Keira rose up on her elbows.
"You have no idea what I've had to live through."
"You keep telling me that, but is it worth throwing your life away?"
He sat in silence for a few long moments. “What kind of life am I leading right now? I don't know who I am or what I'm doing. I don't even know if I have a family."
Keira's eyes burned with unshed tears. The pain in his voice was unmistakable. “From what you've told me of my father, I'm not sure I want to go back to Dallas."
Wade stared at her. “What I've done is wrong. You need to go back."
"But you're not my kidnapper. At least, not anymore. I can say I went with you willingly."
"Not now, not since that surveillance tape surfaced on the news."
Keira made a sour face. She'd forgotten about that.
"Earlier you said B*E*A*S*T* spliced human DNA and animal DNA."
Wade nodded.
"What did they do to you? Did they inject you with the DNA of animals?"
"They did a hell of a lot more than that."
Sitting up, Keira brought herself closer to him. “Is ... that how you can ... smell me?"
"Yes."
"So you have the traits of an animal?"
"Yes,” he said again.
"What kind of animal?"
He looked as if he wasn't going to tell her. But after a moment, he whispered, “A cougar."
Every hair on Keira's body stood on end. “My God,” she said under her breath. “I've heard of experiments on pigs or sheep, but not cougars."
"B*E*A*S*T* experimented on all kinds of animals. My friend Rogan, for example, was merged with a wolf. My other friend Noah has the DNA of a white tiger in his veins."
A sharp fear pierced her being. This was the stuff of science fiction novels, not real life! Just hearing him talk so casually about it made her insides tremble.
"Don't be afraid of me, Keira,” Wade said in a soothing voice. He'd apparently smelled her fear. “I would never hurt you."
She gazed at him with large eyes, trying to take in all he was telling her. How was her father mixed up in all this? And what the heck was the point of experimenting on men and animals?
"Wh—why would my father do this to you?"
"Clive Covington is a very powerful man. He's poised to run for president soon. We believe he wants to make an army of super soldiers."
Keira gasped. “What?"
Wade bit his lip and climbed back into the driver's seat. But all he did was grip the wheel and stare out the windshield.
"Noah and Rogan were both in the military—the Marines. So was Justin. We think I might have been as well."
"Who's Justin?” Keira was sure he hadn't spoken of him before.
"Justin was a good friend, a trusted friend, who was killed by two shifters who were loyal to B*E*A*S*T*. He was a cocky kid, but a decent kid nonetheless."
"I'm so sorry."
"Don't be. At times, I envy him."
"Why?” Keira scooted to Wade's seat and placed her hand on his arm. He looked down but did nothing to remove it.
"Because he no longer has to live with being a shifter. I have nothing in my life that B*E*A*S*T* didn't give to me. Not my name, the clothes on my back, or this goddamn Hummer! Everything has come from them. Even my own petty revenge."
"Killing my father won't change who you are,” Keira said, squeezing his arm. “You'll still be Wade McAllister at the end of the day, able to smell people and have animalistic traits. You still won't know who you are or where you came from. Nothing will change."
Wade sighed deeply and glanced at her. “One thing will change."
Keira cocked her head and waited for his reply.
"Your father won't be able to run for the presidency of the United States."
Turning the key in the ignition, Wade fired up the truck.
"Get in your seat. We still have a ways to go yet."
Keira did as he said, staring out the window, her thoughts a blur.



Ten
The sun was high in the sky as Brett drove down the Interstate. He had about seventy miles to go before he reached Abilene. Traffic was light, and he had no problem at all speeding in the fast lane. Thankfully, the slower cars had enough sense to get the hell out of his way.
Brett kept one eye on the other side of the road, separated from the west-bound lanes by a large median of grass. A giant black Hummer would stand out like a sore thumb on a day like today. The sky was a bright blue with the sun blazing down like it always did in Texas. There was a chill in the air, but it was hardly cold. It was only February, after all.
Fortunately the old man hadn't called him every ten minutes for an update as Brett thought he would. It was no secret there was no love lost between Covington and his daughter. They didn't exactly have a loving father-daughter relationship. Apparently Covington had tried to keep a short leash on Keira during her teen years, but that was well before Brett's time. He could care less about the relationship they did or didn't have. Despite their cool relations, Clive always kept tabs on his daughter. Couldn't be too careful with a secret agency of shifters under the rug.
Oh, Keira smiled for the cameras and visited on holidays, but beyond that, Brett wouldn't consider her close with her father. Even so, it was obvious the old man had some kind of feelings for her. Or perhaps it was the fact Wade had abducted her. Brett had half a mind to shake Wade's hand just for the look he'd put on Covington's face. He chuckled at the thought.
Out of the corner of his eye, Brett saw something large and black on the other side of the Interstate. Turning to look, he saw a Hummer had just passed him in the east-bound lanes.
He grinned and shook his head. “Son of a bitch."
Brett yanked his wheel to the left, making his Jag fishtail violently on the road and veer into the foliage between the oncoming lanes. He let off the gas to have a bit more control as his vehicle careened through the grass, tossing up chunks of dirt behind him. Brett didn't care about the other cars on the road, he merely drove up onto the pavement and forced his way into traffic, making a few cars swerve to avoid an accident.
Stepping on the gas, Brett grabbed Rogan's old cell off the passenger seat and flipped it open. The Jag lurched forward as he sped down the Interstate like a madman, trying to catch up with the Hummer. He found Wade's phone number easily enough. Pressing the call button, he put the phone up to his ear.
* * * *
Wade glanced at Keira when his cell phone chirped once again. She gave him a curious look. Why was Rogan calling him again? He pulled it out of his pocket and flipped it open.
"Yeah, what's up?"
"Hello, Wade."
Every hair on Wade's body stood on end. That was not Rogan's voice.
"Who is this?"
"Aw, I'm hurt. You don't remember who this is? We shared a cell once—that is, until the old man recruited me to watch his back."
"Brett."
"Bingo! Man, Sean sure did a shitty job of abducting you back in Alaska. I gotta say, I'm pretty impressed you were able to escape. He's usually not so scatterbrained."
"Yeah, well, Sean's dead now so it doesn't really matter, does it?"
"I suppose not,” Brett said with a dramatic sigh. “It just means I'll have to do his dirty work."
Without warning, the entire truck rocked forward from an impact. Keira squealed and looked over her shoulder.
"What the hell was that?” she yelled.
"We have company.” Wade tossed his cell to the floor. “Hold on, lady."
Without another word, the truck shuddered once again, but this time from Wade's foot on the gas pedal.
"Come on, come on!” The truck accelerated, but not as fast as he'd hoped. The Hummer's bulk was working against it.
Wade glanced in the rearview mirror, cursing under his breath.
"Is that Brett Walker's car back there?” Keira asked, her eyes wide. “I know him."
Wade gave her an exasperated chuckle as he yanked the wheel to the right to avoid the car in front of him. “No you don't."
"Yes, I do. He's my father's bodyguard!"
"I know who he is, Keira. But he's not who you think. He's a shifter—just like me—and he's been given instructions to take me out."
"But—"
Whatever she was going to say was interrupted by another crash, this time on the driver's side.
"Christ!” Wade turned the wheel again, in an effort to run Brett off the road. “What the hell is he doing?"
"Wade, watch out!"
With a loud curse, Wade went around a slow-moving car by the skin of his teeth. His heart pounded in his throat and his eyes went wide. Brett couldn't possibly have any hope of getting the upper hand in his tiny Jag. But that didn't stop Wade's thoughts from racing. If Keira got hurt, there would be some serious hell to pay.
"Is your seatbelt fastened?” he yelled.
"Yes."
The scent of her fear permeated the truck, almost choking him, but he couldn't think about that now. Not when Brett wouldn't let up. Another crash rocked the Hummer from the other side.
"He's trying to run us off the road.” Tears trailed down Keira's face.
"What chance does that sports car have against this thing?"
As if in answer to his question, Wade felt the truck lurch once more. He lost control as it veered to the left. That bastard hooked his back fender!
"Hold on!” Wade desperately tried to keep the truck from rolling as Brett's Jag rammed the rear wheel well. The Hummer skidded across the lanes of the road and a huge plume of white smoke clouded Wade's vision. Before he knew what had happened, the truck was facing the wrong way at a dead stop.
"Shit!"
Without another thought, Wade stepped on the gas, trying to turn back toward Dallas. Brett's car was banged all to hell and Wade couldn't help but feel a momentary pang of sorrow. That silver Jag must have cost a fortune. But it was obvious Brett was far beyond caring as he bared his teeth through the windshield, trying his hardest to hook Wade's bumper once more.
Keira's eyes were shut tight and she clutched onto her seatbelt for dear life.
"Are you hurt?” Wade bellowed.
She didn't answer, but her lips moved silently. Was she praying? She wasn't bleeding—that's all that mattered right now.
Once the Hummer was clear of the Jag, Wade stepped on the gas, leaving Brett in the dust. But he should have known that damned cheetah wouldn't leave well enough alone. A few seconds later, his twisted Jag once again sidled up next to the truck.
"I've had enough of this shit,” Wade said under his breath. Instead of trying to outrun Brett, he began to drive on the offensive, using the Hummer's size to his advantage. It only took one good hit and Brett lost control, veering sharply into the grass median. He apparently turned his wheels too far and the car rolled violently. One of its doors flew off, landing in the oncoming lanes.
"Oh my God, we killed him!” Keira was panting hard and Wade wondered if she was hyperventilating.
"We didn't kill him. Breathe into your hands."
"What?"
"Breathe into your hands!"
Amazingly, she did as he said. He gazed in the side view mirror and cursed foully. A sleek, yellow cheetah leapt from the wreckage of the Jag, running before his feet even hit the ground.
"What the hell is that?” Keira screamed.
"It's a cheetah, Keira. Brett is a cheetah!"
Wade looked at his speedometer. Only fifty miles an hour. Not good enough, damn it! He tried to make the truck go faster, but it suddenly sputtered and his nerve-endings screamed in shock.
"Mother fu—"
"Wade? What's wrong? Why aren't we moving? Oh God, it's gaining on us. Go faster!"
"I'm trying.” Sparing the gauges another glance, he noticed the needle of the gas gauge hanging right on ‘E'. With another look in the side view mirror, all he could see was a yellow blur running faster than any creature had a right to run.
"Jesus Christ,” he hissed. Fear dug its claws into him for the first time since he'd confronted Sean. Brett wasn't going to have any mercy.
The truck slowed to forty-five, then forty miles an hour.
Brett sped up, running next to the truck, only to sprint in front of it on the road. In a move that shocked the shit out of Wade, the cheetah turned on the asphalt and leapt at the Hummer, landing on the hood.
Keira screeched at the top of her lungs as Wade tried his hardest to dislodge him by swerving across every lane of traffic. But Brett had shifted back to his human state and he held on to the windshield wipers with a vengeance. Wade growled, narrowed his eyes, and did the only thing he could think to do.
He slammed on the brakes.



Eleven
The truck skidded to a stop and Keira watched as Brett flew off the hood onto the road. She swallowed a scream when the Hummer was rear-ended from behind. Wade yelled something but she wasn't paying attention. It wasn't until he climbed out of his seat, frantically pulling on her seatbelt that she understood.
"Keira, we're out of gas. Get this damn thing off!"
With trembling fingers, she unbuckled herself and cried out when Wade grasped her arm.
"Let's go. Now!"
He pushed her toward the back doors and threw them open with such force, they banged on the back of the Hummer. Without stopping, he jumped down onto the hood of the car behind them and pulled her down as well.
"What are you doing?"
"Trust me, lady. Do not argue!"
Wade hopped off the hood and let go of her hand long enough to rip open the driver side door. He yanked out the man who was behind the wheel. The man only protested for a moment before screeching at the top of his lungs at something over Wade's shoulder. Keira turned to look.
There, at the front of the Hummer, was the cheetah, snarling and favoring one of his hind legs. She felt her heart in her throat at the look on the animal's face. She remembered watching it turn into Brett on the hood. Brett was the cheetah? None of this made any goddamn sense!
"Get in!"
Wade took hold of her shoulders and shoved her into the green sedan. Keira fell against the emergency brake and hurt her fingers, but that didn't stop her from scrambling into the passenger seat. As quick as a flash, Wade jumped in behind her, putting the car into reverse before the door was even shut behind him.
The cheetah tried to catch them, but it fell onto the ground with what looked like a howl of pain. Once Wade was clear of the truck, he slammed the car in drive and rocketed down the road, not even glancing in the rearview mirror.
"I think we broke his leg. That ought to hold him for a little while."
Keira held her right hand to her chest and felt like she was going to puke. Taking deep breaths, she suppressed the urge as best she could. Her thoughts were running a mile a minute and she couldn't fathom all she'd seen. A cheetah had jumped onto the hood of their truck and somehow changed into Brett, a man she'd seen many times with her father.
Dear God.
"Are you all right? Are you hurt?"
Wade glanced at her, apparently noticing the way she favored her hand.
"I ... I hurt my fingers wh-when I ... when I climbed in.” Reaching up to smooth her hair, Keira couldn't stop the shudders ripping through her body.
"Let me see."
"But you're driving."
"Let me see, damn it!"
Keira knew he was still pumped after what had just happened. Hell, she was too. Holding out her hand, she let him inspect it while he drove erratically.
"Nothing looks broken. I think you just sprained them. I didn't know Brett was so friggin’ close to us. I'm sorry you had to be subject to that. He won't hurt you. I'm sure the old man gave him strict orders to bring you back unharmed. Me, on the other hand, I'm not so sure about anymore."
"What the hell was that?” she asked after a few moments of silence. “You said it was Brett, but it was a cheetah."
Wade took a deep breath and ran his fingers brutally through his hair. “Brett's a shifter, Keira. He was merged with a cheetah and he's damn good at what B*E*A*S*T* engineered him to be. That's why Covington chose him to be his personal body guard."
Realization hit Keira in full force. Brett was a shifter? That's what a shifter could do?
"Oh my God."
"Keira—"
"You can do that, too, can't you? You're a shifter, just like he is. Except you're a cougar.” A long, uncomfortable silence stretched between them as Keira's skin pebbled with goose bumps.
"Yes,” was all he said.
She glanced at him, noticing his glassy eyes. A muscle ticked in his jaw while his nose flared, as if he was trying his hardest not to cry in front of her again. Without knowing what else to do, Keira bit her lip while shivering uncontrollably.
"Wade?"
"I ... I don't know if I can take you all the way to Dallas,” he said, his voice wavering. “In fact, it might be best if I let you go in the next town we come to."
"I don't want to go back. Not after what I just saw. Holy shit, if my father is making men who can ... become monsters, I don't want to have anything further to do with him."
"If you don't go, Keira, he'll hunt you down. Believe me, I know. You have to go back. He wouldn't hurt you."
"I'm not so sure,” she said under her breath. Wade looked at her sharply.
"What do you mean by that?"
"Let's just say my father was fond of spanking, smacking and all-around general nastiness after my mother died. He and I are not on the best of terms, even though I put on a fake front for the media."
Wade's eyes widened. “He hit you?"
Keira nodded and looked away. “With his hands, his belt, anything he had handy. Even when I was in high school."
Did Wade just growl?
She glanced back at him only to see his eyes flash at her. Now that she knew exactly what he was capable of, an intense terror flooded through her veins. Wade was a monster, just like Brett. He'd been trying to tell her all this time, but she hadn't believed him.
He shook his head as if deeply regretting something. “Damn it."
"Wh-what?"
"I was hoping it would have taken you longer to end up hating me."
* * * *
The engine of the Honda Accord they'd stolen droned on. Wade tried hard to stifle the sadness in his heart. He was tired of feeling sorry for himself. But there had been a small sliver of hope inside of him that Keira wouldn't push him away. The scent of her fright a few moments ago gave him a clue as to how she felt now, scared and confused. And the fact she hadn't spoken for long minutes made him realize he'd just lost whatever feelings she had for him.
His gut twisted inside of him as he gasped for breath, barely able to hold back the creature roaring inside of him. He wanted to disappear into the hills, never to be seen again. Maybe that's what he'd do. He'd drop Keira off in some random town and leave her behind to go lick his wounds in the wilderness.
He needed to be alone, to think about his life and what to do next. And regret the day he'd ever met Keira Covington. Wade knew she'd haunt his dreams for the rest of his life, and he'd probably lament ‘what could have been’ for a very long time.
"Wade?"
Her gentle voice cut through his dark thoughts.
"Yeah?” He didn't look at her. He couldn't. It would be like gazing at the sun—painful and intense.
"I don't hate you."
Inwardly, he scoffed. How could she not? He wasn't a man, at least not the kind of man she'd want in her life. He was a mutant, plain and simple.
"Why not?” he asked in a scathing tone. “I hate myself."
Keira sighed. He could see out of the corner of his eye that she'd turned to face him, but he continued to keep his eyes glued to the windshield as he drove.
"That may be,” she told him. “But I don't hate you. You ... are what you are, not because you're some kind of evil villain, but because someone did this to you."
"Your father."
"All right,” she conceded. “My father. He made you a ... a shifter.” Her voice wavered and she rubbed her arms. “But that's no fault of yours. I know you're nothing like Brett. You talk big, about taking out your revenge on my father, but I don't think you'll actually do it."
"Well especially not now.” Wade licked his lips before continuing. “All my equipment was in that Hummer. The rifle, ammo, tranqs, heck, even a few vials of the serum were in there. Now, I have nothing."
"What's the serum?"
He felt his skin prickle at her innocent question. He took a deep breath. “The serum is a formula the B*E*A*S*T* scientists came up with to suppress the effects of shifting. If you're in your human state, you cannot shift into your animal. If you're an animal, you cannot return to being human. The effects last for about four hours before wearing off. It can come in quite handy when you're dealing with another shifter whose out for your blood. Noah used it with Tam, and I think Rogan said he'd used it on Sean."
"Who are Tam and Sean?” Keira's scent turned guarded.
"They were the assholes B*E*A*S*T* sent to kill Noah and Rogan. They were shifters themselves. Tam was a black panther. Sean was a Kodiak grizzly."
Wade heard her swallow hard.
"Don't worry about them,” he said in a softer tone. “They're both dead."
"And now Brett's after you.” It wasn't a question, more a statement of fact. Wade nodded.
"For whatever reason, Covington doesn't want me killed. He commissioned Sean to capture me and kill Rogan. Well, Sean did capture me, but I was able to escape. We stole Sean's cell phone and your father called and left a message on his voice mail, just like I told you before. He wanted to make sure I wasn't harmed.
"But now that I've kidnapped you, I think all bets are off. Brett wasn't trying to push me off the road or get me to stop. I think he was trying to cause an accident. Maybe your father has had a change of heart."
"But that accident would have involved me, too,” Keira pointed out.
"Injuring you is apparently the price your father is willing to pay to get to me."
She gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. “And you want to take me back to him?"
Wade glanced at her and his heart stopped. Her eyes reflected her fear, but also something else. She truly didn't want to go back. How could he possibly, in good conscience, send her back to the real monster, back to the man who used to beat her into submission? The mere thought made his hackles rise in anger.
Covington would no doubt have a few choice words for her, and perhaps punish her for running away with Wade instead of going quietly with Brett.
No, Keira wouldn't be safe returning to Dallas. She wouldn't be safe on the run with Wade either. But he'd be damned if he'd let Keira fend for herself in the big, wide world. If her father's goons found her when Wade wasn't there to protect her, he shuddered to think of what might happen. Covington had no qualms about abducting men, faking their deaths, and changing their genetic code. Certainly he wouldn't think twice about harming his own daughter.
Wade couldn't let that happen.
"Aren't you going to say something?” She sounded exasperated.
He heaved a deep sigh and shook his head, knowing he was going to regret this.
"You like Oklahoma?"



Twelve
Relief poured through Keira like rushing water. Tears misted in her eyes and she couldn't hold back the smile that spread upon her face at Wade's words.
"I love Oklahoma."
He gave her a half-grin that made her insides jump. Despite that he could change into a cougar at will, he was still damned sexy. She didn't even bother trying to hide her desire. She had no idea how well he could smell it, but she'd be willing to bet he'd still be able to smell her even if she bathed in a vat of flowery perfume.
She chuckled at the thought.
"What's so funny?"
"I'm just thankful you're not taking me back."
"Don't make me regret it,” he said dourly, making a face. “You're not safe in Dallas, but I'm not so sure you're safe with me, either."
Her face suddenly fell as her stomach bottomed out. “You won't leave me in Oklahoma, will you?"
Wade arched a brow and gave her a sidelong glance. “What do you think?"
"I ... I'm sorry. It just sounded like ... like—"
"Keira, you're not safe with me, but you're in even more danger if I leave you to your own devices. Your father's men won't dick around. If he wants them to bring you in, they'll do it. But I can't vouch for your condition when you're returned to him. Christ, I didn't kidnap you, lady ... I saved you."
Keira clasped her hands together on her lap so tightly, her knuckles went white. “Thank you."
He looked at her sharply. “For what?"
"For saving me. For opening my eyes and showing me what a horrible man my father really is. I knew he was a tyrant. But I didn't know he was a heartless bastard.” She spat the words as if they left a bad taste in her mouth.
Wade flipped on his turn signal and merged onto the junction with the northbound Highway 281. He seemed speechless. His jaw opened and closed a few times before he said, “You're welcome."
"Where are we headed?"
"I haven't got a clue. But first on our agenda, we need to get hold of a cell phone. I left mine in my other car."
Keira laughed at his off-the-wall comment. “Your other car?” The tension melted away as she giggled. Wade's mouth curved upward before he, too, chuckled. Soon, she was wiping tears of mirth from her cheeks and gazing out her window. But as the silliness faded, a dark cloud settled on her heart. She was on the run, just like Wade, from her very own father. What sense did that make?
None at all.
But hell, seeing a grown man shift into a cheetah didn't do much to satisfy her reality check. Even Wade could shift, but thankfully, she hadn't seen him do it. Perhaps she could go on pretending he was a normal man for just a little while longer.
But she sure did like his smile. His eyes crinkled at the corners and lit up his entire face. His teeth were straight and white, and his skin was barely dotted by the shadow of stubble. His beauty stole her breath.
What was to become of her? She had friends, a job, a life back in Dallas. Now here she was, in a stolen car on her way to Oklahoma with a man she wanted to get down and dirty with.
She supposed her situation could be worse.
* * * *
Wade's eyes drooped a couple of hours later as he began to activate the new disposable cell phone they'd bought a little while before in a small town off the highway. For the life of him, he couldn't remember the name of the town, but it didn't matter. Rubbing his eyes, he sighed, and glanced at Keira in the driver's seat. She'd offered to drive and Wade had been more than willing to let her. His eyes were beginning to cross.
"Everything okay?” she asked.
"Yeah, just peachy. Although I'm trying to figure out how the hell Brett got my phone number."
Keira shrugged, but kept her eyes on the road.
The phone gave him a chirp to tell him it was activated. “There we go,” Wade said, smiling.
"So you're going to call your friend Rogan back?"
He nodded. “For all I know, Brett has my cell phone now. I need to tell Rogan to ditch the phone he has and get a new one. Brett will have access to..."
"What?” Keira asked when he trailed off.
"I think I know how he got my number."
"How?"
"Noah captured one of B*E*A*S*T*'s scientists, Dr. Lucian Carver not too long ago. When Lucian escaped, he used a safe word, a word that made all the shifters at Noah's rental home go catatonic. When Rogan came to, he said his phone was missing. I'd be willing to bet dollars to donuts Carver stole Rogan's cell."
"Doctor Carver is in on this, too?” Keira gave him a wide-eyed look of disbelief. “My father told me he was his personal physician!"
Wade shook his head. “'Fraid not. Lucian is one of the premiere scientists at the B*E*A*S*T* agency. It was by his orders Tam was instructed to kill Noah."
He smelled her sudden unease. “Tam was the panther, right?” Her voice wavered.
"Yes."
Keira cleared her throat and swallowed hard, but continued to drive without a word. Wade stared at her for a moment, taking in her glorious red hair. He'd buried his fingers in her hair earlier that morning, and he was itching to do it again. Knowing she was now his responsibility didn't stop the lust riding him. In fact, it seemed to intensify it. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't help but wonder what she would feel like underneath him, calling out his name.
Closing his eyes, Wade leaned his head back and attempted to clear his mind. Visions of how she might look naked suddenly bombarded him, and he felt claustrophobic in the car.
"We'll need to stop soon,” he said in a gruff voice. “We're both dead tired."
"All right,” Keira acknowledged, not sparing him a glance. He'd be willing to bet she knew exactly what was going through his mind. It wouldn't be hard to figure out, as Wade continuously tried to get comfortable on the seat, but it was hopeless. His frequent grunting was another big clue. Keira wasn't stupid, and it didn't take long before he smelled her scent, laced with desire.
"Christ,” he whispered to himself. In an attempt to distract his torrid thoughts, Wade flipped open his phone and began dialing. If he was trapped in this car with her any much longer, he'd go insane.
* * * *
"Who the hell is calling?” Rogan held up Noah's ringing phone to show him the unknown number on the caller ID.
"Don't know,” Noah answered from the backseat. He'd given Rogan the wheel a couple of hours back. “Want me to answer it?"
Rogan grinned. “Nah. I got this one.” He flipped open the phone and said, “Rex's Pizza Barn, we make it, you bake it."
Noah had to stifle his chuckles behind his hand. Even Lanie and Marlie were trying hard not to laugh.
"Wade!” Rogan exclaimed. “Where are you calling us from, buddy?"
Noah took a deep breath and wondered why Wade was calling. He'd seemed depressed that morning. Hopefully everything was all right.
"No shit?” Rogan said.
"What is he saying?” Noah asked.
Rogan merely held up his hand to quiet him. Noah had to count to five to keep from growling. Lanie rubbed his shoulder and smiled. She still had the power to turn him into a puddle of goo and now was no exception. Her grin melted his heart.
After a moment, Rogan pulled the phone away from his ear and held it to his shoulder. “Brett's got my old phone, it seems."
It took Noah a moment to process that. “How?"
"My guess would be he must have gotten it from Dr. Carver. He called Wade out of the clear blue sky. Almost tried to kill him not too long ago, as a matter of fact."
"Is Wade all right?” Marlie's scent turned fearful.
"More shaken up than anything. Seems his hostage Keira got a crash course in B*E*A*S*T*. Brett turned into a cheetah right in front of them."
"Damn!” Noah rubbed his eyes. “So much for being discreet."
"No doubt.” Rogan put the phone back up to his ear. “Wade, where you headed? We could meet up with you."
A long, silent pause followed his words. Rogan suddenly whistled through his teeth. “Good Lord, Cougar, sounds like you have your hands full!"
After a few more words, Rogan said his goodbyes and snapped the phone shut, grinning at Noah. “Well, he's not taking her back to Dallas."
Noah's eyebrows shot up. “I'm afraid to ask."
"He's going to Oklahoma."
"What the hell's in Oklahoma?"
"Beats the shit out of me."



Thirteen
"Hungry?” Wade glanced at Keira after her stomach growled loudly. She blushed.
"A little."
He chuckled at her and crossed his arms. “Sounds like more than just a little.” What was it with this girl not admitting to her hunger?
She brushed a stray hair from her face. “I'm not sure how much I'd be able to keep down after all I've seen today."
"So I guess steak and lobster is out?"
Keira giggled, giving him a sidelong glance. His eyes twinkled and her heart leapt. When Wade turned on the charm, she was sure no woman in her right mind could resist him.
"Yeah, I don't foresee steak in my future."
"How about sandwiches?"
Keira's stomach growled even louder. “Mmm, sounds yummy."
"There's a small town coming up. Let's pull off the highway and get some food. Maybe we can find a motel to stop at for the night."
If Keira's heart was pounding before, it fairly hammered in her chest now. She didn't know if she could survive a night with Wade. He must have smelled her unease.
"Don't worry. We'll get separate rooms."
Keira didn't understand her raging emotions. A sudden disappointment rippled through her. Damn girl. Get a grip. Do you want the man or not?
"It's for the best.” Wade's voice was low and raised the hair on her arms. She resisted the urge to rub her skin.
Glancing at him, she gasped at his sudden intensity. His eyes flashed and her nipples tightened in response.
"Believe me, lady,” he murmured. “It's for the best."
* * * *
Keira fought her depression as she turned the key in her motel room door. Wade stood next to her at the neighboring door, taking longer than it should have taken to unlock it.
"You going to be okay?"
His eyes seemed a deep gold in the yellow neon lighting of the Tumbleweed Inn. She nodded and smiled. “As well as can be expected."
A plastic sack holding a sub sandwich and a bag of chips dangled from her hand. They'd stopped at a sandwich shop not fifteen minutes before, as Wade had wanted to get a couple of rooms before it was too dark. He was exhausted. She wanted to crash as well. But that didn't stop the feeling of gloominess flooding through her. She hadn't realized just how much she'd enjoyed being in his presence. And knowing that Brett was chasing them didn't make her feel any better. A chill crept up her spine and Wade's gaze softened. She knew he could smell her change of mood.
"I'll be right next door if you need me."
"I know.” Keira opened her door. “I'll be all right."
Wade looked her up and down with his sexy eyes, making her shiver for an entirely different reason.
"Good night, Keira Covington."
"Night.” She took a deep breath and crossed the threshold. She was just about to close the door when Wade's hand grabbed hold of it.
"Will you be here in the morning?"
His sudden question shocked her and her heart skipped a beat. “Y—yes,” she stammered. “There's no way in hell I'm going to fend for myself with Brett still out there.” Speaking those words made her swallow hard. She wouldn't have believed he could shift into a cheetah if she hadn't seen it with her own two eyes.
"Good.” Wade gave her a lopsided grin. “I'll be waking you up nice and early, so be ready."
"Okay."
"Sweet dreams.” With that, Wade let go of the door and Keira closed it softly. Leaning against the cool wood, she took a deep breath and squeezed her eyes shut. Dear Lord, that man put her nerves on edge. He was too fricken’ hot for his own good. She could barely think around him.
Wandering to the tiny table near the window, she refused to look at the bed as torrid thoughts slammed through her head. His lips, his tongue, his fingers ... It was Herculean effort to curb her imagination.
Keira snatched a chair and plopped on it, setting her food on the table. She opened the bag and took out her turkey sandwich. It was good, but she barely tasted it. The walls of the motel were paper-thin, and she could hear Wade banging around in his room. What the heck was he doing in there?
After a few minutes, Keira heard a door slam, followed by the sound of spraying water. He was in the shower. A groan escaped her at the thought of that perfect body, naked, wet, and covered in bubbly soap. What would his skin feel like against hers? Was it rough or soft? Did it taste sweet? Or salty?
Keira, get a grip on yourself! The man's a shifter for God's sake. She didn't know if she could even handle him. He was so passionate, he could set her on fire with just a look alone. Hell, even thinking of him naked sent ripples of lust right down to her fingertips. She had to scoot on the chair to ease the ache between her legs.
She shouldn't be thinking these things. Wade could shift—just like Brett. Even though she hadn't seen him change, it still scared the shit out of her. But that didn't put a damper on her desire.
"My God,” she whispered under her breath. “I'm going crazy.” Keira crossed the room, crawling onto her bed. She tried in vain to drown out the sound of Wade's shower by mashing a pillow to her head. But her brain was in overdrive and her body was desperate for his touch.
She wanted Wade more than any man on the face of the Earth. And if he were in the room at that moment, he would have been able to smell it. She considered taking care of the problem herself, but self-gratification would only give her temporary relief.
Standing from the bed, Keira paced the room, wiping her palms on her jeans. What the hell was the matter with her? Cursing softly, she didn't want to analyze her feelings too much. The more she thought about why she felt so strongly for a man she only knew for a day, the more she was convinced she was going crazy. She was on the run from her very own father with a man who claimed he could shift into a cougar. Where was the logic in that? None of it made sense. But it made Keira feel better, somewhat. Because her lust didn't make sense either.
After a few more minutes of pacing, Wade's shower turned off. Keira closed her eyes and envisioned him toweling off, rubbing himself all over his hard muscles...
With a growl of her own, Keira yanked open her motel room door and stepped out onto the walk. Before she could think about what she was doing, she pounded on Wade's door. Butterflies swirled in her stomach, and she had no clue what she was going to say to him. But she'd be damned if she was going to spend the night alone.
The door swung open wide and she gasped at the sight on the other side. Wade stood there in all his glory, with nothing more than a white towel around his waist. His skin was still wet from his shower and his hair dripped onto his shoulders. He could give Adonis a run for his money. She knew she was staring, but she couldn't seem to get her mouth to work as she looked him up and down, speechless. He was a spectacular man, his muscles bulging in just the right places. His stomach was flat, with a light mat of golden hair that converged into a line disappearing beneath his towel. The only imperfection was a couple of large scars streaking across his belly, which almost resembled claw marks. Where had he gotten those?
He glanced around her, seeming to look for some kind of pursuer, before taking a step forward. “What's wrong?"
His stance was a guarded one, as if he were getting ready to pounce on whatever dangers might lurk beyond his door.
"I ... I...” She shook her head and he raised a brow.
"Are you hurt?"
Keira smiled inwardly. If Wade only knew the “pain” her body was going through ... “No,” she finally said. “But I ... I heard your shower and I ... Damn it."
She crossed her arms and turned away, her eyes burning with unshed tears. She was hot and more than a little turned on. But she wasn't used to telling a man what she wanted from him. Asking Wade to make love to her suddenly seemed like a foolish idea.
Then, in a burst of inspiration, she turned back, looking him in the eye. “Will you shift for me?"
She'd surprised him with her request. His brows shot up and he scratched his head. “You want me to shift for you?” His tone was skeptical. She had to keep him talking.
"Yeah. I mean, I've only seen Brett do it. I love cougars, you know. I want to see you shift, too. As ... as long as..."
"As what?” It was Wade's turn to cross his arms.
"As long as you don't hurt me."
He took a deep breath and sighed. “I might be able to change into a cougar, but I can still think as a human. You wouldn't be in danger."
"So you'll do it?"
His eyes flashed while a muscle ticked in his jaw. “I hate becoming the cougar."
"Oh.” Keira tried to hide her disappointment. But she should have known it was pointless in front of him. Wade knew what she was thinking almost before she did. She turned to leave.
"Wait.” His voice stopped her in her tracks. She trembled with desire. It had to be rolling off her in waves. There was no way he didn't know what was on her mind.
Keira turned and glanced at him. He opened his door a little wider and cocked his head, as if daring her to come in. She bit the inside of her lip and hesitated for only a moment before breezing past him. She got a whiff of his clean scent and it was all she could do not to reach out and touch his skin.
The door slammed shut and she jumped at the sound. Wade loomed over her. “Are you ready for this?"
She must have been imagining things. By the look in his eye, she could have sworn he'd meant to give his words a double-meaning. She nodded curtly.
"Sit down."
Keira sat on the edge of his bed, refusing to look at his towel any longer. It only made her ache all the more. She couldn't keep her body from shaking. Her nerves were shot. This was it. Wade was going to show her exactly how he shifted. She just hoped she could survive the dark flame in his eyes.



Fourteen
Wade turned his back on Keira, trying to get a grip on his libido. His towel barely fit him any longer due to his stiff erection, and he swallowed hard, trying to come to grips with what she'd asked him to do. She wanted him to shift for her, to show her what he could become. He hated himself as it was. A sliver of doubt pierced his heart. What if she rejected him? What if she ran screaming from the room?
He banished those thoughts from his mind. Keira hadn't scoffed at him so far, and she knew what he was. She wasn't the kind of woman to run at any sign of danger—she'd proven that by sticking with him. He wanted her acceptance more than anything else in his life. Wade didn't know if he could bear her denial. True, he hadn't known her for very long, but these past few hours with her felt like five lifetimes. If she left him now, her image would be branded on his soul for as long as he lived.
Her arousal was prominent, lacing the air with its pungent aroma. His body responded with primal instinct. He wanted to kiss her into submission, drive into her as deep as he could go, make love to her until she could only whisper his name...
Wade's breaths came in short pants. He was barely maintaining his composure. Knowing she wanted him as much as he wanted her didn't help, especially when he could feel the weight of her gaze on his back—as if she were actually caressing him.
"Are you all right?” Her soft voice made his erection jump and he bit his lip painfully to keep from turning around and attacking her with his passion.
"Give me a minute,” he said, harsher than he intended. Keira didn't say another word. With a sigh, Wade took hold of his towel and untied it, letting it drop to the floor. An audible gasp sounded from behind him and he tried like hell to control his urges. He knew her eyes were drinking him in, having a front-row seat to his ass. The thought made him blush, but only for a moment.
Closing his eyes, he concentrated on shifting, turning his body into a cougar. The familiar rippling in his skin told him it was working as hair grew where there had been none before. Bones popped as his arms and legs took shape, his hands morphing into paws, his tail growing out behind him. He dropped on all fours, and within moments, there was nothing left of his human form, other than his thoughts.
He turned his head and caught Keira's gaze as she sat watching him on the bed. Her eyes were as large as dinner plates, her skin as white as a sheet. The hint of tears could be seen, but she didn't smell of sadness. Rather, a soft scent of fear drifted to him and his heart broke. The last thing he wanted was for her to fear him. He would never hurt her. He had to prove it.
Wade padded slowly to her and noticed her glance quickly toward the door, as if gauging how far she'd get if she tried running. Not far, he surmised. If he'd been human, he would have smiled. Now, however, he advanced on her, almost reaching her eye level. He hadn't realized how huge he was in his shifted state until he stood in a small motel room.
Keira must have decided not to run, because she slid off the bed onto her knees. She reached out a trembling hand, touching his golden coat. “You're soft,” she said in wonder, her fingers barely stroking him.
Wade closed his eyes and let her touch him, although it was pure agony. He'd wanted to shift earlier, in order to tear something apart, but now, all he could think about was shifting back and showing Keira exactly how predatory he truly was. Her hand became bolder, rubbing his ears and touching his face with a child-like wonder. Wade couldn't hold back his purrs.
With a flick of his tail, he opened his eyes again, looking right at her. She was frightened, but she didn't back away when he took a step closer. He took another step, pushing the top of his head into her chest. She hesitated for only a moment before embracing him.
"You're amazing, Wade,” she whispered in his ear. “Absolutely gorgeous.” Her voice cracked. Was she crying?
Wade pulled back and nuzzled her face. She was crying. He wanted desperately to kiss away her tears. He pushed her back, advancing once more. She supported her weight on her arms, but when he kept on coming, she couldn't do anything more than lay on her back with a cry, gazing up at him with shimmering eyes. She was still frightened, and way past overwhelmed.
"Don't eat me,” she whispered, closing her eyes. She apparently didn't quite believe he was completely human inside his shifted body. He was determined to curb her fear. Having a giant cougar pinning her to the floor had to be beyond intimidating.
Lowering his head, he took deep breaths of her perfume. As his breath puffed on her skin, he could smell the return of her desire. Without wasting another minute, Wade ran his cougar-tongue along her neck, taking care not to rake her with the sharp barbs. Ever-so-slowly, he shifted back to his human state, still holding his weight above her. Keira trembled violently but didn't stop him as his human lips captured her earlobe, sucking hungrily.
"You sure you don't want me to eat you, lady?” he growled in her ear, lowering his weight. She gasped at his words, turning her head to look into his eyes. He did nothing more than stare at her while she decided whether or not she was going to touch him again.
One hand tentatively lifted to caress the skin of his back while the other touched his shoulder. “Your skin feels like your fur."
Wade brought his face down to hers. “You didn't answer my question."
She blushed. “I ... I thought it was a rhetorical question."
He grinned and threaded his fingers through her hair. “Nope. I'm damn serious. You have a naked man on top of you, sweetheart. What are you going to do about it?"
She swallowed hard, but didn't break his eye contact. “Make love to him."
Now Wade was the one trembling. With a groan, he captured her mouth in a rough kiss as moisture filled his eyes. She hadn't rejected him, and despite her fear, she still wanted him. His heart filled to near-bursting at the need to make her his right then and there.
* * * *
Keira was lost. Wade's weight pinned her to the floor, his mouth exploring hers voraciously. She moaned and opened her legs, allowing him to settle completely on top of her. She couldn't believe what she'd just said to him. Wade brought out the animal in her.
Seeing him shift had been unbelievable. He'd done it fluidly, too. She didn't know what she'd expected, but images of An American Werewolf in London had popped into her head. But it was nothing like what Hollywood made shifting out to be. He hadn't seemed in pain. And he could control it—that was the amazing thing.
It had frightened her, seeing such a big cat in the room, staring her in the eye. But he'd been good to his word. He didn't hurt her. And despite what she'd just witnessed, Keira wanted Wade desperately, holding his head to hers. He wasn't a monster. He was exquisite.
"Keira,” he whispered, his breath hot on her skin. “Keira."
"What?"
Wade brought his lips to her cheek and kissed her, making his way to her other cheek. “If we do this, there's no turning back."
She threaded her fingers through his golden hair. “I know. I want to."
"Are you sure?"
He was giving her the chance to leave him, to walk out that door and go back to her room. She'd be damned if she left him now.
"Take off my shirt."
Wade gave her a look of bewilderment.
"Do it."
Without a word he complied, holding her eyes with his as he gently pulled the fabric from her pants. He spread his large hand across her belly and Keira gasped at the heat of his touch. She helped him lift the shirt up and over her head. He did nothing more than stare at her lacy bra. It was front-hooking, and she unfastened it herself. Once her breasts were bare, they tightened under his passionate gaze. The hardness of him dug into her jeans and it drove her wild.
"See what you do to me?” she asked.
His eyes returned to hers, flashing with desire. Wade took her right hand in his, bringing it between them. He wrapped her fingers around his erection with a firm grip. “This is what you do to me."
"Oh ... Wade...” Silk-wrapped steel, that's what he was, pressing into her palm, asking for more of her touch. Keira couldn't take anymore. Just holding him so intimately made her fall over the edge as shudders of pleasure exploded throughout her body. He brought his knee between her legs and pressed against her while engulfing her breast within the heat of his mouth. Her orgasm heightened, seeming to go on forever when he tugged her nipple with his teeth.
"Please. Wade, please take off my pants.” Keira knew she sounded pathetic, but he didn't seem to care. There was no hesitation—he unzipped her jeans and began tugging them down her thighs. She still held his erection in her hand when she finally kicked off her wet panties. He was large and her body ached to be filled with him. She moaned at the thought.
Instantly, Wade's fingers stroked her slick skin, bringing forth cries of desperation from her lips, as she was already sensitive from her first orgasm. The glide of his skin on hers almost sent her over the edge once more.
"Don't tease me,” she begged, raining kisses on the top of his head. “God, I can't take it."
Wade didn't say a word. Raising above her, he kissed her savagely, ravishing her mouth, his fingers still dancing upon her. Keira lifted her hips and tried to guide his erection inside her. But he pulled away just enough to torment her.
"Wade!” She was well beyond insane with passion. He wasn't giving her what she wanted and it pissed her off. Grabbing hold of his hair, she brought his lips back to hers and bit him none too gently, getting his attention. He growled at her, holding her head still to hold his eye contact.
"Tell me what you want."
"You,” she said, breathless.
He gave her a sinful grin, but repeated himself. “Tell me what you want."
"I want you. I need you ... inside me.” She rolled her hips under his. His sharp intake of breath told her he wasn't as composed as he appeared to be.
He removed her hand from his erection, then pressed himself just barely into her wetness. “Here?"
"Yes!" Keira gasped. “Deeper. God, go deeper."
Wade inched forward, continuing to stare into her eyes. “Like this?"
She bit her lip and nodded furiously, planting her feet on the floor. “More."
He slid in further, groaning himself as beads of sweat appeared on his brow. Keira knew the exact moment he was through teasing her. His mouth descended and he plunged forth, embedding himself within her to the hilt. Keira sighed with relief, caressing his large arms.
"Just like that,” she murmured into his mouth.
Wade took hold of her thighs, bending her knees and bringing her legs up to his chest. When he pulled back only to push forward once more, she cried out at the exquisite feeling. In this position, his entire length could slide into her without hindrance. Again and again he pumped, his grip on her legs tightening with each thrust. Somewhere in her befuddled brain, she knew he wanted her to come first.
"Go faster,” she breathed, unsure if he'd heard her. But he must have. His rhythm increased in force and speed, and before she knew it, Keira screamed his name as wave upon wave of orgasms tore through her. Just when she thought she was spent, he pressed even deeper, bringing her to another pinnacle within moments. She wrapped both legs around his waist, frantic to keep him within her as he thrust once more, howling his own release into the air.
Keira's entire body trembled as she lay beneath him. Her skin was sweaty and she could barely draw a breath, but she was utterly and thoroughly satisfied. Wade had made love to her fervently, like no other man. If she wasn't careful, she'd fall hard for him.
Gazing into his hooded, pleasured eyes, Keira's heart leapt. She knew damned well it was too late. She'd already fallen head-over-heels for Wade McAllister.



Fifteen
"Good God.” Wade trembled from head to toe. The intensity of his climax left him dizzy, and he rested his head on Keira's shoulder. Her fingers ran lightly through his hair, soothing his racing heart. When she began kissing his cheek, he drew his weight onto his elbows to look down at her. “Are you all right?"
She smiled. “I'm better than all right."
"Did I hurt you?"
"No."
With that one word, she pulled him down to her mouth, giving him a chaste, almost loving, kiss. He was still deep inside of her and acutely aware of it when she moved her hips underneath his. He groaned and pressed forward, wanting to feel more of her warmth surrounding him. Keira was like a balm, making him forget the monster living inside his body. With reluctance, he slowly withdrew from her heat and she gave him a playful pout.
"You were amazing, Wade.” Her tone suddenly turned serious, and he blushed.
"Well that's really saying something,” he said with a half grin. “I can't even remember the last time I had sex."
Keira's eyes went wide. “Really?"
Now Wade truly blushed. He moved to sit up, but Keira's hands caught his shoulders before he could.
"Wait. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to embarrass you."
He was silent for a long moment before responding. “I've been with B*E*A*S*T* for the past two years. I was lucky to catch sight of a woman, let alone make love to her."
Keira's palm stroked his cheek as she said, “Then I guess that makes you all mine."
Wade's breath caught in his throat. Closing his eyes, he brought his forehead to hers and sighed. “I guess so."
Once again, her lips were on his as she gave him a deep kiss. He couldn't come up for air—he didn't want to. All he could think about was losing himself within her, keeping her with him forever, making love to her day after day ... But how could he ask that of her? How could he ask her to be his mate after only a day? She'd laugh at him. True, she wanted him, but it was nothing more than lust. Keira Covington didn't want to settle down with a man she hardly knew, least of all a shape-shifter on the run from her own father.
With a heave, he stood from the floor and offered Keira his hand. If she was willing to sleep with him for now, he'd take what he could get. God only knew when another woman would let him get this close to her.
"Better take a shower,” he said, dropping his voice an octave. She gave him a quizzical look. “I promised I'd eat you, lady, and my belly's growling. Don't make me wait."
Keira hesitated only a moment before she raced into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her. Wade couldn't help but chuckle at her obvious eagerness of what he meant to do.
Lying on the bed, he stared up at the ceiling, growing hard once more at his own imagination. The shower turned on and it was all he could do not to join Keira in the tub if only to lick every drop of water from her perfect skin. But knowing the pleasure they were both in for when she emerged made him stay put on the bed, his head on the pillows, his hands behind his head, waiting for her in sweet, sweet agony.
* * * *
Keira had never showered so fast in her entire life. Despite making love to Wade not more than a few minutes ago, her body was already hot and ready to go again at the thought of his mouth between her legs. The man wasn't subtle, that much was true. She had no doubt what he meant when he said he'd wanted to eat her, and damn her if she wouldn't let him.
Once her hair was clean, she turned off the shower and snatched one of the towels from the shelf above the toilet, hastily drying herself. Shivering at the cold air, she couldn't help but bite her lip as her nipples pebbled. Placing her hand on the doorknob, she took a deep breath and opened it, gasping at the sight that greeted her.
Wade was spread-eagled on the bed, gloriously naked, his erection stiff and long. He wasn't ashamed of his nakedness, but rather, seemed to revel in it, looking her up and down with a predatory hunger in his eyes.
"Come here.” His voice was gritty and Keira realized her throat was dry as she tried to swallow. He crooked his finger at her and she was powerless to resist. Crossing the room, she stood next to the bed, gazing into his stormy eyes.
Without a word, he grasped her hand in his and yanked her down until she was lying across his chest. Keira blushed at the yelp that escaped her.
"Sit up."
She did as he said, but only because she wasn't sure what he planned to do. His next words shot bolts of lightning throughout her blood.
"Straddle me."
Her body ached, and a fresh wetness rushed to slick her skin as she did as she was told, straddling his hips with hers. The tip of him ground onto her sensitive skin and she moaned in ecstasy.
"Oh, honey, you're not getting off that easy."
She smiled at his words, but only had a moment to be confused when he began scooting out from underneath her. Keira tried to lift off him, but his strong hands stopped her.
"Stay right where you are."
She couldn't say a word at the intense look in his eyes. All she could do was nod. Before she knew it, she was kneeling on the bed—with Wade's head nestled within her thighs.
"Oh God,” she whispered. He teased her by blowing his hot breath on her already-heated skin and she thought she'd fly apart from that alone.
"You smell so damn good,” he growled right before he claimed her with his tongue. Keira cried out as he attacked her, not letting up for even a moment as his fingers worked to spread her folds, giving his mouth more access to her swollen flesh. Around and around he circled, forcing her to the beat of his rhythm, making her writhe above him.
Keira almost couldn't hold her position until Wade urged her to rest her backside on his chest while he plundered her depths. It didn't take long before she was soaring upward, straining against him for the pleasure she knew would come. Wade lapped at her again and again until she rode his face, crying out again and again.
Her shudders hadn't even ceased before he lifted her down his body, helping her to straddle his hips once more. Keira's head spun when his erection entered her, swift and deep, bringing another cry from her lips. His hands held her waist while he drove into her heat, touching her soul.
"Keira,” he ground out, “tell me what you want. Christ, I need to hear it. Tell me, baby."
"You. I want you, Wade. Just ... you...” She couldn't say another word as an orgasm rippled through her, stealing her breath as her muscles clenched around his length. Wade groaned, his face twisting in pleasure, but he didn't stop.
With one swift move, he flipped her onto her back and plunged into her once more, kissing her into oblivion. “Say you're mine. Please. Keira..."
His heated words touched her and tears sprang into her eyes as he continued to possess her, stealing her sanity with every stroke. She could barely think, much less form words to speak. But speak them she did.
"I'm yours, Wade."
His mouth returned to hers, his tongue stabbing hers without mercy. Keira kissed him back just as savagely, pulling his hair, lifting her legs, demanding more of him. He did not deny her. His hands burned her skin and his rhythm increased, becoming more frantic. She finally exploded once more, screaming into his mouth while her fingernails dug into the skin of his shoulders.
Wade released her lips only to groan his own climax loudly into the air. When he laid on her, spent, his weight felt like a thousand tons, but Keira wouldn't have moved him for anything. Her own limbs were like water. What they'd just shared was much more than plain old sex, and she had a feeling Wade knew it.
When he sniffled, her heart burst with tenderness. He was crying.
"Wade?” she whispered in his ear. “What's wrong?"
When he drew back to look at her, his eyes were indeed filled with tears, but a wide grin spread upon his face. “Nothing's wrong. For once, everything is right."
After a long, silent minute, Keira smiled back at him and nodded. Wade held her heart. In his eyes, she could tell she held his as well. It was crazy, she knew, but Keira was through trying to figure things out. For once, she wanted to go with the flow.
And loving Wade came as naturally to her as breathing.



Sixteen
Brett sat in the driver's seat of the Texas Highway Patrol cruiser, rubbing his throbbing leg as he drove down the interstate. Despite the fact every shifter healed unbelievably fast, he was still in pain. He could walk with a limp now, but that didn't stop him from ripping out the throat of the trooper who'd pulled over to investigate the wreck of the Jaguar in the median.
Brett had thrown the body of the man in the trunk, but not before he'd stripped him of his uniform. It didn't quite fit, but it was better than being naked, and Brett was too pissed off to care.
That bastard Wade had gotten away, despite his best effort to run him off the road. He wasn't looking forward to telling the old man he'd failed. Clive Covington wasn't exactly a forgiving man.
A monotone feminine voice came over the radio at that moment, and Brett's ears perked. Apparently, a stolen car had been found parked outside a motel in a town up north—a car matching the one Wade and Keira had sped away in. Could he be that lucky?
Turning on his lights and sirens, Brett spun the cruiser around and raced down the highway. He could be there within an hour or two if he stepped on it. He rubbed his leg once more and snarled. Wade was in for some pain as well.
* * * *
Wade sighed, holding Keira close, his arm draped across her belly. She wasn't sleeping. Her back warmed his skin and he couldn't resist placing soft kisses on her tender neck. She gave him a sexy shiver every time, making him grin.
Under the covers, Keira found his hand and threaded her fingers through his. Without a word, he squeezed her tight, reveling in the feel of her against him. How many times had he wished for this? How many times had he hoped a woman would let him into her heart, allowing him total surrender? Wade couldn't remember. And she'd confessed to being his. Wade's heart lightened at the memory. Granted, he'd begged her for that admission, but she'd seemed most eager to humor him.
As rough as he'd been with her, Keira had met him stroke for stroke, giving as good as she got. He was sure he even had a few bruises to prove it.
"What are you thinking about?” he asked, whispering into her ear.
She shuddered once again and he couldn't resist another kiss on her neck. She swallowed hard before answering him. “I was wondering how you got those scars on your belly."
That was probably the last thing he'd expected to hear. Sudden images of that goddamned grizzly ripped through his head. “Do you remember me telling you about my friend Rogan and the man who wanted to kill him?"
Keira nodded on the pillow.
"He gave them to me. I was trying to keep Sean away from Marlie and Rogan when his claws dug into my skin."
Gasping, Keira rolled over to look into his eyes. “You mean he swiped at you?"
"Yeah. A cougar isn't much threat to a grizzly, I'm afraid."
"Dear God, you could have killed yourself!” Her hands framed his face, pulling him closer to her. “Promise me you won't do that again."
"Sean's dead, lady, so that's an easy promise to make."
She scoffed. “You know what I mean, Wade McAllister."
He took a deep breath and held it for a moment before letting it go. “If you're in trouble, Keira, I'll do everything in my power to save you, even if it means putting myself in the line of danger."
"I can take care of myself, you know."
"Oh, is that how I was able to kidnap you so easily?"
Keira slapped his shoulder. “Don't be such an ass."
Wade chuckled at her exasperation.
"I'm serious!” she said.
"So am I.” Leaning in close, Wade kissed her cheeks. “You've confessed that you're mine, or did I hear you wrong?"
Her scent was suddenly laced with passion. “You heard what I said."
"I protect what's mine, Keira. End of story."
A long silence stretched between them as he stared at her. Damn, Keira was a beautiful woman.
"That's a two way street, mister,” she growled right before she rolled over once more. Wade kissed her neck and smiled at her groan.
"You don't play fair,” she whispered.
"Damn straight."
* * * *
As Keira lay on her side, her head resting on one of Wade's biceps, she was somewhere between sleep and reality when a thought came to her. As quick as a flash, it was there and then gone, but she sat up regardless, glancing around the room.
"Keira?” Wade's gritty voice drifted to her and his warm hand caressed the skin of her back. “You okay?"
She turned on the mattress to look down at him. His face was so handsome. She'd been plagued with the idea she knew him from somewhere. She hadn't thought about it for a long time until her half-dream made her sit up straight.
"Keira?” Wade said again, this time rising up on an elbow to get closer to her.
"Oh my God.” Biting her lip, she touched his cheek, feeling his stubble prick her palms.
"What is it?"
She couldn't stop the tears from filling her eyes. “I think I know who you are, Wade."
The room went silent as she watched him take in her words before fully sitting up himself. “Are you ... Are you sure?"
Nodding, Keira sniffled. “I couldn't remember where I've seen you before, but that was because you look so much different now.” His eyes were as wide as saucers, and she could tell he was now trembling. “You used to have a beard, and your hair was shorter, cropped close to your head, but dear God, you have to be him!"
"Who?” Wade's large hands grasped her upper arms, pulling her closer.
"Brandon Cameron the Third."
His eyebrows shot up. “Who the hell is that?"
"You. I think ... Brandon Cameron was the son of Brandon Cameron Jr., a wealthy Texas oil tycoon. Almost too wealthy for his own good. He and my father were close friends. Until he died. I only saw Cameron's son ... er, I mean you, a few times, but you didn't seem too chummy with my dad. It was shortly thereafter the younger Cameron disappeared, but the police never found him."
"Damn. Then I did know Covington.” Wade ran his hands through his hair and stared at the wall. “My God."
"I can't believe I didn't see it before this, Wade. I ... I'm sorry. But you look so different."
His eyes pierced hers and her heart leapt inside of her. This man was the heir to a fortune, if he was who she thought he was. But why would her father want to turn him into a shifter? It didn't make any sense. But then again, none of this made any damn sense.
"So I'm not in the military?” His voice was low.
"Not that I know of."
Wade flopped back onto the pillows. “There's got to be a reason Covington sent me into the B*E*A*S*T* program. Why would he send the son of a friend to the agency?"
"I ... I don't know.” Keira's heart rate shot up the more she thought about it. What she remembered of Brandon Cameron was that he was aloof and spoiled, as if he were entitled to the money his father had bestowed upon him. But Wade McAllister was far from that man. If it was true they brainwashed the men they experimented on, then their personalities must also be wiped along with their memories.
"Brandon. Brandon Cameron. Do I look like a Brandon to you?"
Keira shrugged. “I don't know. What does a Brandon look like?"
"You tell me,” he said, giving her a nervous chuckle. “I wonder if Wade is my middle name? Both Noah and Rogan's names were their middle names."
"If that's how they identified you, then probably."
"Do me a favor?"
Snuggling down into his warmth, Keira laid her head on his shoulder. “What?"
"Don't ever call me Brandon."
"Not a problem. You'll always be Wade to me."
He brought his hand up to his face and rubbed his eyes, then pulled her tighter against him. “Don't let me go, Keira,” he said, his voice cracking. “You're the only one who knows me, really knows me. Christ. What am I going to do?"
She embraced him, allowing him to roll over to hug her back. She knew he was trying hard to hold back the tears that wanted to come. “It's all right to cry,” she whispered in his ear. “I'm not going anywhere."
A sob shook his large frame, followed by another and another. “I'm so tired of crying!” he exclaimed, startling her.
"You just need to let it out."
"No. No more.” Wade pushed her back, wiping his cheeks of moisture. “I'm not going to shed another tear for what that asshole did to me. He may have stolen my past, but I'm taking hold of my future. Covington no longer controls my life. It's about damn time I start living like it. Right now."
Without warning, he pounced on her, driving her back into the mattress, kissing her mouth with wild abandon. Keira didn't fight him; she welcomed him, opening her legs, allowing him to settle on top of her. She knew what he needed from her, solace and acceptance.
And she was more than willing to give him both.



Seventeen
It was a new experience, sleeping with a woman in his arms. But Wade wasn't complaining. Far from it. He was warm and comfortable, and for the first time that he could remember, he felt safe. Holding Keira close soothed his fears and made him think of other things—things he'd never thought of before. A wife. A family. A normal life.
Even his dreams were peaceful, a far cry from the nightmares he'd been having. Her skin caressed his, even in sleep, and Wade savored the feeling. He'd been awakened a few moments before, by what, he couldn't say. But watching Keira sleep beside him filled his heart with an emotion he was unfamiliar with.
It couldn't be love—he hadn't known her for that long. But if it wasn't love, then what was it? Wade swept one of her fiery locks away from her face and smiled when she sighed. She'd rolled against him, facing his chest, and it was all he could do not to kiss her cheek. He didn't want to wake her. She'd had a long night. He'd kept her awake with his lovemaking, rolling away from her only to roll right back, his need still burning strong.
Even now, he felt the urge to take her slowly, as each of their encounters had been rushed, heated, and almost ... desperate. But Keira hadn't complained. She'd been almost as fierce as he, and Wade knew he never wanted to let her go. Perhaps he was in love with her. That realization made his eyes sting. She'd wanted him so badly that she'd confessed to being his. There was no way in hell he'd let her go now. Not when every time he made love to her he felt complete, like a real man should.
The digital clock by the bed read 3:17 a.m. Laying his head on the pillow, he tried to go back to sleep. But the sound of car engines and the flash of red and blue lights through the curtains made his heart leap into his throat.
The police.
"Keira, wake up."
"Hmm?” She opened her eyes and smiled at him, stretching lazily, her bare breasts exposed to his view.
"Get up, lady, we have company."
Keira sat up and glanced around, taking in the flashing lights and the voices beyond the door. A sudden, loud banging could be heard on the neighboring door, the room that would have been hers. Wade silently thanked Keira's horny libido for coming to his room that evening instead of staying in her own. He wasn't sure what he would have done if the cops had taken her away from him.
They both scrambled out of bed, dressing as quickly as they could. Marching to the bathroom, Wade punched out the screen in the tiny, frosted window. It would still be a tight squeeze for her, but he wasn't about to let the police take Keira back to her father.
"You've got to escape,” he whispered, pointing to the window.
"What about you?” she asked breathlessly, pulling her shirt over her head.
"I'm going to stay behind and distract them. They won't be expecting a mountain lion in a motel room."
"No!” Keira's response shocked him. “I'm not going to let you sacrifice yourself."
"If I'm successful, I'll escape and come looking for you."
"They'll shoot you, Wade!” Her words hung in the air as someone pounded on their door. There was no more time to waste.
"I'm not arguing with you, lady. Get through the damned window!"
Keira stood her ground. Wade grabbed her shoulders and shoved her to the window himself, lifting and pushing her through it.
"Wait,” she exclaimed, trying to fight him but having no room to do so.
"Run, Keira,” he said once she'd landed heavily on the ground outside. “Don't look back, sweetheart. I promise I'll find you."
With that, he closed the window and locked it, ensuring she couldn't climb back through. Keira pounded on the glass, but her fists didn't break it. He didn't have time to wonder if she could.
Racing back out into the bedroom, he tossed his clothes aside and shifted only seconds before the door was kicked in. There stood Brett on the other side, glancing around the room until his flashing eyes found him. Wade growled low in his throat a moment before he leapt at him. Brett could only duck, apparently surprised at his blatant attack. Barreling through the officers behind Brett, Wade ran outside, dodging cops who were yelling and cussing to get the hell away from the insane cougar.
Leaping on top of the hood of a nearby cruiser, Wade roared as loud as he could, crunching on the red and blue lights with his massive teeth. Within seconds, he bounded off the trunk of the car, aiming at a few more officers.
Jesus, did Brett bring an army? There were at least eight cop cars crowded in the parking lot of the Tumbleweed Inn, and more than one curious patron had popped their head out to see what was going on. Wade barely heard Brett shouting at the top of his lungs not to kill him. Glancing over his shoulder, he could see Brett himself limping to a car and sliding into the driver's seat. Savage pleasure rippled through him at the sight, knowing that bastard was too wounded to shift and chase him himself. But damn, that cheetah had made a mess of things. He should have known to be stealthier when it came to trapping a shifter. Perhaps he hadn't counted on Wade being alone. Whatever Brett's blunder, Keira was safe for the time being, and all Wade had to do was run for the hills.
But that was easier said than done.
The streets of the sleepy town they'd stopped in were lined with shops and buildings. He'd have to run quite a ways to escape. And already, Brett was in hot pursuit, chasing him down the street in his cop cruiser like a madman.
Wade tried weaving on the road, desperately looking for a way to shake Brett by ducking behind a nearby building or down an alley, but Brett's car was gaining too fast. He wasn't intent on stopping. Sweet Christ!
Pain erupted within Wade's body as he flew through the air, landing on the windshield, cracking it into a thousand tiny shards. Brett braked hard and Wade kept on going, hitting the ground with a sickening crack, rolling until he skidded to a stop. Light exploded behind his eyes a split second before he fell back into darkness.
* * * *
Keira screamed.
She'd run around the motel, determined to see for herself what was happening to Wade. She wasn't about to be tossed aside and let him fight her father on his own. He should have known better. She'd told him she'd protect what was hers, too. And Wade was hers, damn it.
But Keira could only stand like a statue watching the spectacle unfold as he attempted to race down the road as a cougar. Brett wouldn't let him get away, however, chasing after him in a cop car. Within seconds, Brett hit him—hard. Wade smashed the windshield only to fall back to the ground, rolling limply on the asphalt.
"Wade!"
Uncaring for the chill in the air or the myriad of policemen clustered in the parking lot, Keira began to run toward the scene, intent on helping the man who'd just loved her throughout half the night. She couldn't lose him. Not now.
"Wade!"
Before she made it twenty steps, large arms wrapped around her waist, preventing her from going any further. She kicked and screamed and bit at the one holding her, only to be slammed down on the hood of another nearby cruiser.
"Don't make me take you in on assault, missy!” the man yelled, yanking her arms behind her.
Tears flowed down her cheeks as handcuffs tightened on her wrists. All she could think about was Wade. Was he alive? Dead? God, don't let him be dead!
Keira couldn't remember the last time she'd prayed, but as the cop shoved her into the back of his car after reciting her rights, she closed her eyes and prayed for all she was worth.
"Please, please, God, let him be okay. Don't take him. Don't take him!"
The cop started his engine and pulled out onto the road, passing the scene of the accident slowly. The last thing she saw through the window was Brett hunched over Wade's lifeless body, injecting him with something.
"Get away from him!” she yelled through the glass. Brett glanced up at her as they drove by and had the nerve to smile at her. It wasn't a happy smile, but a cruel one. Once she saw it, more tears fell and Keira watched helplessly out the back window as Brett dragged the cougar's body toward the rear of his car.
Now, both she and Wade would most likely be taken back to her father. Keira shivered violently at the thought. Wade had been terrified of returning to her father, as he'd talked of reprogramming if he was ever caught again. Dear God, what were they going to do to him? Was he even all right? Keira had no idea whether Wade was alive or dead, and that thought made her stomach roil.
She attempted to look out the rear window once again, but they turned a corner and she lost sight of Brett and Wade. With deep sobs, Keira shuddered from head to toe, wondering what she was going to do now.
"You cold?” the cop asked, turning up the heat.
Keira gave him a withering look when he glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “Go to hell,” she growled.
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"Jesus H. Christ!” Rogan's eyes bulged at the sight of all the cop cars surrounding the Tumbleweed Inn. Wade had gone and gotten himself caught. “Damn cougar. Can't do anything right."
"You can say that again.” Noah crouched beside Rogan in the bushes with a sigh of his own. They'd left their wives in the car about half a mile up the road, deciding to check out the excitement for themselves. It was for the best anyhow, as the ladies had been dead tired. “Brett's down there."
"What a shocker,” Rogan said, rolling his eyes.
Noah chuckled. “Seems as if Keira really cares for Wade."
"Yeah.” Rogan grinned. “She really cared for him tonight."
"What do you mean by that?"
"Can't you smell it? Wade and Keira got cozy in that motel room, if you know what I mean."
"You can smell that? From here?"
Noah shook his head with a grin and turned his gaze back to the cops. Rogan snickered.
"So. What are we going to do now? I wasn't exactly expecting a B*E*A*S*T* reunion when Wade told us to meet him here."
Noah rubbed his face. “I don't know. Brett's going to take Wade and Keira back to Covington, no doubt. I shudder to think what the old man has in store for them."
Rogan chewed his lip until an idea struck him. “What if we call the guys?"
Noah looked at him quizzically, arching a brow. “You mean Trevor, Mac, and Jet?"
"Yup. They've been dying to stick it to the man."
"But they have that woman shifter with them now, Robyn something-or-other."
Rogan shrugged. “They can bring her along."
Noah sighed, but pulled out his cell phone and flipped it open. “Worth a try."
* * * *
"You have got to be shitting me!"
Dr. Lucian Carver sat on a brown leather sofa in Covington's office and raised a brow at the Senator's tone. It was early in the morning—the sun hadn't even risen yet—but apparently, Brett had nabbed Wade McAllister, much to Covington's delight. However it appeared as if not everything was rainbows and butterflies. Clive's face turned beet-red and his eyes widened so far, Lucian wondered what kept them in their sockets.
He ran a hand over his thinning salt-and-pepper hair, adjusting his round glasses to sit higher on his nose. He'd been a lucky son of a bitch, finally making it back to Dallas despite being held captive by Noah Carpenter and his slew of shifter buddies. Lucian had escaped, thanks to his secret safe word, a word Covington himself didn't even know existed. If the Senator knew he'd programmed each of B*E*A*S*T*'s shifters with a word that would make them catatonic at the drop of a hat, he'd be killed for insubordination without another thought.
Lucian shivered, but remembered that no one knew of his deception except himself and a few other scientists, who, thankfully, had been killed when Noah and his friend Rogan Wolfe had stormed the facility in the Colorado Rockies. For now, his secret was safe. And regardless of the events that had turned the shifters against the agency, Lucian was still determined to steal the project out from under the pissed off man before him.
"Mother fu—” Clive slammed the receiver down so hard, Lucian wondered if he'd broken the phone. The senator raked his fingers through his hair and turned to face the large window behind his desk, apparently to regain his composure. Even from where he sat, Lucian could tell the man was trembling. Whatever he'd learned, it hadn't been good.
Lucian let him stew for a few moments longer before asking what was wrong. “Bad news?"
Covington expelled the breath he'd been holding and turned around, pinning the doctor with his cruel gaze. “Wade and Keira have mated."
Lucian gasped and the room fell silent as the two men stared at each other. “Was she forced?” He watched as Covington's scowl deepened.
"No."
Lucian had to hide his grin behind a cough. “How do you know?"
Covington began pacing the room like a caged animal. “Brett could smell it rolling off that goddamned cougar. Said Keira had been screaming when he captured Wade."
"What are you going to do about it?"
"What else can I do?” Covington exclaimed, throwing up his hands. “I have no other choice but to mind-wipe Keira."
"You mean to brainwash her? Again?"
"I can't have her pining away over Wade McAllister, now can I? She might recognize him. Hell, she probably already has! I've got to mind-wipe Wade regardless. I can't afford for him to remember who he really is."
"Why don't you just kill him?"
"I need his DNA, or did you forget that?"
"All you've got to do is shave his head or knock out his teeth and you've got plenty. Not to mention his bones—"
"I cannot make mistakes, Lucian,” Covington said. “I need him alive for insurance. In case something happens."
Lucian knew damned well it was just an excuse. Perhaps the senator finally felt guilty for killing one of his closest friends, an extremely wealthy oil tycoon. But he doubted it. Covington was afraid of losing Cameron's bank account, and that was the bottom line. How else was he supposed to fund the B*E*A*S*T* project?
The irony of it all was that if Covington kept Wade alive, he would be in even more danger of losing it. Obviously the procedures for brainwashing weren't infallible. It was only a matter of time before Wade remembered what Covington was trying so hard to suppress.
Lucian didn't care what happened one way or the other. As long as Covington got what was coming to him. He grinned at the thought, hiding it behind another cough.
* * * *
Wade and Keira had mated. Jesus Christ.
Popping a pill into his mouth, Clive grimaced as he swallowed it dry. This whole goddamn mess was wreaking havoc on his blood pressure. But this was one thing he hadn't seen coming.
Lucian had left his office a few minutes before, on orders to pick up Keira from the police station. He was clearly disgruntled Clive wasn't planning on killing Wade outright. But what his top scientist didn't understand was that he couldn't kill the heir to the Cameron fortune. Not when he might still be useful.
Brandon Cameron, Jr. had inherited his oil fortune from his father, the original Brandon Cameron. The business passed down through the family, and Clive hadn't wasted any time befriending Cameron, Jr. in an effort to secure funding for his campaign for a seat in the Senate. But many cocktail parties and social gatherings later, Clive and Cameron, Jr. were close friends. Clive had even watched Cameron's son, Brandon Wade Cameron III, grow into a fine young man.
But soon after September Eleventh, the elder Cameron revealed to Clive his secret project.
B*E*A*S*T*.
Infuriated by the state of the world, Cameron had begun funneling his money into an insane secret agency, hell-bent on killing anyone who got in his way. Clive hadn't understood the science behind it. Hell, he still didn't, but that hadn't stopped him from drooling at the many possibilities.
Once Cameron mentioned funding Clive's presidential bid, it all seemed to click. As president of the United States, not only would Clive be the most powerful man in the world, he would also have the most powerful army.
Terrorists, dictators, even prime ministers ... No one on Earth would be safe from B*E*A*S*T*'s shifters.
But Cameron Jr. had wanted to scrap the project at this son's urgings, claiming what they did to the men was unethical. Obviously, Clive had thought otherwise. There was no way in hell Cameron was going to pull the plug on the agency. Not when it had such potential. Clive did what he had to do.
He'd killed his longtime friend.
He didn't do it himself, of course, but with the help of Lucian, found a shifter who was willing to do the job. Tam.
A sleek black panther, Tam had two jobs that night—kill the elder Cameron and kidnap the younger one. It had been a risky move, as Wade would have been the heir to the fortune of his father and his grandfather. But Clive still needed that money.
With an agency that specialized in splicing DNA, the sky was the limit to what he could accomplish. Lucian had extracted Wade's DNA before hiding him within the agency, turning him into a shifter himself, and erasing his memory.
With no time to lose, Clive had ordered Lucian to splice Wade's DNA with his own. Covington became a shifter as well—just not with an animal.
Whenever he wanted, he could transform at will into Brandon Wade Cameron III, controlling the Cameron fortune as he saw fit. But having the real heir show his face was unacceptable.
He probably should kill Wade, if only to ensure control over the funding behind the B*E*A*S*T* project. But if something should ever go wrong, Clive wanted the real heir alive and well to present to the courts or the bank—anyone who might need to see Clive and Brandon Cameron III together—for whatever reason.
When Wade had first escaped with Noah and Rowan from the facility in Colorado, Clive had been so pissed off, he'd wanted him dead with the rest of them. But the more he thought about it, the more he realized he should probably keep the asshole alive. Even with his memory wiped, Wade McAllister was a huge thorn in his side. And now, the man had gotten his claws into Keira as well.
Walking to the liquor cabinet semi-hidden within the panels of the wall, Clive pulled out a bottle of vodka and poured himself a shot. He really shouldn't drink with his meds, but at this point, he didn't give a flying shit.
The liquid burned on the way down, and Clive's skin actually rippled with the need to shift. It was hard keeping his urges suppressed and he could only imagine what his experiments had to go through. But the shifters’ discomfort was mild compared to what they would do for their future president.
Brett would be arriving at the estate in no time with Wade. Keira wouldn't be too far behind. Clive had to get everything ready. There was no time to ship them to one of B*E*A*S*T*'s facilities in order to take care of them. Lucian would just have to mind-wipe them in the basement lab.
Pouring himself another glass, Clive downed it before setting the vodka back in the cabinet. The alcohol seemed to intensify his anger and he cracked the shot glass within his fist. He wasn't sure he'd be able to keep his cool around Wade. The man had taken advantage of Clive's only daughter, forcing him to mind-wipe her in order to keep her from him.
Maybe he should kill the bastard after all.



Nineteen
Mac stared long and hard at the road, gripping the steering wheel of the stolen green Hummer with a vengeance. Wade was in some deep shit, it seemed, and he needed the help of all the shifters who'd banded together from the compound in Colorado.
Trevor and Jet, Mac's two closest friends, lay in the back, snoring away. They'd succeeded in storming the second B*E*A*S*T* compound in Oregon, with the help of the woman dozing in the passenger seat. Her name was Robyn Groves, or at least, that's what those bastards called her. She was a shifter herself, a snowy owl, and Mac couldn't help the random glance her way.
He'd found her in the forest, suffering from a broken arm. One of the scientists had given it to her during an experiment, and Mac's hackles rose at the thought. But he found comfort in the knowledge that he'd personally killed the asshole who'd hurt her. Thankfully, B*E*A*S*T*'s shifters healed fast, and she was well on her way to recovery.
Robyn had been more than willing to help them with the codes they needed to free the others, and Mac couldn't help the swell of satisfaction that had risen inside of him when they'd liberated even more shifters.
They'd stolen one of the agency's Hummers, as well as a fat wad of cash that had lined the pockets of the scientists. But Mac had no remorse for killing those assholes and looting their remains. It's what he'd been trained to do, and in that instance, he was all too happy to do it.
When Noah had called them earlier, requesting they meet up in Texas, Mac and the others had already fled to California. If there were more compounds out there, Mac wanted to find every damn one of them and bring the benefactors to their knees.
Both Jet and Trevor had already driven their legs of the journey, and now, he was just about to cross over into Arizona. Having more than one driver was mighty convenient, as they'd been driving non-stop for hours now.
Mac grinned. Soon, there'd be nothing left of B*E*A*S*T* or the men who funded the experiments. He was all too happy to take them out by himself. One by one, if he had to.
Chancing another glance at Robyn dozing in the seat beside him, he tried his hardest to ignore her feminine scent. Her long, raven-colored hair cascaded over her shoulder, making her look like a sleeping angel. Her stormy blue eyes were closed, but that didn't stop Mac from remembering each and every time they'd glanced his way. She'd given him a few suggestive looks on more than one occasion, but he hadn't acted upon them. Squirming in his seat, he wished to God he had. Being around her now had become uncomfortable—in more ways than one. Even the guys noted his testy attitude.
It wouldn't be long before Jet and Trevor figured it out. He was lusting after Robyn like a jaguar in heat.
Rubbing his eyes, Mac thanked his lucky stars they were all asleep. With a deep sigh, he rolled the window down a crack, hopefully getting rid of the telltale scent of his own need.
He couldn't afford being led astray by his desires. Not when they were so close to the big man himself. And Mac personally wanted to rip out his throat.
* * * *
Wade awoke to inky blackness. He had no idea where he was, but every move his body made was excruciatingly painful. He didn't feel any fur—he must have shifted—but he didn't remember doing so. The last thing he remembered was Brett's cop car hitting him, sending explosions of white light throughout the four corners of his body.
He remembered Keira's scream and being helpless to save her. Damn it! What kind of shit had he gotten himself into now?
The rank stench of rotting straw came to him and he realized what he was laying on. Some kind of crude cot complete with straw and burlap. How very medieval of Covington.
Wade growled low as he felt around, but only came in contact with four brick walls and a heavy door. He was back in a cell.
Panic settled in his heart as memories slammed through him, of being made to endure so much pain before being drugged into oblivion. The bastard Covington would not be able to get away with it this time.
But try as he might, he couldn't shift. Did he expect any less? Of course they were going to give him the serum. He wouldn't be able to shift for hours yet.
Collapsing on his cot, Wade sighed heavily and thought of Keira. Beautiful Keira, who'd made love to him with wild abandon mere hours before. Tears formed in his eyes. Surely Clive wouldn't hurt his own daughter. Would he?
Wade didn't know and the uncertainty was killing him. With his eyes stinging, he rolled on his side and curled into a ball.
"Keira,” he whispered. “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry!"
The sound of his sobbing filled the small chamber, but no one came to his aid.
* * * *
Keira's terror left her a long time ago. Images of what her insane father might do to her almost engulfed her back at the police station. Now, however, she was seething, her anger intensified by the fact her father had sent his doctor to bail her out. The drone of Lucian's Buick was the only sound for miles until he decided to talk.
"Your father is simply too busy, child.” He glanced at her over the rims of his round glasses. “Imagine the scandal of a U.S. senator bailing his wayward daughter out of jail."
"Cut the shit, Carver,” she fairly growled. “I know what my father has been up to. What you've been up to. Now you tell me—which is the bigger scandal?” If looks could kill, Keira was sure he'd be dead by now. But Lucian didn't seem all that shocked she knew about his secrets.
"So you know.” It wasn't a question, it was more of a statement. He nodded, as if expecting as much. “Figured that cougar would tell you sooner or later."
"How could you do it? How could you be so cold-hearted? How could you take men from their lives and brainwash them? Turn them into monsters?"
Lucian gave her a sidelong glance as he drove. “It's a funny thing, what the love of money will do to a man. Ethics had nothing to do with it, my dear. Benjamin Franklin on the other hand..."
Keira stared at him in shocked horror. “You did it ... for the money?"
"That, and to see if I could. My colleagues and I have been working on the B*E*A*S*T* project for years. We'd perfected cloning. DNA splicing was the next logical step. When I was approached by Cameron Jr. to be the head of his secret agency, I jumped at the chance, and watched as your father betrayed his friend and had him killed."
Keira gasped. “What?"
Lucian grinned and it made her skin crawl. “That's something your cougar knows nothing about."
"Wade knows enough. He knows his real name is Brandon Cameron the Third."
"Does he know your father killed his father in order to control the Cameron fortune? Does he know Covington uses the money Wade has rightfully inherited to fund the B*E*A*S*T* project? Does he know your father is a shifter himself?"
"Oh my God.” Keira shuddered from head to toe. Her fright was back tenfold, threatening to choke the life out of her. “My father is a..."
"Shifter?” Lucian nodded. “The old bastard wouldn't rest until I made him one. Said his plans wouldn't be complete otherwise."
"What the hell is he?” Keira shivered, but she could no longer control her body. Her teeth chattered loudly and she had to wonder if she really wanted to know.
"Not what. Who. In order to properly control Cameron's fortune, he had to become the heir himself."
She stared out the windshield but didn't see a damn thing. Her stomach roiled, threatening to revisit its contents at any given moment. “Are you telling me my father ... can shift into Wade?"
Lucian winked. She was going to be sick. “Jesus Christ!"
"That's an understatement,” he said dryly.
Keira's heart was beating so hard, it was almost painful. Tears burned her eyes as she tried to catch her breath. She felt as if she'd been punched in the gut. Wade mentioned her father had wanted him alive. Now it all made sense. Sifting through her memories of what Wade told her, she remembered something else.
"You implanted a ... a safe word into the shifters, didn't you? A word that makes them go catatonic?"
Lucian actually looked proud of himself. “Yes, I did. You cannot have an agency full of dangerous shifters and not have some kind of plan in place should all hell break loose."
"Did you use it in Colorado when Noah and Rogan infiltrated the compound?"
The doctor shifted on his seat and cleared his throat. “Uh, no."
"But you used it in Oregon when the shifters held you prisoner."
"I needed a way to escape.” He appeared flustered.
"Seems like the perfect place to test it would be when ‘all hell broke loose’ in Colorado, don't you think?"
Was it her imagination, or did Lucian just growl at her? For a moment, she wondered if he was a shifter as well. Oh God, what if he was? The thought chilled her to the bone. But his eyes didn't flash like Wade's or Brett's. Maybe she was imagining things. But how could she be sure?
"There were too many of them,” the doctor grumbled. “I was whisked away by security before I had the chance."
Keira didn't believe him. He was continuing to rub the palms of his hands on his tan slacks. Perhaps he was nervous.
"Are you a shifter?” Her heart raced at her own audacity for asking him outright.
"Oh, hell no!” he exclaimed with a chuckle. “I have no inclination to become a freak."
Keira tried hard to ignore that word. Her protective instincts were kicking in. How dare this man call Wade and everyone else he created a freak?
"You created them, doctor. You made them freaks."
"Doesn't mean I have to be one myself."
A few more miles passed in silence and Keira saw the lights of Dallas up ahead. The sun would rise soon, and in no time at all, she'd be standing before her father. She had to swallow hard to dislodge her stomach from her throat.
At that moment, something clicked in her mind. Lucian's excuse of why he hadn't used the safe word at the compound in Colorado was a weak one. He said himself he'd created it for times such as that. So why hadn't he used it? Unless...
"My father has no clue about the safe word, does he?"
"Don't be ridiculous, child, of course he knows.” Lucian began to fidget, pushing his glasses further up his nose and running a hand through his graying hair.
"You're lying.” She folded her arms on her chest and stared him down.
He sighed heavily and changed lanes. “Makes no difference if you know anyhow,” he muttered. “Your father has ordered you to be reprogrammed."
Hearing the words spoken out loud jabbed straight to her heart. “Why?” she managed to say through her sudden tears.
"Because you know too much.” Their eyes locked and Keira shivered in spite of herself.
"Look,” she said nervously past dry, cracked lips. “We should be able to help each other here. My father wants me reprogrammed, and no doubt Wade, too."
Lucian said nothing.
"For whatever reason, you want to double-cross my father with this safe word. Strangely enough, I'm okay with that. But you can use your safe word to get me past Brett."
"Why would I want to do that?"
"To help me rescue Wade!” Keira threw up her hands in exasperation. She knew it was a long shot, asking the doctor for help, but right now, he was the only light she had at the end of the tunnel. “Once Wade is free from my father, we can go to the bank and get you a king's ransom for your trouble, I'm sure. If he's really this heir you say he is, then Wade is probably worth millions."
Arching a brow, Lucian pursed his lips.
"Wait.” Keira's shaky hands threaded through her tousled hair as she thought of something. “You made my father a shifter. Is he affected by this safe word, too?"
The doctor did nothing more than give her a sly grin. Every hair on her body stood on end at the sight of it.
"Holy crap,” she whispered.
"You want me to help you, young lady, I won't take any less than a hundred mil."
She felt odd, bargaining with Wade's money in his absence, but she had no doubt he wouldn't mind in the least. “Done."
She shook Lucian's hand for good measure.



Twenty
Brett stared in shock as the old man demolished his office. Not more than two minutes before, Covington had gotten a phone call. Obviously, it had been something that seriously pissed him off. He wasn't even cussing, merely yelling at the top of his lungs as first his files, then his monitor went crashing against the far wall.
And here Brett thought the news that Wade was safely tucked into the small cell under the mansion would cheer the bastard up. Apparently not.
Brett wondered about Covington's health, as his face was beet red, and from where he sat, Brett could hear his accelerated heartbeat.
"Jesus fucking Christ!” Covington's outburst made Brett's eyes widen in surprise. For as long as he'd worked for him, Covington had never dropped the f-bomb.
"What the hell?” Brett stood from the leather sofa and glanced around the mess that was once the old man's office.
"The others,” Clive raged, his chest heaving. “The other goddamn shifters seized the compound in Oregon!” Brett's eyebrows shot up. “All the experiments in the Pacific Northwest are on the loose. Holy Mother of God, what the hell am I going to do?"
Covington's keyboard flew through the air and Brett ducked to avoid it. Every hair on his body stood on end at the news, but he couldn't bring himself to feel sorry for the benefactors. Those asshole scientists did indeed torture the men they captured. Even he himself had been under their knife on more than one occasion. In fact, the only reason he worked for Covington now was for the promise of a new life and freedom after Wade, Noah, and Rogan were caught.
One down, two to go.
Covington's blue button-down shirt was stained at the armpits. He looked like shit with his hair every which way and his slacks hopelessly wrinkled. “Carver was right,” he finally said after a long silence.
"About?” Brett prompted when Covington didn't elaborate.
The old man raked his fingers through his hair and stared Brett down. “I want you to kill Wade McAllister."
"I thought you wanted him here for reprogramming?"
"I changed my mind. That son of a bitch has made a mockery of me. He slept with my daughter! His friends are ruining everything I've worked so hard to build. Let him be an example to every shifter who dares defy me. Kill him."
Balling his hands into fists, Brett growled low and nodded once. Without another word, he left the office, madder than hell. Killing Wade had not been on the agenda. Capturing? Yes. Hurting? Probably. But killing?
Wade and Brett had shared a cell back in the compound in Colorado. They'd often talk late into the night about what had happened to them that day and tried their hardest to remember their lives before. Brett didn't consider him a friend per se, but he wasn't too keen on taking him out simply because Covington had his panties in a knot.
Wade had been given the serum right after Brett had slammed into him with his cop car, and had also been injected with Dr. Carver's most recent discovery, a new serum that made you shift. Brett wasn't about to carry a heavy-ass cougar into Covington's mansion. Making Wade shift back into his human form had been more than convenient, and keeping him that way had been another bonus. By now, Wade's body was rapidly healing from the accident and he was probably wide awake. That would make Brett's job that much harder.
He'd always hated killing people. The process was so messy, not to mention the fact he hated the taste of human blood, unlike Tam, who'd seemed to find it a delicacy back in the day. But Wade would be conscious when Brett tore out his throat, and he wasn't in the mood for hearing his pleas for mercy.
Was killing a man—and a fellow shifter at that—worth his own freedom? Just yesterday, Brett would have said yes. But witnessing Covington's temper firsthand with regards to the second compound being seized in Oregon, he had serious doubts about whether the bastard would ever let him go. Perhaps he was about to kill the wrong man.
Brett's skin rippled at the thought and it was all he could do to hold the cheetah at bay as he strode through Covington's mansion.
* * * *
"Can you believe this, Noah?"
"Child's play."
"Exactly my thoughts. You'd think Clive Covington, U.S. senator and the man behind B*E*A*S*T*, would have better security.” Rogan made a sour face before tightening the zip-ties he'd used to tie up the last of the five rent-a-cops they'd encountered within the mansion, who were now all unconscious.
"To his credit, the man's got a million things on his plate right now,” Noah said with a slight grin on his face. “His daughter makin’ whoopie with a shifter, his second compound in Oregon destroyed, eventually taking over the entire world..."
"Don't make me gag, tiger.” Rogan rolled his eyes.
"How long until Mac and the others get here?"
"Hmm. When I talked to him, he was just about to cross over into Arizona. That was a few hours ago. I'd like to think maybe twelve hours if they push themselves hard."
Noah scoffed. “Good God! They'll miss all the fun."
"They've still gotta go through New Mexico."
"Yay, New Mexico."
Rogan chuckled as they rooted through the security guards’ ammunition belts. “Nothing wrong with New Mexico. In fact, I thought you and the Missus quite enjoyed the desert."
Noah's eyes twinkled. “Oh, we did."
"Then what are you—"
"Shh!” Noah's body suddenly went rigid. “Someone's coming."
"Damn. I'd recognize that stench anywhere,” Rogan said, pinching his nose. “Brett."
Noah cocked the handgun he'd stolen off the man lying next to him. “Let's say hi, shall we?"
"After you.” Rogan grinned from ear-to-ear. He couldn't wait to put Brett in his place. But it would be tricky. He'd be able to smell them in a few moments. They'd have to use surprise to their advantage.
Noah ran to one of the Romanesque marble columns that rose from floor to ceiling on the far side of the room and hid behind it. Rogan made his way swiftly to the one opposite Noah and waited. The wolf inside of him howled to be set free. His skin itched with the urge, but he wouldn't give in to it. Not now, not yet.
Footsteps echoed throughout the hall before a shadow stretched across the floor from the rising sun shining through a large-paned window. Rogan nodded at Noah, fingering the syringe of serum he still had from infiltrating the B*E*A*S*T* compound in Colorado. Noah jumped out a split second before Rogan, squeezing off a shot before Brett could even react. The cheetah went down with a cry and as quick as a flash, Rogan was on top of him, injecting him with the serum.
"Ha! Take that, you bastard!” he yelled with a grin.
"Get off me!” Brett screamed, trying like mad to shift. Rogan could see it in his flashing eyes.
"Think again, traitor-boy. You're going to tell us where Wade is."
Brett breathed heavily through his teeth, a large pool of blood already collecting on the pristine marble floor. “What makes you think I'd do that?"
"How about to save your pitiful life?” Noah offered, hunkering next to the two men on the floor.
"Covington's going to kill you. You've risked your own lives by even coming here. There's bound to be more security on the way. Cameras are all over the place.” Brett's eyes darted back and forth between them. Rogan smiled.
"Nah, I think we found the backup, don't you, Noah?"
"Indeed,” Noah said, nodding thoughtfully. “And I believe those cameras we smashed are useless as well."
"Yup. As were those guard dogs.” Turning to Brett, he said, “You should have seen them running away yelping when they were chased across the lawn by a white tiger!"
Brett seethed through his pain, but said nothing.
"Honestly, Walker,” Rogan said, inspecting the dirt under his own fingernails. “Infiltrating compounds is becoming old hat nowadays. This place is a cakewalk compared to the agency."
"You two are idiots!"
Noah pressed his knee against Brett's wounded shoulder, making him cry out in agony. “No, Brett, you're the idiot, working for Covington when you know damn good and well the bastard isn't going to do you any favors. What did he promise you, anyway? Full disclosure to your files?"
The cheetah breathed heavily through his nostrils, making them flare in and out.
"Whatever it is, it must be damn good,” Rogan said, glancing at Noah. “How else do you tame the fastest mammal on the face of the Earth?"
Swallowing hard, Brett squeezed his eyes shut. After a few moments of silence, he began to talk. “Covington sent me to kill the cougar."
"Ah, now we're getting somewhere.” Noah grinned.
"The old man's cracked.” Brett winced and licked his lips. “He knows about everything, and he wants the heir to the Cameron fortune dead."
Rogan arched a brow. “So our Wade is loaded, eh?"
Brett nodded. “You don't know the half of it. Covington threw him into the B*E*A*S*T* program to keep him from inheriting that money. He's using Wade's millions to fund the project."
Noah whistled through his teeth, his eyes wide.
"Why the hell are you telling us this?” Rogan asked, suddenly suspicious.
"Because you're right. The old man doesn't care about anything but himself and his damned agency."
"And you've had this epiphany within the last—” Rogan looked at his watch, “—ten seconds?"
Brett growled. “No, you ass—ah!"
"Watch it,” Noah said under his breath, pressing his knee into Brett's wound once more.
"I've bent over backward for that man and gained nothing in return. He sent me to kill McAllister, that much is true, but I wasn't going to do it."
"I suppose you were going to set him free and live happily ever after?” Rogan pursed his lips. Taunting Brett filled him with smug satisfaction. He supposed it was better than beating the shit out of him.
Brett rolled his eyes. “Look, I wasn't going to kill him. I'm not sure what the hell I was going to do, but it's obvious to me and to everyone else that Covington is off his rocker. He's even ordered his own daughter to be reprogrammed once she returns with Dr. Carver."
Noah glanced at Rogan. “Ah, so she's not here yet?"
Wincing, Brett shook his head. “No."
"Well that makes our job easier,” Rogan said with a grin, standing to offer Brett a hand. He cried out, as Rogan took no pains to be careful with his injury. “Take us to Wade, and if you try any funny business—"
"You'll eat the barrel of my gun,” Noah grumbled.
"Ooo, I like that, tiger.” Rogan nodded in approval.
"Do you? I made it up just now.” Noah pushed Brett in front of him and dug the end of the weapon into his back.
Brett stepped over the unconscious guards and led them down the length of the hall until he came upon a solid wall at the other end. Placing his hand upon a seemingly innocent-looking panel, a section of the wall opened, revealing a narrow corridor.
Rogan gasped. “A secret door? Right on!"
Brett growled while Noah shook his head. “I swear, anything impresses you, Wolfe."
"Hey, what can I say, I'm easy to please."
With a chuckle, Noah muttered, “That's what she said."
Rogan socked his friend none too gently in the shoulder. “Don't make me hurt you, ass wipe. I promised Lanie I'd bring you back in one piece."
"Are you two finished?” Brett asked, obviously irritated.
"Oh, I'm sorry,” Rogan said, a note of mock sympathy in his voice. “Are we not paying enough attention to you?” Grabbing hold of Brett's injured shoulder, he pushed him forward.
"Son of a bitch!” Brett stumbled in the secret corridor
"Hmm. Sounds like he knows you pretty well, Rogan."
"Shut up, tiger."
* * * *
Wade sat up when he heard voices. That sounded too much like Rogan and Noah. Was he delirious? How long had he been in this cell? But the longer he strained his ears, the more he became convinced he heard them speaking. It wasn't until their muted scent came to him that he began believing they were really outside his door.
But so was Brett.
Smelling that bastard made his hackles rise. Wade's skin rippled with the need to shift, but the serum in his blood prevented him from doing so. Banging on the door to his pitch-black cell, Wade screamed as loud as he could, and winced as his muscles screamed in agony.
"Rogan! Noah! I'm in here!” He pounded until his fists were numb. The sound of the clicking lock was loud within the confines of his room, and the door squeaked open on rusted hinges. Florescent light flooded the shadows, making Wade cringe and cover his eyes.
"Wade!” The familiar voice of Noah was next to him, holding him steady as he swayed in the light.
"Jesus,” Wade groaned, his eyes watering. “What the hell are you guys doing here?"
"Rescuing you, dumbass.” Wade couldn't help but chuckle at Rogan's tone of voice.
Then the pungent aroma of blood filled his sensitive nose. Squinting, he said, “Which one of you is hurt?"
"That would be Brett,” Noah said dryly. “We forced him to bring us to you."
Once Wade's eyes adjusted to the light, he glanced around the room, but nothing else filled it aside from the crude cot. Noah stood next to him in the cell while Rogan and Brett stood in a corridor of some kind. Brett glared at all three of them.
Wade would have tried to punch him merely for the pleasure, but his body still screamed in pain with every move he made. “I'm amazed you got Brett to help you. Bastard hit me with a car not too long ago. I don't trust him farther than I can throw him."
"Who says I'm trustworthy?” Brett suddenly shoved Rogan into the cell before he dove for the door. It slammed shut and the bolt clicked into place just as Noah and Rogan both lunged to reopen it.
"Goddamn it!” Noah yelled, pounding on the door. “Walker, what the hell?"
"Three for the price of one,” Brett exclaimed from the other side. “The old man's going to be happier than a pig in shit."
Wade hung his head and sighed deeply as Brett's footsteps faded away. “Well this is a fine mess.” Unable to stand any longer, he collapsed onto the cot behind him.
Rogan pounded on the door with the palm of his hand one more time. “Doesn't this just effing figure?"
Noah sighed, and Wade felt the cot dip in the darkness when his friend sat beside him. “Our wives are going to be pissed."
"You can say that again,” Rogan fairly growled.
"At least we're all together again,” Wade said with a forlorn chuckle.
"Eh, don't worry, Wade.” Noah patted his knee. “Mac and the gang are on their way. Probably be here in a few hours."
He didn't say it, but Wade wondered if they even had that long.



Twenty One
Keira rubbed her skin as goose bumps raced up her arms. Seeing her father's mansion had never filled her with such foreboding as it did right now. The sun had risen not too long ago and the grounds seemed deserted. Strange, considering her father usually had a man on duty in the gatehouse to screen visitors. But the gates to the estate were wide open, and the guard dogs were nowhere to be seen.
"Well, what do we have here?” Lucian said, following the gravel drive up to the house. “It would seem we're not the only ones to visit the old man so early in the morning."
Keira swallowed hard in an effort to clear her throat of her pounding heart. “Are you sure this safe word works?"
"I've seen it with my own two eyes, my dear,” Lucian said, pushing his spectacles up his nose. Turning the car around the circle at the end of the drive, he turned off the engine and brought his gaze to Keira. “Used it on your lover myself."
Intense heat crept up her cheeks, but there was no hope for it. “Fine. Let's get this over with.” Without another word, Keira climbed out of the Buick, slamming the door behind her. But she hesitated, waiting until Lucian rounded the car to walk in front of her.
He climbed the steps like he owned the place. She walked timidly behind him, wishing she had his confidence. The knowledge that her own father was a shifter was almost too much to process. He'd stolen everything from Wade, his father, his money, hell, even his identity. This very mansion used to belong to the elder Cameron back in the day. Keira couldn't help but wonder if he'd truly gifted the estate to her father, or if her father had merely taken it after Cameron's death. Knowing what she knew now, she wouldn't put it past her father to have stolen the man's home as well as his bank account.
The large double doors swung open easily, revealing an empty hall with a set of wide stairs, curving along the wall to the second story. A huge chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting tiny rainbows on the wall from the morning sun pouring in through the front windows.
"No welcome wagon,” Lucian said, his voice echoing. “How odd."
"M—my father is probably in his o—office.” Dear God, she was trembling from head to toe.
"Good. Then that makes this easy.” Lucian's footsteps were loud within the silent hall. Wiping her palms on her jeans, Keira followed him, feeling all the while like a lamb being led to slaughter.
* * * *
Brett held his still-bleeding shoulder and grimaced as he stood before Covington's desk. The office looked as if a grenade exploded within. Papers were everywhere, as well as computer components. Even the cushions of the sofa had been ripped to shreds. The old man must have torn those to pieces after Brett had left to take care of Wade.
"Did you kill him?” Covington's voice was deceptively low. Brett knew without a doubt the he was still pissed off. In fact, he looked mad enough to kill someone himself. A shudder of doubt ripped through Brett. Perhaps Noah and Rogan had been right. Would Covington live up to his end of their agreement?
"No."
Covington stood silently from his chair.
"But I have even better news.” Brett winced once again when he took an involuntary step backward. For the first time in his life, he was afraid of his boss. He was injured and he couldn't shift. He was at one hell of a disadvantage. If the bastard wanted to kill him, Brett knew Covington wouldn't have that big of a fight. Brett had been up all night long. He was exhausted.
"Tell me.” Covington's eyes flashed.
Brett lifted his chin, attempting a bravado he didn't quite feel. “The traitors, Noah and Rogan, tried to infiltrate the mansion. I found them in the east wing."
"What?"
"They shot me and demanded I take them to Wade, which I did, but once they ran into his cell to save him, I locked them in with him. You now have the men who stormed the compound in Colorado, sir."
The silence in the room was deafening, and Brett fidgeted in spite of himself. Finally, Covington collapsed back in his chair, laughing insanely. Within a few moments, he wiped tears from his eyes.
"Sir?"
Brett's voice seemed to make him laugh even harder. Shaking his head, Brett stood his ground, wondering what the hell was so funny.
After a few moments, Covington sobered, running his fingers through his hair. He rested his elbows on his desk. “You've managed to do what Tam and Sean failed to do, cheetah. I knew you were a ruthless son of a bitch, but I never knew you'd have the balls to trap them all."
Brett gave him one curt nod. “Thank you. I think.” Taking a deep breath, he said, “I also wanted to ask you about our agreement."
"Agreement? What agreement?"
"The one I made when I first started working for you, sir. You said you'd give me my freedom if I delivered the three shifters from Colorado."
Covington pursed his lips. “Ah yes. That reminds me, I'll have to have Lucian reprogram you."
The air rushed out of Brett's lungs. “What the hell are you talking about?"
Once again, Covington stood. “You need to learn something about me, Walker. I don't do a goddamned thing unless it benefits me. Letting go of you would not be the smartest thing to do, now would it? In fact, I am giving you your freedom. Freedom to start your life over—as one of my most prized shifters."
"You old bastard.” Brett's skin rippled with the urge to shift, but the serum denied him the satisfaction. “You're damn lucky Rogan injected me with Carver's shit. Once it wears off, I'm going to rip out your throat."
Covington reached down to one of the drawers in his desk and opened it, then pulled out a handgun. He made a show of cocking it. “You're right. I am damn lucky. Perhaps I should just kill you now and give you freedom of a different kind?"
At that moment, a knock sounded at the door and Dr. Carver himself opened it to poke his head in. His beady eyes took in the scene before him and he raised his eyebrows in supposed shock. “I'm not interrupting anything, am I?"
To Brett's relief, Covington lowered his gun and waved him in. “Ah, Lucian, come in. I trust you have my daughter with you?"
Lucian pulled Keira into the office by her arm, making her wince. “Right here."
"Excellent!” Once again, Covington chuckled, and Brett wondered about his sanity. The man obviously didn't have a light on upstairs. But the relief pulsing through Brett's veins could not be denied. The old man would have killed him within another two seconds, he was sure of it. But he'd be damned if he'd give Covington another chance at killing him.
"You're going to have your work cut out for you, Carver,” Covington said. “Brett tells me the others from Colorado, Noah and Rogan, are in the cell with Wade as we speak. Reprogram them along with Keira and Brett. Perhaps this whole mess won't be such a shit storm after all."
* * * *
Keira hardly recognized her father. His usually immaculate clothing hung on him like rags and his salt-and-pepper hair all askew. But his eyes ... Wild and crazy, flashing in the light like Wade's once had.
Chills raced up her spine when those eyes rested on her, hollow and cruel. She tried desperately to ignore the fact he was holding his gun, but she couldn't stop from glancing at it nervously.
Covington smiled at her, but Keira thought his smile resembled more of a sneer, if anything. The fact Brett himself was in the room didn't scare her quite as much as the disturbing visage of her own father.
"So I've heard you've whored yourself out to one of my shifters.” His words made her jaw drop open in shock. “Can't say I'm surprised, seen as how you've spread your legs for half of the agency already."
Keira gasped, then scowled in rage. “What the hell are you talking about? I haven't been with anyone from B*E*A*S*T*, other than Wade. I hadn't even heard of the horrors you've endorsed until I met him."
Her father had the gall to give her a nonchalant shrug. “Doesn't surprise me you don't remember. Dr. Carver is very good at what he does."
Keira was silent for a moment before her skin began to crawl. Dear God. Had her father mind-wiped her before?
"What did you do to me?” Tears of fury blurred her vision and she dreaded the answer, but she had to know. Glancing at Lucian, she repeated her question.
The doctor arched his brow, but spoke up. “You've already been through this process, my dear,” he said. “Along with Brett."
Keira's blood ran cold. Her gaze locked with the dark-haired shifter in front of her father's desk. Her imagination ran wild, and thoughts of being in his bed came over her. It wasn't true. It couldn't be. The man repulsed her. Even though Brett was handsome in his own right, he was an arrogant asshole that scared the shit out of her. There was no way in hell she ever had a relationship with him.
"You're lying!” Keira knew she was fast on her way to spiraling into hysteria, but there was no way to stop it. She was going to be sick. She couldn't catch her breath no matter how hard she tried. Christ, she was hyperventilating.
Lucian took her hands and placed them over her own mouth, telling her to breathe deep and even. She gave him a single nod, holding back the sobs that wanted to come.
"Covington, you are a lying sack of shit.” Brett's soft voice held an undertone of steel. He was tense, as if he could barely hold himself back from flying across the desk to rip out her father's throat.
"I'm afraid not.” Covington glanced back and forth between Keira and Brett. “You two used to be quite the item around here until I put an end to it. No daughter of mine is going to bang a shifter."
"Don't worry ... Father,” Keira panted, practically spitting her last word. “I am ... no daughter of yours.” She glanced at Lucian who pushed his glasses up his nose. He seemed bored with it all. Were any of these men sane?
Lucian cleared his throat before casually muttering, “Desino."
Instantly, Keira's father and Brett froze, standing deathly still with a faraway look in their eyes. Her brows shot up in surprise and a cry escaped her lips. She didn't expect Lucian's safe word to be quite so ... effective.
"Come. We haven't much time. The effect wears off after about fifteen minutes.” Lucian turned to walk out the door, as if expecting her to follow.
"Wait.” Keira strode to her father and wrenched the gun from his hand. Rummaging through his desk drawer, she pulled out more ammo. “We might need this."
She checked the chamber and the magazine to make sure it was loaded before tucking it into the waistband of her jeans. Her thoughts whirled and she felt as if she were having an out-of-body experience, but that didn't stop her from taking one last look at Brett's slack face. Imagining his touch on her skin made her stomach churn. Jesus. What else had her father erased from her memory?
She didn't know, but she was with the very scientist who'd wiped her. Keira was determined to get some goddamn answers before this day was through.



Twenty Two
"A dungeon?"
"Yeah, can you believe that?” Rogan's incredulous voice drifted from the other side of Wade on the cot. “It's really creepy down here. Almost like a ... mini-compound."
"No shit?” Wade couldn't believe his ears.
"No shit,” said Noah. He grunted in the darkness. “Complete with a lab and everything."
"Christ.” Wade shifted his weight and groaned. His injuries were still painful and probably would be for a few days. He'd most likely broken a few ribs in the scuffle with Brett's cop car.
After a few long moments of silence, Rogan spoke once more. “We're such friggin’ idiots."
Noah chuckled. “I'm not gonna argue with you there."
"What the hell were we thinking? Trusting Brett? Seriously. Sign us up for the Darwin Awards."
Wade grinned to himself. “It was pretty stupid of you."
"Oh thanks, cougar. Rub it in."
"What the hell are we going to do?” Noah asked. “Lanie and Marlie are probably worried out of their minds, and I wouldn't put it past them to come after us themselves."
"They won't have to,” Wade said, his heart leaping into his throat. He smelled something—something blessedly familiar. “Keira's coming."
The others bolted off the cot, taking deep breaths. “Oh, shit. She's with Carver!” Noah's growls filled the room, and Wade knew instantly that he'd shifted. Wade's own skin rippled with the need to do the same, but he couldn't break through the barrier of the serum.
Once again, the lock to Wade's door clicked open a moment before the door creaked on its hinges. Without hesitation, Noah pounced as soon as they saw Lucian on the other side. Keira screamed as the great white tiger flew through the doorway, pinning B*E*A*S*T*'s top scientist to the far wall of the corridor.
Rogan dragged Wade out of the cell into the bright florescent light, holding Noah's gun in his hand and aiming it at Lucian's head.
"Wade!” Keira's sweet voice washed over him a split second before she embraced him. Wade cried out and stumbled back, but held on tight regardless. “Oh God, you're hurt aren't you? I'm so sorry!"
She moved to step away from him, but he held her fast. “Don't you dare go anywhere, lady.” He couldn't help but take deep breaths of her scent from the skin of her neck. She shivered from head to toe and he felt his body tightening in response. Now was not the time for desire, but that didn't stop him from fantasizing about making love to her right then and there, out of relief if nothing else.
"Wade, don't hurt Carver. He helped me,” she murmured.
"What?” Rogan looked at her in horror. “This man helped you rescue us? This man?"
Keira nodded. “Yes. He bailed me out of jail and agreed to keep Brett and my father at bay so I could find you."
Rogan scoffed. “Yeah, we know all about Carver's ways of immobilizing shifters, don't we, Noah?"
The tiger seemed to nod its head, still pinning the doctor to the wall with its massive body while baring its long, sharp teeth.
Lucian seemed shocked, but his scent didn't hold a trace of fear. Wade had to wonder at that. Out of all the people who'd ever been confronted by a shifter, Carver was the only one who'd never feared them. Perhaps he felt secure in knowing he had his safe word to fall back on. No doubt he'd used it on Brett to get past him. But how did they keep Covington from stopping them?
As if reading his mind, Keira whispered, “My father's a shifter, too, Wade. But he's not an ... an ... animal."
Wade stared at her for a moment. “Then what is he?"
"You."
Both Rogan and Noah turned their heads to gawk at Keira. “What did you just say?” Rogan asked.
"My father is a shifter. He made himself into some kind of clone of Wade, in order to control his money for the agency."
"He stole everything from your father.” At Lucian's words, all eyes gazed at the doctor, who was trying hard to take deep breaths with the weight of the white tiger leaning against him.
"Why should we listen to any damn word you have to say?” Rogan asked calmly, cocking the gun he held.
Lucian chuckled. “I'm not going to use my safe word on you if that's what you're worried about."
"Let's just say I don't believe you any farther than I can throw you."
"Learned your lesson from Brett, eh?"
"Why you son of a..."
"Please,” Keira interrupted. “Listen to what he has to say."
Wade placed his hand on Rogan's shoulder. “Let him speak."
Rogan nodded, but it was clear he wasn't happy about it.
"Covington stole the B*E*A*S*T* project from your father,” Lucian said, glancing at Wade. “Even this mansion used to belong to Brandon Cameron, Jr. He had this entire underground lab made especially for the first few experiments before he moved his agency to the Colorado Rockies. This is where Tam was created, among a few others."
"Jesus.” Wade took hold of Keira's hand and pulled her close. She didn't resist and curled her arm around his waist.
"Covington wants all of you reprogrammed."
"Yeah, we kinda figured that,” Wade said, unable to keep from being a smartass. “So why the hell are you helping us?"
Lucian nodded to Keira. “She promised me a hundred mil. I'll do anything for a price."
Wade's eyes rested on Keira. She gazed back at him with a look he couldn't read. “You have that kind of money?” he said in shock.
"No,” she answered in a small voice. “But you do."
His brows shot up. “You promised him my money to help you?"
"What else was I supposed to do, Wade? There was no way in hell I was just going to let them have you forget me!"
The tears in her eyes melted his heart. Wade didn't give a flying shit about his supposed money. What he did care about was the lengths this woman was willing to go through in order to get him back—even excepting the help of an asshole like Dr. Lucian Carver.
"My God, you have no idea what I've gone through in the past few hours,” Keira said, sniffling. “I thought Brett killed you when he hit you with that car. I never want to feel that way again."
Wade was touched by her words. He'd never had anyone who'd cared so deeply for him. He bent down to kiss her, but Lucian's booming voice stopped him.
"Ahem. May I remind you we have a little over five minutes before Brett and Covington come to their senses? We need to get the hell out of Dodge."
"Let go of him, tiger,” Rogan said, patting his friend on his hindquarters. Noah moved away from the wall and Lucian all but dropped to his knees.
"Christ!” the doctor hissed through his teeth, catching himself a moment before he hit the floor.
"Be thankful Noah didn't kill you,” Rogan said, pushing Lucian forward. “Lead the way."
Lucian didn't say another word, but turned and walked briskly down the corridor. Rogan fell into step behind him with Noah trailing, still in his shifted state. Wade and Keira shuffled along at a slower pace, but managed to keep up.
"Where are we going?” Wade asked, wincing as he walked.
"Anywhere but here,” Rogan tossed over his shoulder.
* * * *
No one attempted to breathe until Lucian's Buick had left Covington's estate far behind. Noah had shifted back into his human state, seemingly thankful the doctor had a convenient change of clothes in his trunk. A drawback of always being prepared at the agency, he'd said.
Once they'd all piled into Lucian's car, the tension was thick. By now, Covington and Brett would be waking from their semi-comas, and God only knew what they were going to do.
Rogan sat in the front seat, his gun still trained on Lucian. Keira sat curled in Wade's lap in the back seat with Noah sitting next to them. She was so exhausted, she felt as if she could sleep for days. It was morning, but all she wanted to do was find a bed somewhere with Wade, and collapse in his arms.
Cuddling close, she tucked her head under his chin, content to let him trace little circles on the small of her back. Holding him again filled her with an immense happiness. She'd been scared shitless not too long ago, but Wade seemed to melt all her fears away. Despite all the hell they'd both been through, a little happiness was welcomed.
"Take us to the Circle K parking lot on Garnet Road a few miles from here,” Rogan instructed, digging in his pocket. He pulled out his cell phone, flipped it open and began dialing. Within moments, he connected to his wife. After a few minutes of trying to calm her down, he finally told her they were all right and on their way.
He passed the phone to Noah, who pretty much had to explain the same things to his own wife. Keira knew exactly what those women had recently gone though, not knowing what was going on and being almost paralyzed with fear. But Keira had discovered a few unwanted tidbits of information. It would seem her father had her mind-wiped once before. She shuddered and pulled Wade closer.
"What's wrong?” he whispered in her ear.
Cupping his cheek, she kissed his other one, leaning her forehead against his. “My father told me something—something I'm not sure I believe."
"What?” he asked, running his fingers through her hair. Keira closed her eyes to the sensation.
"He told me..."
"Tell me, sweetheart."
Biting her lip, she looked into his eyes and merely blurted it out. “My father said he'd mind-wiped me once before. That I'd had a ... a relationship with Brett at one time. He said you weren't the first. God, Wade, what if it's true? What if ... What if I...” She couldn't go on. Her tears, that had been pent up while she searched her father's home for Wade, now released themselves in torrents.
Wade's arms tightened around her. “Jesus, Keira,” he breathed.
"Please don't let me go. Don't let him do it to me again. I can't lose you. Not now."
Wade pulled back just enough to hook his finger under her chin, forcing her eyes to his. “You won't ever lose me, lady, I promise you that. I'll kill him before he lays one finger on you."
Keira's hand found the back of his head. She urged him down to her lips and kissed him softly. Their kiss was gentle, demanding nothing. She tried to tell him, through that one kiss, how much she loved him. God, she loved him! She wanted so badly to tell him, but she didn't want to do it in front of an audience.
Within moments, his tongue wet her lips and she opened for him. He plunged inside her mouth with sweet ardor, stroking ever-so-slowly, stirring her need for him deep within her heart.
Was he trying to tell her of his feelings for her as well? Keira hoped to God that was the case. She didn't know what she'd do if Wade didn't love her in return. In a short time, he'd become a part of her, like the air she breathed, and she doubted she'd be able to live without him.
At that moment, a whistle cracked the silence as Rogan leaned over the front seat to watch their loving display. “Oh, don't stop on my account,” he taunted, his mouth raised in a lopsided grin.
Keira grinned and Wade blushed. “Go to hell, Rogan."
"Been there, done that,” the wolf said.
"You can say that again,” Noah said, rolling his eyes.
Rogan patted Wade's knee that was propped against the back of his seat. “No need to be embarrassed, cougar. I'm just damn happy to see you happy."
Noah did nothing more than nod with a slight smile on his face.
"You are happy, right?” Rogan said warily, arching a brow.
Wade glanced down into Keira's eyes and her stomach flopped inside of her. He was so beautiful. She couldn't resist feeling the softness of his hair as it slid through her fingers.
"More than you know,” he whispered.
Her heart soared.



Twenty Three
"There they are.” Lanie pointed to a large Buick turning into the parking lot.
"It's about damn time,” Marlie said, crossing her arms on her chest. Her husband was going to get an earful for being so careless. Both women had spent the night worrying, only to find out they really did have a reason to worry. Despite the fact Rogan, Noah, and Wade had been rescued by Covington's daughter, they could have gotten themselves reprogrammed, and then what kind of hellish life would they lead? Her husband would have no longer remembered her. Marlie chewed the inside of her lip at the thought.
"You okay?” Lanie asked, opening the driver's side door and stepping out. Marlie followed suit, slamming the passenger door of Lanie's Lexus with more force than she'd intended.
"Yeah, I'll be fine. As soon as I put that man in his place."
Lanie chuckled. “You and me both."
Once the Buick came to a stop next to them, Marlie's mouth dropped open when she saw who was driving. The moment Rogan stepped out of the car, she ran to him.
"You didn't tell me you had Carver with you! Why didn't you tell me? Good God, Rogan—” She didn't get any farther. Rogan grabbed her by her waist and kissed her soundly. She made a few mewls of protest before surrendering to him. She never was good at staying mad at the man. Of course, he had the most infuriating way of making her forget why she was mad...
"If I'd told you,” he said against her lips, “you would have worried for no good reason. Lucian is helping us."
Lanie scoffed. “Like he helped us in Oregon?"
"Hey,” Noah said with a shrug. “For now, we'll take all the help we can get. He helped Keira by keeping Brett and Covington at bay with his safe word. He's the reason we have Wade with us at all. He may be an asshole, but we owe our lives to Dr. Carver at the moment."
"And a hundred million dollars,” Lucian reminded him.
Marlie gasped. “What?"
"I'll explain later,” Rogan said. “For now, we need to get moving."
"Mac called me about an hour ago."
"Oh?” Rogan asked.
Marlie nodded. “Yeah. Said you weren't answering your phone."
"Well, I was in a prison cell underneath a mansion on the edge of town. Probably didn't get good coverage where I was."
Marlie smacked his shoulder. “Don't you dare joke about that! I was scared out of my mind."
"I'm sorry,” he said with a sigh.
Taking a deep breath, Marlie said, “Mac told me they should be here within a few hours. They were flying through New Mexico."
"Are you shitting me?” Noah asked. “They must be hauling some serious ass!"
"Yeah, they have four drivers, and all of them seem to have a lead foot."
Everyone chuckled, including Wade, and for the first time, Marlie got a glimpse of the woman he'd fallen for. Keira Covington. Who would have ever thought? Making her way toward her, Marlie smiled and held out her hand.
"Hello. I've heard a lot about you. My name is Marlie Wolfe."
"Keira,” she said, taking Marlie's hand. “I'm sure you all know my last name by now."
"Don't worry, dear. We won't fault you for the sins of your father,” Lanie said, holding out her own hand as well.
"Thank God for that. My father has a laundry list of sins."
"You taking care of Wade here?” Marlie winked at Wade when he rolled his eyes at her.
"Trying to. Broke him out of my father's makeshift dungeon.” Keira's gaze flew to Wade, who squeezed her close to him. Marlie smiled at the scene. After knowing how badly Wade wanted to find love, it was indeed heartening to see him finally content. Marlie just hoped he hadn't fallen for a woman who would betray him.
But the more she watched Keira, she knew the woman had deep feelings for him, perhaps even loved him with the way she gazed into his eyes. And Wade's own feelings were obvious as he pulled Keira close, kissing the top of her head before enfolding her in his arms.
"So,” Rogan said, bringing Marlie's thoughts back to the problem at hand. “What are we going to do with Lucian?"
The doctor's eyes widened. “You're going to take me to the bank, that's what you're going to do."
"You don't honestly believe we're going to pay you a hundred million dollars of Wade's newfound inheritance, do you?” Noah slapped Lucian on the back a moment before he clamped a hand across the doctor's mouth. “Can't have you saying things you shouldn't, now, can we?"
"What are you doing?” Keira asked, a note of alarm in her voice.
"We're thanking the good doctor for helping us out in a tight spot. Now we're even for what he did to us in Oregon.” Rogan popped the Lexus's trunk and pulled out a few plastic zip-ties along with a roll of duct tape. Lucian struggled against Noah, but he was no match for the strength of a shifter. Marlie watched as her husband bound the doctor's hands behind his back.
"My daddy always told me to be prepared for anything,” Rogan said with a grin. “I think."
"Wade?” Noah called out.
"Yeah?"
"Be a dear and pop Lucian's trunk, will ya?"
Wade opened the driver's door of the Buick, then reached under the dash and pulled the lever that opened the trunk. Inside was a tire-iron, a spare tire, and a blanket. He pulled out the tire iron and the spare, but laid the blanket out on the scratchy carpet.
"What? We want to make sure he's comfortable,” Wade said at Rogan's dubious look.
Lucian struggled hard, but it was worthless, as all three shifters lifted him into the trunk, slamming the lid shut.
"Thank God the parking lot's empty,” Lanie said, glancing around. “The last thing we need is the cops wondering what the hell we're doing."
Lucian's muffled screams filled the air.
"Now what are we going to do with him?” Marlie asked, throwing up her hands.
"Haven't quite figured that one out,” her husband said, grinning at her. She turned away in frustration.
Without warning, his arms slipped around her from behind. “Trust me,” he breathed in her ear, making every hair on her body stand on end. “We won't kill him."
Marlie swallowed hard, but shivered regardless. “I know."
* * * *
Brett shook his head and blinked a few times before glancing around the office. Covington stood stock still behind his desk, his eyes glazed over and staring off into space. Dr. Carver and Keira were nowhere to be seen, and the old man no longer held his gun. What the hell happened?
Brett felt as if he'd just woken from a dream. He shook his head again and took a step forward. Covington didn't move. Raising a brow, Brett took another step and waved his hand in front of the man's face. Nothing.
Rubbing his eyes, Brett weighed his options. It was obvious Carver and Keira had done something to both him and Covington. But just what, he couldn't say. The last thing he could remember was arguing with Keira's father, calling him a liar for even suggesting Brett had an affair with his daughter.
God, what if it were true? Exactly how many times had Covington mind-wiped him? Brett growled. He should kill the bastard and be done with it. But killing him now was out of the question, not when Brett couldn't shift. Brett would lose whatever chance he had at making a new life for himself if the cops ever managed to put two and two together. He wasn't willing to take that chance. No, he'd have to kill Covington as the cheetah so he could get away with it. Besides, Covington's death at the hands of one of his own shifters held a certain poetic justice.
Turning on his heel, Brett strode out the door before the old man came to his senses. He didn't look back. Right now, Brett had another agenda. He had no doubt in his mind Lucian and Keira had freed the others. A quick glance at the front drive confirmed Lucian's Buick was nowhere to be seen. No matter.
Covington had had the foresight to make Brett put a locator beacon on the good doctor's car soon after he'd returned to Texas from Oregon. Spending time with the shifters as their prisoner made Carver somewhat suspect, and Covington wasn't about to blindly trust him again.
Smart move. It seemed everyone was betraying the old man nowadays.
Jogging to the large garage around the back of the mansion, Brett intended to borrow one of Covington's many vehicles. After everything that bastard made him go through, Brett felt absolutely no remorse for the theft. He chose a cherry-red corvette, a beautiful machine. Guts as well as glory.
After he'd pulled the beacon off the rear tire well, Brett took the keys that were hanging on the wall with the others. Covington's car collection was quite vast, including a restored, old-time Model A. The senator had even owned a jaguar once, which was now a twisted heap in a junkyard somewhere. He'd have to thank Wade for that one.
Brett grinned as the corvette's engine roared to life.
Like a flash of light, a scene slammed into his head—a woman, moaning in pleasure while his hands caressed her skin. Christ, was that Keira? Was he remembering something? Again and again, Brett replayed the scene in his mind, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't see the woman's face—but he could smell her sweet scent. There was only one way to find out if the woman in his fantasy had been Keira.
Brett put the car in gear and peeled out of the garage.
* * * *
Covington awoke to an empty office. He stood in the same position he'd been in just a while ago, but now his gun was missing and everyone had gone.
He made his way to the door, poking his head into the hallway, yet saw no one. Where had Lucian and Keira gone? Or Brett for that matter? Perhaps Lucian had taken them below for reprogramming.
Clive decided to see for himself if that was indeed where they all were. But wandering the halls of his home was eerily quiet. Rounding a corner, he saw the reason for it. His five security guards had been bound and gagged.
They lay writhing on the floor, crying out when they saw Covington. He paid them no heed, merely ran past them to the secret panel on the wall not too far away. Upon opening the door, Clive rushed down the corridor to a set of stairs leading down.
Once he was at the bottom, he could clearly see the makeshift lab was empty, with Wade's cell door hanging wide open. No one was inside.
"Son of a bitch!” Clive hit the wall with his closed fist. He yelped in pain but he was far from caring. If he ever came across that cougar again, he wouldn't be so damned courteous next time. Wade McAllister was going to pay—with his life.
Walking to the far end of the corridor, Clive lifted the receiver of the secure phone on the wall and dialed furiously. First one ring, then two. Before the third ring, a man answered on the other end.
"Peter,” Clive barked, running his fingers through his hair. “We've got a problem. Oregon's been infiltrated.” He paused. “Don't you think I know that? We need to do damage control yesterday. If those assholes find the facility in Florida..."
After a few moments, he said, “I have no idea what information they've sunk their teeth into. For all I know, they could be well aware that half the U.S. Senate is in on the B*E*A*S*T* project! You need to get a hold of the others. Form a plan and let me know. I've got to do what I can to secure the Cameron fortune. Wade's on the loose.” Clive listened to the voice yelling on the other end. “No shit,” he snarled. “Just do as I say."
Clive slammed the receiver down and turned on his heel. His footsteps echoed off the walls as he climbed the staircase two steps at a time. He knew damned well they were far beyond “damage control.” But if the shifters had gotten their hands on the list of B*E*A*S*T*'s benefactors, then they were all waist-deep in a shitload of trouble.



Twenty Four
"Lucian and I grabbed your bank account information from my father's safe before we rescued you.” Keira glanced at Wade who stared back at her in shock.
"You had time to do that?” he asked incredulously.
"My father's safe is in his library, which was on the way to the lab. Don't ask me how Lucian knew my father's combination, but all the info we need is in the glove box of the Buick.
"Oh really?” Wade wandered over to Lucian's car and Keira trotted after him.
"I thought, maybe, we could go to the bank and claim that money of yours."
Wade opened the passenger door and pressed the button that opened the box under the dash. Inside was more than merely his account information. Lucian also had a few credit cards and photo ID for Brandon Cameron III. “Good Lord,” he whispered.
"What you got there, cougar?” Rogan leaned over Wade's shoulder to see what he had in his hands. He whistled through his teeth. “Damn, dude. It would be a shame to let Covington have all that wealth."
Wade nodded. “That it would. I don't intend to give it to him."
He tucked the cards and the ID into his back pocket of his jeans while slipping the bank account information into the front pocket.
"Hey, check this out,” he said, glancing once more into the glove compartment. “Looks like Lucian might have had plans for us after all.” Two vials of tranquilizer and two vials of serum had been hidden by the paperwork.
"Huh,” Rogan said, holding out his hand for one of the vials. “Let's put them to good use, shall we?” Rogan popped the trunk and opened it to reveal Lucian, who was beet red and screaming behind the duct tape on his mouth. “Did you think we wouldn't find this?” Rogan asked a moment before he injected the tranquilizer into Lucian's neck. The doctor's eyes rolled back into his head as his body went slack.
"At least we don't have to listen to him anymore,” Noah said, pursing his lips.
Rogan slammed the trunk closed once more and sauntered over to Wade. “Listen,” he said, putting his arm around his shoulders. “Why don't you take your lady and go on into this bank of yours. Transfer all the funds into a new bank account, one Covington has no access to. Then give your buddies a few million for busting you out of jail."
Wade laughed out loud, the sound of it melting Keira's heart. He was such a beautiful man when he smiled, and her heart beat double-time when Rogan casually called her “his lady.” She liked the sound of it, perhaps a little too much.
"But you didn't bust me out of jail,” Wade said, turning to Keira. “My lady did.” Sparks of electricity jumped between them and she couldn't breathe. His eyes raked over her frame and his expression changed. He wanted her, she was sure of it. Just that knowledge was enough to make her knees weak.
"Touché,” Rogan muttered, slapping his friend on the back. “Do we still get millions for the effort?"
Wade shrugged. “What the hell do I need all that money for? I already have everything I want.” Without another word, he grabbed Keira's arm and pulled her to him. Before she realized what he'd done, his mouth was on hers. His tongue demanded entrance, and once she gave it, he held the back of her head to make sure she couldn't escape him. Time seemed to stand still, and despite the catcalls of the others, Keira kissed him back just as eagerly.
"Damn, lady,” he panted in her ear. “You have no idea how badly I want you right now, despite my aching ribs."
"If it's half as bad as I want you, then I have an inkling of an idea."
Wade chuckled at her and kissed her temple. “You're one of a kind, Keira, you know that?"
She smiled at him and stroked his face. “All I know is that I want to find some secluded spot and get down and dirty with you.” Was it her imagination or did Wade actually blush?
"Hey, Rogan, that's actually not a bad idea,” Noah said behind Keira after a few moments. “I think Wade should go to the bank and see about transferring funds. It's his money, after all."
"You're damn right,” Wade said, still holding on to Keira. Gazing down at her, he said, “Want to come with me?"
"Of course I do!” she exclaimed, as if he were mad for thinking otherwise. “You're never getting away from me again, Wade McAllister, or did I fail to mention that?"
Wade's slow grin brought a smile to her own face. She could feel her cheeks heating under his intense gaze, but she did not look away.
"Then what the heck are we waiting for?” he asked her in a sultry voice.
"Here,” Noah said, handing Wade the keys to the Lexus. “Take our car. We'll take Lucian's Buick and drive somewhere on the edge of town and see if we can meet up with Mac and the gang. We'll give you a call. Do you still have your phone?"
"Uh, that would be a no."
Noah dug into his pocket and tossed Wade his cell. “Here's mine. And try not to take all day long. You never know what Covington's going to do."
"Right. We won't be long."
Keira took the keys from Wade's hand and opened the passenger door for him. “Get in."
"But—"
"Look, you seem to think that as the man, you always get to drive,” she said, rounding the front of the car. “Well, mister, you're injured, and unless you know where you're going, you can just sit the hell down and shut the hell up."
Rogan laughed and it echoed in the Circle K parking lot. “Oh, cougar, I like her. She's a keeper."
Wade shook his head and crawled into the Lexus a moment before Keira strapped herself into the driver's seat. “Ready?” she asked him.
He tossed her a glance that made her stomach flop. “More than you'll ever know."
"Then hang on to your hat, Mr. Cameron. You're about to become a multi-millionaire."
* * * *
Wade shivered as he gazed up at the imposing building before him. Encased in glass, the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas was intimidating, and he swallowed hard in an effort to dislodge the lump in his throat. Keira's hand took his as they walked toward it, squeezing tightly.
"Don't worry,” she said, her soothing voice calming him somewhat. “You'll do just fine. Think like a wealthy business man."
"How do they think?” He chuckled nervously.
"I don't know. You used to be one, you know. I'm sure it won't be that hard to make something up."
"I hope so. What if your father has already locked this money up?"
"Then we'll cross that bridge when we come to it."
Wade stopped walking and turned to look down at the fiery-haired beauty by his side. She gazed at him with nothing but trust in her eyes. Bringing her hand to his mouth, he kissed the back of it, then brought her close for a swift hug.
"Thank you, Keira,” he whispered in her ear.
"For what?” Her hand stroked the back of his neck, making him shiver from head to toe.
"For believing in me. For not deserting me when I gave you the opportunity time and time again."
She cupped his cheek and gave him a sweet, chaste kiss. His world tilted on its axis. Wade wanted to hold on to this moment and never let it go. He still hadn't asked Keira to be his mate, and despite her obvious affection toward him, he wasn't sure if it was love she felt. Would she laugh in his face if he offered her his heart? She seemed more than willing to jump in the sack with him, but was that all there was? He couldn't be sure.
Leaning back, he gave her a tender smile and tucked her hair behind her ears. “No matter what's waiting for me behind those doors, I want you to know that I'm still going to be the same man."
"I know,” she answered without hesitation.
"I'm sorry for ever getting you involved in any of this."
Keira placed her finger on his lips. He couldn't resist kissing it lightly. “Don't talk like that,” she said. “I'm glad you kidnapped me away from my father, from the life I knew. He's already mind-wiped me once. That I know about. I'm happy to finally be free of him—happy to be here. With you."
Wade's eyes burned when she said the last. Pulling her into a rough embrace, he said, “I'm glad you're here, too."
For a few blessed moments, they stood holding each other on the sidewalk as people rushed past. When Wade pulled away, he noticed the moisture in Keira's own eyes. He grabbed her hand once more and began walking toward the double doors leading into the bank. Nervous butterflies fluttered in his stomach, but he put on a stoic front and opened the door.
Once Keira was inside, he followed her, amazed to find marble floors and towering ceilings before him. Huge, round columns stretched upward, making him crane his neck just to see the top of them. Their footsteps echoed as they walked, but before they had taken twenty steps, a man in a sharp blue suit walked up to them with a large smile on his face.
"Mr. Cameron! What a pleasure to see you again. I trust you rested well on your trip overseas?"
Wade arched a brow at the man's question, but took his hand in greeting regardless. “Yes, I did. However, I'm here on an urgent matter."
"Oh?” the man asked, glancing at Keira. “How can I help you?"
Wade began walking once again and instantly, the man fell in step beside him. “It seems I have lost my wallet. Thankfully, I had my driver's license and my credit cards on me, when I went out to breakfast with Miss Covington here, but I must have left my wallet on the table. When I went back for it, it was gone."
"How horrible!” the man said, aghast. “We can definitely take care of you, Mr. Cameron.” Extending his hand, the man took Keira's and shook it with all sincerity. “Mr. John Barton, ma'am, at your service."
"Mr. Barton,” she said, inclining her head.
"Are you perhaps the daughter of Senator Clive Covington?"
"Indeed I am.” Keira grinned and Wade couldn't help but think she was adorable when she acted sweet and innocent.
"Well if your father ever wants to bank with us, you give him my card. We'd be honored to have him with us at the Federal Reserve.” Mr. Barton pulled a business card from the inside pocket of his blazer and handed it to her. She took it with a gracious smile.
"Thank you, sir. I'll give this to him next time I see him."
The banker grinned before turning back to Wade. “Let's get you situated then, Mr. Cameron,” he said. “Sounds like you might need to transfer your funds to a new account before someone goes wild with your money."
Wade shook his head and chuckled. “You have no idea."
"My desk is right over here."



Twenty Five
Lucian was a dead man. If Covington ever laid his eyes on the bastard again, B*E*A*S*T*'s top scientist wouldn't live to tell the tale. He'd betrayed him, stolen not only Clive's daughter but the heir to the Cameron fortune from his own lab beneath the mansion. As if that weren't bad enough, Covington was sure the crafty son of a bitch also screwed him by stealing Cameron's bank account information from his safe.
Clive's fingers gripped the steering wheel of his pristine white Cadillac with a vengeance. Just the memory of seeing his safe wide open in his library was enough to make him cuss a blue streak and pound the wheel as he drove like a maniac. He'd seen this coming, ever since Lucian had returned from Oregon. Rogan and Noah had captured him in the Rockies and kept him prisoner until he'd found a way to escape. But how had Lucian managed that, exactly?
The details of Lucian's escape were still sketchy to Clive, and he hadn't quite believed the story that he'd knocked them unconscious. Shifters of the agency were able to tell your moods by smell alone, and Lucian immediately became suspect by explaining that he'd sneaked up behind them.
However, the man had seemed sincere, and had even produced Rogan Wolfe's cell phone once he returned to Dallas. Even though Clive had ordered a locator beacon placed on Lucian's car, he didn't really believe Lucian would betray him. Not like this.
But how had everyone disappeared from his office? That's what Clive wanted to know. One minute, he had his gun trained on Brett, the next, he was shaking himself out of a fog, his gun missing from his hand. Even Brett himself had gone, and Clive had no idea whether or not the cheetah had betrayed him as well.
With Clive's shitty luck, probably.
But that still didn't explain how they'd disappeared from under his nose. The more Clive thought about it, the more his head hurt. He had no idea how they'd been able to somehow hypnotize him.
Right now, however, he needed to secure Cameron's money before Wade got it in his head to claim it himself. For all Clive knew, Wade was already at the bank. He pressed the accelerator harder, and the car lurched forward. He could be at the bank within the next five minutes if he broke the speed limit. Taking this opportunity to shift into his alter ego, Clive concentrated on changing his features and build. The familiar rippling tickled his skin, molding his face into that of Brandon Cameron III. Thankfully Wade was about as tall as Covington himself. His clothing didn't fit perfectly in his shifted state, but they'd have to do. The senator hadn't thought of bringing any spare clothing when he'd jumped into his car to race to the bank.
He did, however, have the foresight to bring his Heckler and Koch automatic knife, a gift from Cameron Jr., Wade's own father, a few years ago. The elder Cameron had mentioned in jest it might come in handy. The man would never know how prophetic his words had now become. The knife popped open with the push of a button and with its jagged edge, could do enormous damage, even if its blade was only three and a half inches long. Clive had never used it, and it was mostly for decoration than anything else. But he'd swiped it out of its glass box from above the fireplace in the library just in case he needed to skewer a certain shifter. If that cougar managed to steal the Cameron fortune out from under him, then it was over. All of it. Covington wasn't about to go down without a fight.
* * * *
Another image bombarded Brett as he sped down the road. The corvette's engine whined at the power he demanded as Brett pressed down on the accelerator. This memory was more vivid than the others. A woman with red hair was laughing at something he'd said. He could almost make out her face, but there was no doubt in his mind now the woman he remembered was Keira. Her scent, her voice was all too vivid to ignore. In his mind's eye, he bent to kiss her, and she met him with passion. That taste ... How could he forget it?
Jesus.
The bastard really did it. He damn well mind-wiped him to keep him away from his daughter. Who knew what kind of happy life Brett could have led with the woman? Now that life was never to be. She was in love with Wade.
Brett's anger welled inside him. The serum still pumped through his veins, but the pulsing of his heart seemed to bring him closer and closer to the brink of shifting. Glancing at his hands, he noticed the beginnings of fur growing out of his skin, only to recede back, again and again.
Could he overcome the effects of the serum? He tried again, but failed. “God damn it!” he yelled, beating the steering wheel once.
With his anger, his fur grew once more, then receded. Brett arched a brow. No effing shit? Was extreme anger the one thing that had the power to overcome the serum?
Thinking back, Brett remembered how pissed off Sean had been while hunting for Rogan. At the time, the wolf had injected Sean with the serum in mid-shift, and Sean had become some kind of mutant—half bear, half man. And he'd been royally pissed off. But the grizzly's anger was geared toward Rogan and what he'd done to him, not channeled into the act of shifting itself.
Brett concentrated on shifting, bringing his anger to the fore, keeping one eye on the road, the other on the skin of his arm. Just as before, his fur grew, but longer this time before dwindling. Brett slammed on his brakes and pulled to the side of the road, fishtailing to a stop in a cloud of dust and gravel. He reached across the passenger seat to grab the display for the various GPS locators he'd affixed to every one of Covington's cars in his collection, even the one he'd placed on Lucian's Buick. The man behind B*E*A*S*T* had promised Brett his freedom. The cheetah wasn't about to let Clive wander the countryside without a lock on his whereabouts. Covington shouldn't have fully trusted the man who was his number one body guard.
The senator was a creature of habit, and if Brett was a betting man, he'd put his money on the white Caddy Clive always drove as his vehicle of choice. Sure enough, the signal of Covington's locator beacon flashed bright and clear as he drove toward downtown—toward the bank.
Brett glanced in the rearview mirror long enough to see his own eyes flash. He'd had a change of heart. If he could indeed overcome the effects of the serum, then he and Covington had a lot to discuss. Brett's mouth watered and his belly growled. Holy shit, he craved human meat like there was no tomorrow.
Trying hard to block out the memories of Keira's pleasured sighs, Brett pulled back onto the road and made a u-turn. If the old man wanted to secure his funds at the bank, let him. Brett would be all too happy to help the prick make a withdrawal.
* * * *
Wade knew the exact moment when the serum wore off. He was sitting in the chair across from the banker, Mr. Barton, when a weight seemed to lift from his chest. Thinking back to how long it had been since Brett had injected him with that shit, Wade's brows knitted in confusion. It had been longer than four hours. How was that possible? Four hours was the longest the serum had ever worked.
Perhaps Lucian had created a new formula, one that suppressed the urge to shift for a longer period of time. All Wade cared about was being able to shift once again. He breathed a sigh of relief. Barton handed him his new account information with a toothy grin.
"Here you go, Mr. Cameron, you're all set. Anything else I can help you with?"
"Yes, as a matter of fact,” Wade said, tapping his chin thoughtfully. “I need to withdraw about a grand in twenties."
Barton gave him a sharp nod. “Done. Come with me, you'll have to sign a withdrawal slip."
"No problem."
Keira stood a moment after Wade, then suddenly gasped. Turning to see what was wrong, Wade followed her gaze as she pointed to the front doors of the bank, only to see ... himself striding up the marble walk. Every hair on Wade's body stood on end. He couldn't help the shudder of astonishment that quaked through him. He was looking at the very possibilities of B*E*A*S*T*, allowing a man to shift into any damn thing he wanted to be. That research needed to be destroyed for the good of mankind. Christ!
Keira turned to him and whispered, “My father can't do a thing. You've already moved the money into the new account. He doesn't know the account number."
"He still looks like me, Keira!” Wade hissed in her ear. “They'll give it to him anyway."
"Not without I.D.,” she reasoned. “You have the license, the credit cards, not him. He'll be lucky to get past security."
Wade's jaw ticked as he stood there and stared at Covington, who approached the front of the bank warily. He was glancing around the large room, as if searching for them. Within moments, the old man turned his head and spotted them. Covington stopped in mid-stride, a look of shock evident on his face—a face that looked exactly like Wade's.
"Do you still have that gun, lady?” Wade asked under his breath.
"Are you crazy? I didn't bring it into the bank! It's back in Noah's Lexus."
"Shit."
"What are you going to do?” Her voice waivered.
"I have no goddamned idea."
"Mr. Cameron?” Barton's voice said from behind them. “Is everything all right?"
Wade didn't take his eyes off Covington, who was now sneering at him a few yards away. “Yes, I'm fine,” he said in a pleasant voice. “Can you tell me where your bathrooms are?"
"Certainly. They are across the foyer behind those potted trees."
"Excellent. Can I meet you at the front desk for my withdrawal?” Wade's body tensed. The cougar inside of him roared to be set free.
"Not a problem. Take your time.” Without another word, Barton turned on his heel and walked away. He apparently hadn't seen Wade's carbon copy just over Wade's own shoulder. Thank God.
"Keira, I want you to follow Barton."
"But—” Wade gave her an icy stare, interrupting her protest.
"This is no time to argue. Go."
Taking his eyes off Covington had been a mistake. The old man began closing the gap between them. Wade smelled him before Covington could catch him off guard, however, and Keira went flying as Wade pushed her out of the way before he was tackled by the maddened senator.
Covington's fists landed again and again as the men wrestled on the floor. Despite being much older than Wade, the bastard's strength was surprising. Perhaps Lucian had given him animal attributes after all.
A few screams and wails could be heard over the sound of their brawling, but Wade couldn't think about the other patrons of the bank now. He smelled the insanity wafting from Covington, nearly choking him with its intensity. The man wasn't in his right mind. Hell, when had he ever been? One of Covington's punches caught him right under the jaw, making Wade see stars. Good Lord! He'd never expected the man to attack him outright. In public no less.
"You will never have my money, you hear me, asshole? Never!” Covington screamed.
Wade heaved upward with his legs, unseating Covington, making him fly through the air. The senator hit the wooden chairs in front of Barton's desk, but bounced back faster than Wade had expected. Just as Wade attempted to stand from his prone position on the floor, Covington dove for him again, grasping his hair and pounding his head into the marble floor.
Wade had enough. He didn't care whether or not they were in a public bank with witnesses and cameras trained on them. He did the only thing he could do to gain the upper hand. He shifted.
* * * *
Keira lay on the floor, stunned. Her father had tackled Wade and within moments, nothing could be seen but a flurry of fists.
"Wade!” she yelled, trying to stand, if only to get out of their way. Her father crashed into the chairs right next to her and she squealed, finally finding her footing. Once her father dove for Wade again, Wade shifted, his transformation smooth and effortless, taking less time than it had when he'd shifted for her back in their motel room.
His clothing ripped and hung on him in shreds, but his yowl echoed loudly throughout the bank. He kicked with his powerful hind legs and once again Keira's father was knocked back—this time to the marble floor of the foyer. Screams swirled around her and Keira's heart pounded painfully, as if it were going to rip through her chest at any given moment. She couldn't wrap her mind around what she was seeing. Her father looked exactly like Wade as he tried in vain to punch the lights out of an enormous cougar. What the hell was he thinking? Was he mad?
Wade didn't make any offensive moves, but rather circled the old man, his ears back, his teeth bared. His tail flicked back and forth and he growled once again, as if telling Covington to back off.
"You think shifting will save you?” Keira's father spat. “You've just signed your own death warrant, Wade McAllister. You will never be more than a lowly shifter."
Glancing around for some kind of weapon, Keira found a small plant on Mr. Barton's desk. It held purple flowers and was probably a gift from his wife or kids. She ignored her pang of guilt as she snatched it off the desk and approached her father with the pot raised above her head. She wasn't about to let Wade fight him on his own.
But before she could bring the pot down on Covington's head, he swung around with a mean right hook, catching her square in the cheek. “Stay out of this, bitch!” he snarled, his eyes flashing.
Keira fell back as pain exploded in her head. Her eyesight blurred for a moment and she couldn't regain her bearings before she tripped over the chairs behind her. She didn't immediately get up, as her world spun around her. Her father had just punched her. That goddamned bastard!
Spitting blood, Keira turned her head just in time to see Wade snarl and launch his huge body at Covington, knocking him in the chest with such force they both hit the floor with a loud crack.
People were running as fast as they could toward the front door and a loud, annoying noise assaulted Keira's ears. Good Lord, was that an alarm?
Keira held her head as she sat up, just in time to make out a security guard who'd pulled his gun not too far away. It was trained on Wade, she'd bet her life on it. It wasn't every day a cougar was let loose in a major bank. She had to stop the man from killing him!
Her cheek was on fire and she could barely see straight, but she made a beeline for the guard and threw herself at him. He fired his gun into the marble floor a moment before he went down, losing his grip on the weapon. Instantly, Keira was on her hands and knees following its trajectory. Within moments, she had the gun in her hand, but squealed when the security guard grabbed her ankle.
"Give me that!” he yelled.
Keira shook her head and cocked the gun, pointing it at his head. “Let me go. Now!"
The guard's eyes grew wide, but he let her go and Keira scrambled to her feet. Wade and her father were still rolling on the floor where streaks of blood could clearly be seen. Wade still wasn't trying to kill her father, but it was apparent her father was doing everything he could to avoid those sharp claws and still do damage. From the waistband of his slacks, Covington pulled a wicked-looking serrated knife. It gleamed in the light and Keira gasped. Wade hadn't seen it yet.
"He's got a knife!” she exclaimed right before her father pounced on Wade once again. The cougar roared in pain.
"No!"
Closing her eyes, Keira held the gun in front of her and squeezed the trigger.



Twenty Six
The scene that greeted Brett in the foyer of the bank shocked the ever-loving shit out of him. Covington and Wade were brawling on the floor, with Covington masquerading as Wade, and Wade shifted into the cougar. Keira crouched not too far away, pointing a still-smoking gun into the fray. The pungent tang of blood rent the air and Brett's belly growled so hard, he almost doubled over in pain. Holding back the cheetah was getting harder and harder to do. Seeing Clive in front of him and knowing what the asshole had done made Brett mad with hunger, mad with the need to rip him limb from limb.
He hadn't expected to see Wade and Keira, but it was no matter. Brett's heart leapt inside of him at the sight of Keira's hair, and he remembered a fleeting moment of that same red-gold hair draped across his pillow.
Brett closed his eyes and groaned, mourning what could have been. But he couldn't afford to waste time on his own selfish pride. Covington's scent was more than enough to bring forth Brett's anger, bubbling just beneath the surface of his stoic features. He'd arrived at the bank a few moments before and raced inside, only to see a fight of another kind unfolding before his eyes.
Brett made his way to Keira, who yelped when he crouched next to her. She scooted away in shock, but not before he clutched the barrel of the gun she held, wrenching it out of her grasp. If he wasn't mistaken, he could have sworn her one shot had lodged itself into Covington's shoulder. The old man was at a horrible disadvantage, but Wade wasn't trying to win their fight. If anything, he looked as if he were trying to get Covington off him.
Brett would take care of this.
Glancing at Keira, he said, “Take that cougar of yours and get the hell out of here."
Her eyes went wide, green pools he recalled gazing into once, with longing.
"Shit,” he growled beneath his breath. Leaning toward her, Brett took her mouth with savage abandon, uncaring for her cries of protest. Yes, it had been Keira who'd once loved him God only knew how long ago. She heaved away from him and raised her hand to slap his face, but her blow never struck. In her eyes, he saw her confusion and knew she had to remember something. He hoped she did, anyway.
"Go,” he said again, this time with sincerity. “I'll take care of your father, Keira. Get out of here. You deserve to be happy. If not with me, then with Wade.” When she hesitated, he finally yelled at her. “Go, damn it!"
Keira scrambled from the floor a moment before Brett concentrated on shifting. His anger intensified until his fur began to grow. Ever-so-slowly, his bones popped and elongated, and his skin rippled with the growth of fur. The serum was a barrier, but not one that couldn't be pressed through. And Brett was just determined enough to do it.
His clothing ripped away and he yowled loud and clear moments before leaping himself into the skirmish before him. Clive yelped in pain when Brett hit his injured shoulder as he dove for him, finally getting the old man off of Wade. The cougar was bleeding from an apparent stab wound, but he'd live. Out of the corner of his eye, Brett saw Keira pulling on Wade's golden coat, bringing him to his feet. They would be safe.
With one final cry that echoed all around them, Brett sank his teeth into the soft flesh of Covington's neck. The man screamed for a moment before shifting back into his true form in an effort to kick Brett off once and for all. But unlike Wade, Brett was in it for blood. There would be no letting up.
Covington's warm blood spurted in his mouth and Brett couldn't help his groans of ecstasy. Lying fully on top of Covington, he took fat chunks of flesh from the old man's throat and swallowed them whole. A better meal he'd never had.
* * * *
Wade ran from the bank as fast as he could, still in his cougar form. Keira was behind him, having the wherewithal to grab his ruined clothing before sprinting out the doors of the bank herself. His side was on fire and he knew by scent alone that he was bleeding, and badly. Covington had stabbed him with something, probably a knife he'd hidden somewhere. Dear God, it hurt like a son of a bitch. But he couldn't stop running, not when the people of downtown Dallas screamed and took off running at the sight of a cougar on the loose. Shit! Well, there went trying to be discreet...
After a few blocks, he came to Noah's Lexus they'd parked a good distance from the bank. Keira was only a few strides behind him, as he limped while he ran. The wails of sirens sounded in the distance, but that was nothing compared to the shouts of the people on the sidewalk clamoring to get the hell out of his way. Wade yowled as loud as he could, trying to clear the area. The less people who saw him shift, the better.
Once Keira caught up to him, Wade transformed, crying out at the pain in his left side as his shredded skin pulled taut and changed shape. She had the car keys, and within moments, the passenger door was unlocked. He ripped open the door and collapsed in the seat. Keira tossed his clothes at him before slamming the door and dashing to the other side of the vehicle. Within moments, the car roared to life. She put it in drive and tore off down the road.
"Jesus!” she yelled, glancing at him. Wincing, Wade held his bloody hand to his wound while crumpling his ruined shirt in his other hand. Once it was balled up, he pressed it into his side in an effort to stop the bleeding. “Wade, are you okay?"
"Just ... drive, lady,” he panted. His head spun and stars swirled in front of his eyes. “I'll be just fine."
"You don't look fine!” She was on the verge of panic.
"Keira,” he grunted, turning his head to look at her. “I'll be all ... right..."
He was so damned tired. Christ. Closing his eyes, he sighed. Adrenaline no longer sustained him—he was coming down off his high. The dizziness in his head became overwhelming moments before Wade succumbed to the darkness.
* * * *
Fighting the tears behind her eyes, Keira drove like a mad woman while digging through Wade's pants at the same time. His cell phone had to be in there somewhere. He'd lost consciousness, but thank God he was still breathing. She wouldn't lose her cool if it killed her. She owed it to this man to keep her head on her shoulders.
Slamming on the brakes for a red light, Keira finally found the phone and pulled it out. She flipped it open and hoped to all that was holy Rogan's number was programmed into the phone. Scrolling through the menu, she found it. Relief poured through her like summer rain. Keira pressed the button and listened as the phone rang once, then twice.
"Hello?” That was Rogan's voice.
"Rogan!” she exclaimed, pressing hard on the accelerator the moment the light turned green. “Where are you guys? Wade's been hurt."
"What? Are you guys all right?"
"We ran into my father at the bank. I think he's dead. But ... I need to find you. Wade's bleeding all over the car. I don't know what to do!"
"Okay, Keira, calm down,” Rogan said, his usual jovial tone now serious. “We're on the edge of town, just off the highway near exit thirty-two."
She sniffled as Rogan gave her directions. Keira hadn't realized how badly she was shaking until she said goodbye and hung up the phone. She placed it in the center console and glanced at Wade. His skin was pale and his breathing shallow. She wasn't a praying woman, but at that moment, she'd sell her soul to the devil to save the man she loved.
"God,” she said under her breath, “please don't take him from me."
Reaching across the car, she took his bloody hand in hers, as if her strength alone could heal him. “I love you, Wade McAllister.” Her tears finally broke through her firm countenance. “Stay with me, baby."



Twenty Seven
Mac stared across the Hummer at Robyn, who was looking out the window at the passing scenery. It was Trevor's turn to drive and Jet had called shotgun. Mac sat in the back with Robyn, counting the minutes until he could get the hell out of the car. Driving halfway across-country at a breakneck speed with a woman he lusted after wasn't his idea of fun. He'd called Rogan a few minutes ago to tell him they were just outside of Dallas. It wouldn't be long now until they were all together again.
But Rogan told him Wade had been injured. Mac heaved a sigh and hoped it wasn't bad. Jet had offered to stitch him up if Wade needed it. According to Rogan, Keira sounded close to hysterics when she'd called him. Mac hoped she wouldn't fall apart. He didn't think he could handle a frantic, crying woman.
Robyn turned her head, her eyes meeting his. She returned his stare boldly, finally looking him up and down, as if sizing him up. Mac shifted uncomfortably on the carpet of the truck bed. Damn, she was beautiful. Just one look and she had his erection practically saluting her from across the Hummer.
The corner of Robyn's mouth lifted and he had to wonder if she could read his thoughts. Christ, why couldn't he control his urges around her? Spending hour after hour with her in the truck hadn't helped much, but thankfully Jet and Trevor hadn't teased him too badly.
"See something you like?” she whispered, arching a brow.
Mac closed his eyes and shoved his hands through his hair. It was painful, but anything to take his mind off his raging lust was welcomed. The urge to shift almost overwhelmed him, but it was nothing against the need to tear off Robyn's clothes and mate with her right there in front of his friends.
"Can't you smell it?” he scoffed, narrowing his eyes.
"Perhaps,” she said coyly, glancing back out the window. Damn. Her aloof demeanor only served to make him want her even more. He was a hairsbreadth away from crawling across the truck and attacking her when Trevor finally slowed the vehicle down.
"There they are,” he said with a grin. He pointed to the side of the road. “We made good time."
Once he'd pulled onto the shoulder, Trevor turned off the engine and both he and Jet hopped out. Noah and Rogan greeted them with hugs and smiles, but Mac stayed right where he was. Robyn made no move to open the back door and get out herself. She was eyeing him warily, as if wondering what he meant to do next.
In one smooth motion, Mac pounced and pulled Robyn underneath him. He straddled her thighs and held her arms into the carpet above her head. “Don't toy with me, woman,” he growled, his voice barely audible. “I'm hanging on by a thread. You're damned lucky I didn't touch you the entire time we drove here."
"Let me go,” she said breathlessly.
"No."
"Your friends are looking through the window."
Mac glanced over his shoulder only to see Rogan giving him a thumbs-up through the glass. Wolfe turned away, seeming to understand Mac wanted privacy right now.
"Think I care?” he asked flippantly.
Robyn's mouth tugged into a sly grin as she moved underneath him. Her body fit his like a glove and he pressed against her fully. Her next words shocked him. “Then kiss me, jaguar."
Mac didn't wait for another invitation. His mouth descended on hers in one fell swoop. Her mewl of submission fired his blood and before he knew it, his hands were beneath her sweater, palming her bare breasts. Robyn's fingers flew to his hair, holding his head down to her mouth as her silken tongue swirled in his mouth. Ecstasy, that's what it was. Mac groaned and surged forward, savoring the feeling of his hips grinding on hers.
Someone pounded on the back doors of the Hummer, the sharp, unexpected sound of it stopping his urgent caresses. “Get outside, Mac!” It was Noah. “Wade's here and we need to use the supplies in the Hummer. Make love to Robyn on your own time!"
Instantly, Mac lifted himself off of her body, his cheeks on fire. He cleared his throat. Good God, he would have gone all the way. He'd intended only to kiss her, but he hadn't counted on his lust flaming out of control. Smelling that she wanted him as well had probably been his undoing.
Robyn pulled her sweater down and scowled at him. “Coward,” she said under her breath. “We would have moved Heaven and Earth."
Mac closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. He didn't need to hear that, not now. Damned woman. He suspected she knew exactly the pain he was going through just keeping his hands off her.
Turning from him, she opened the back doors and jumped out, tossing her glossy black hair over her shoulder as if she hadn't just kissed him into oblivion. Mac shook his head but didn't say a word to her as he jumped out as well.
Robyn walked away, toward Lanie and Marlie who stood near a large Buick. Mac couldn't help but watch the sway of her ass.
* * * *
As soon as the men pulled Wade out of the Lexus, Keira finally broke down in tears. Lanie, Marlie, and a third woman, Robyn, tried to calm her down, but she couldn't hold back her sobs. They ripped through her like a freight train. Her father was most likely dead and Wade was wounded. Judging by all that blood, it looked serious.
"He'll be all right,” Lanie cooed to her, rubbing her shoulders. “I've seen worse than this."
"Oh God,” Keira cried, covering her eyes.
"That probably wasn't the best thing to say,” Lanie mumbled. “I'm sorry. I just meant that he's been through worse. There's a lot of blood, sure, but that cougar of yours took a hit from a cop car and he's still with us. He bears the scar of a grizzly attack and he lived to tell the tale. That man is resilient. He'll pull through."
"Don't you worry about a thing.” Marlie took her hand. “Jet can sew like Betsy Ross. You'd be surprised.” Rogan's wife smiled at her own joke. “He even sewed Wade up after Sean swiped his belly.
Keira swallowed hard and attempted to wipe her cheeks free of tears, but more fell from her eyes. “He ... b—blacked out."
Marlie nodded. “True, but that doesn't mean anything."
The men had hauled him to the rear of the Hummer to perform their surgery, with Wade's head lolling back and forth. They didn't allow Keira near the truck, and it was probably a good thing. She was already freaking out. She didn't need to flip anymore at the sight of Jet stitching Wade's skin closed.
"God, I just want him to wake up."
"Probably best he stay asleep for this part,” Robyn piped up.
Keira shuddered at her words. “I love him."
"We know you do, honey,” Lanie said. “He loves you, too. Very much."
"He's never told me that."
"He doesn't have to,” Marlie said. “His body language says it all. My husband was just as dense, not declaring his love for me until I was already up to my eyeballs in this whole B*E*A*S*T* thing. I was scared as shit to think he might never love me, that he might kick me to the curb. But I realized he did love me. The way he held me, or kissed me. The way he talked to me, as if I were the only person on Earth. Does Wade make you feel special?"
"All the time,” Keira breathed.
"Has he asked you to be his mate?"
Keira scrunched her face. “His mate?"
"Uh oh,” Lanie said, tossing a glance at Marlie. “He hasn't asked her."
"Well shit.” Marlie tossed up her hands. “What are we going to do with that boy?"
"I ... I don't understand.” Keira looked back and forth between them.
Lanie licked her lips. “Being a shifter's mate is kind of like being their wife, however, the bond seems stronger somehow. It means you'll forsake any other man, only care for him—for the rest of your life, and he will do the same for you. Are you prepared to make that kind of commitment?"
More than they knew. Keira closed her eyes and took a deep breath in an effort to calm her racing heart. “I love him,” she said again. “I can't live without him.” More tears burned her. “I want him to be my mate more than anything. I don't have anyone else but him. My old life ... I don't want it anymore. I want to be Keira McAllister. I don't want to have a single damn thing to do with the name Covington."
"We don't blame you there,” Marlie said, rolling her eyes.
"Keira,” Lanie said, “sometimes men need a little nudge every now and again."
Marlie nodded. “Ain't that the truth?"
"How ... how did Noah ask you?” Keira wanted to know.
Lanie smiled and turned away, but answered. “He asked me the first time we made love. Well, more like the second or third time, I've lost count. He wouldn't finish ... you know ... unless I answered him."
Marlie chuckled. “At least he gave you a choice in the matter. Rogan didn't ask me. He told me I was his mate and that was that."
"Oh, that was classic,” Lanie said, giggling.
Their brevity made Keira feel somewhat better. Perhaps Wade wasn't on death's door after all. “Then I should wait for him to ask me?"
"That boy is so messed up inside, honey, that it wouldn't surprise me if he didn't ask you simply because he thought you'd never be able to love him."
Keira nodded. “That seems like something he'd conclude."
Lanie smiled at her. “You've got to do the asking."
"Me?"
"Yup. Whenever he wakes up, pounce on him. Wade's been living inside a deep hole for two years, Keira. You're the only one I've seen that's been able to get a genuine smile out of him. If you can do that, then there's no doubt in my mind he's madly in love with you. Don't let him get away."
With one last sniffle, Keira stood up straight and wiped her eyes. “I don't intend to."
"Good for you!” Marlie clapped her on the back.
"Wade will be my mate whether he likes it or not."
"Now you're talkin’ sister.” Lanie's laughter echoed all around them.



Twenty Eight
Robyn couldn't sleep. She gazed up at the moon and sighed, her thoughts drifting to Mac. Ever since she'd been found in the Oregon woods by him and his friends, she'd had her sights set on the jaguar, wishing and hoping he'd glance at her with anything akin to lust in his eyes. It would seem she'd gotten her wish, but at what price? The man loathed touching her, and even the small taste of him in the Hummer earlier that day hadn't quenched her desire for him.
She admired Mac for his strength and his leadership, taking the other shifters in and giving them orders on what to do and what not to do. When they'd infiltrated the compound in Oregon, he'd been the leader, and his tactics impressed her, not to mention his fine physique. But he was cut from a different cloth. He wanted her, that much she knew, but he fought it tooth and nail and Robyn had no idea why.
Sitting on the curb outside the small motel they'd stopped at for the night, she scowled. Insufferable man. If he weren't so damned ornery, she was sure she'd be warming his bed tonight instead of sleeping in her single room.
Wade was going to be all right. He still hadn't woken up, but the others had carried him into a room he'd be sharing with Keira just a few doors down from hers. Mac and his friends were in an upstairs room, all bunking together. She was the odd man out—the only one among them who didn't have a roommate.
Well, that wasn't completely true. Lucian was alone, still hogtied in the trunk of his Buick for all she knew. She'd heard the others arguing about what they should do with him. Rogan suggested letting him go. Mac wanted his blood. Noah had finally been the voice of reason, suggesting they all sleep on it and see what conclusion they came to in the morning. Robyn hoped they'd continued sedating him, as being locked in a trunk for hours on end couldn't possibly be pleasant.
A small clicking sound came from her left and she glanced that way. The moon wasn't full and therefore didn't emanate much light. However sharing her DNA with a snowy owl gave her an advantage—her eyesight was excellent. Nothing seemed amiss. Except for...
Robyn stood, blinking her eyes a few times. She couldn't really be seeing this, could she? Before her very eyes, the trunk of Lucian's Buick gaped wide open. What the hell?
Robyn's skin crawled with uncertainty. Should she go take a look? Run and tell the others? Or shift and get out of there before all hell broke loose? Before she could make up her mind, a male voice breathed hotly in her ear.
"Desino."
* * * *
Wade awoke to the soft sounds of a television set, droning some late night infomercial. He was lying in a bed in a small motel room with Keira curled up beside him, sound asleep. The TV sat on a dresser near the foot of the bed, and the only other light in the room came from the lamp on the nightstand. He spied a clock next to the lamp that read 2:05 a.m. Good Lord, how long had he been out?
His side was wrapped in white gauze and it hurt when he moved, but not quite as much as it had a few hours before. Despite all the hell he'd been through, he silently thanked the B*E*A*S*T* agency for engineering their shifters into fast healers. He'd probably feel as good as new in a day or two.
Who would have thought Covington had a knife on him? Or attack him in public, no less. The entire insane mess made Wade purse his lips in confusion. He still couldn't believe it. His wound was the one reminder he had that the showdown in the bank did indeed happen, not some figment of his imagination.
Keira moaned softly in her sleep and snuggled closer. Wade's heart melted. Lifting the covers, he smiled at the scene that greeted him. They were both stark-raving naked. Her creamy skin rubbed against him in a most wicked way, and his body immediately responded. Despite being in pain, his erection still rose to the fore, as if it had a mind of its own. Wade chuckled at his own thoughts.
Keira's leg lifted across his and gently stroked up and down. Wade bit his lip and groaned, not wanting to wake her. But when Keira's hand spread out upon his belly, tracing lazy circles, he knew she wasn't asleep.
"How do you feel?” Her husky voice raised every hair on his body. Wade shuddered when her hand dipped lower, but he answered her.
"Like someone jabbed me with a red-hot poker."
"Aw, poor baby.” Keira opened her eyes and gazed at him with a sly grin, her expression one of seduction. He had to close his eyes to her. She was just too enticing and he had no idea if he could make love to her properly. It was best if he put a stop to whatever she was thinking.
"Keira, I'm not ... I can't..."
"Shh.” Keira's hand finally found its prize as she took hold of his length. “Don't talk right now."
"But..."
Her grip tightened and he cried out, but he didn't know if it was in pain or pleasure. Leaning up on one elbow, Keira lifted her mouth to his ear, licking his earlobe ever-so-softly. “I want you, Wade McAllister,” she whispered. “All of you."
His breath came in short pants as he turned his head toward her. She kissed his lips lightly, but pulled away before deepening the kiss. Wade almost groaned in frustration. “I ... don't know if I can make love to you, Keira.” He swallowed hard, embarrassed by his own confession.
"Don't worry about that.” Her breath against his cheek ignited his blood. “Let me make love to you."
Keira's hand began fondling him up and down, making him press himself further into her palm. Her touch was tender and almost loving, but he tried not to think about that. He didn't want to dwell on what she did or did not feel for him. All Wade wanted was to be lost in the moment, to take what she was offering and be grateful for it.
When she peeled back the covers, Keira began a descent with her mouth, kissing and licking his skin. Her tongue flicked each of his nipples, bringing them to hard points within seconds. Wade's fingers buried themselves in her red-gold hair, holding on tight, almost guiding her lower. His desire intensified until it was nearly painful when she continued her downward path. He burned with anticipation. Was Keira actually going to ... Ah, Christ, she was.
Her hot mouth closed around him, and beads of sweat appeared on his brow. She swirled her tongue, back and forth, up and down. Wade could do no much more than clutch the pillow in submission. She was in control, she was the one setting the pace. But that didn't stop him from raising his hips, asking for more, practically begging her to take him deeper.
She did.
Mother of God, was he truly awake? Was he having an erotic dream? He hoped like hell he was wide awake when her eyes locked with his. Keira's tongue flicked out once more, licking him from base to tip, making sure he watched her with reckless abandon. It was hard to sit still and let her continue on her own. The urge to thrust his hips overpowered him and he groaned when he couldn't hold back. But Keira took him in, almost all of him, and he hit the back of her throat. He almost came at that alone.
"Wade.” Keira's voice seemed to drift to him through a fog. He glanced at her, taking in her swollen lips and mussed hair. She was gorgeous. Absolutely gorgeous.
"What?” Bringing his hand up, he brushed the back of his fingers across her cheek.
Keira returned his gaze boldly. “I'm in love with you, cougar.” Grasping his erection once more, she caressed him with her tongue, then said, “I want you to be my mate."
Wade's entire world focused on Keira in that one sweet moment. Tears burned in his eyes and he threw his head back on the pillow. “God, don't tease me at a time like this, lady,” he managed to ground out. “I can't take it."
"I'm not teasing.” Her tone sounded calm, yet taken aback at the same time. “Do you hate yourself so much you can't possibly believe that someone in this world loves you?"
The bed dipped as she stood on her knees. Wade watched in helpless wonder as she straddled him, her breasts bouncing, her hair cascading over her shoulders. This woman was all he wanted in life, just her, nothing else. He ached to tell her that.
Once she'd settled herself on his hips, he could feel the length of him pressing against her moist, warm skin. Wade longed to sheathe himself within her, but Keira had other ideas as she took his arms by the wrists and pressed them into his pillow above his head.
"I ... I can never get you pregnant,” he whispered, meeting her eyes.
"I don't like children anyway.” The side of her mouth turned up as she gazed at his lips, as if pondering whether or not to devour them. Wade's heart was in his throat.
"I'm not sure if this whole thing is over yet,” he said. “I could still have to live life on the run.” Keira slicked him in her essence, making him raise his hips just a bit to help her along. He could have broken free of her grip at any time. Even though he was injured, he was still much stronger than she. But he knew Keira was trying to make a point, and he was in a losing battle.
"I'm not leaving you,” she said matter-of-factly.
"But I'm a freak."
Keira made a sour face. “You're the man I love, Wade. I don't understand anything B*E*A*S*T* has done any better than you do. But what I do know is you are the man I want to wake up to in the morning. You are the man I want to make love to in the evening. You, Wade. Just you. Please don't make me beg."
Keira leaned closer to him and Wade smelled her uncertainty. The woman who had been so bold mere moments ago was now losing her bravado. Tears shimmered in her eyes as she continued to hold his wrists. Her nose barely touched his. “Be my mate, Wade. Tell me you love me."
"God, Keira...” Wade's thoughts whirled when she let his arms go, only to cup each one of his cheeks.
"Please don't ever leave me.” Her words touched him so deeply, that he couldn't find his own words to speak for many silent moments. His entire body trembled, but he managed to lift his hands to her face as well.
"I have been your mate since the moment I first smelled your desire,” he breathed. “I love you, lady. I don't know how, I don't know when, but you're mine now, Keira Covington, and you're never getting away from me."
A huge relieved grin lit upon her face as her tears fell. “Keira McAllister,” she corrected. “We might not be married in the traditional sense, but I'm no longer wearing my father's name."
Wade's hand found the back of her neck and he pulled her close, growling against the skin of her neck. “Then you're all mine."
"Perhaps we should consummate this commitment?” Her teasing tone was his undoing.
"Yes. We should."
No more words were said as Wade captured her mouth, bringing his head up to meet hers. Instantly her tongue plunged into his mouth and he barely kept up with her. Once she took him inside of her, however, Wade had no idea how he was able to continue after a few thrusts. The woman he loved was tight and wet, and enjoying every minute of their lovemaking.
She sat up, giving him a glorious show of her body while her hips worked him back and forth. Wade watched in awe when she found her pleasure, coming swiftly, her breasts bouncing as she shuddered, uttering small cries of satisfaction. Her muscles squeezed him deep within her and that was all it took for him to come as well.
Grabbing hold of her hips, he guided her up and down until their passion subsided. That was, perhaps, the best damn orgasm he'd ever had. Making love to a woman who loved him in return was an experience he would never be able to describe. He didn't deserve her.
Keira lay on his chest, kissing the soft skin of his neck, right where his pulse beat strong. “My mate,” she sighed contentedly, wrapping her arm around the other side of his throat. “I love you."
Wade curled his own arms around her slim waist and squeezed hard. “I love you, too, lady."
After a few moments of silence, Keira asked sleepily, “Would you have ever asked me to be your mate?"
Wade took a deep breath as he hugged her close. It might not have been that day or the next, but he would have mustered the courage someday. He was just thankful Keira had more balls than he did.
"Yes."
Keira pulled him closer and sighed, placing feather-soft kisses underneath his jaw.
"Better go hop in the shower, lady,” he growled in her ear.
"Now?” she asked, managing to sound disappointed.
"Now. I'm a hungry man and the only thing to eat around here ... is you."
The scent of Keira's sudden desire nearly choked him. Once again, his erection stood at attention, ready and willing to go all over again. Keira leapt from the bed. “I won't be long!” she tossed over her shoulder, slamming the bathroom door in her haste.
Wade couldn't help but laugh while his mouth watered in sweet expectation.



Epilogue
Mac awoke to the bright sunlight pouring in through the window. No one had thought of pulling the thick drapes the night before. Jet and Trevor both crashed on one of the queen beds almost as soon as their heads hit the pillow. It had taken Mac a few more minutes to fall asleep on the other vacant bed.
He'd turned on the TV late last night and watched a bit of the Channel 6 News first, marveling at their breaking story. Senator Clive Covington was dead, seemingly torn apart by a bloodthirsty cheetah. Footage of the gruesome scene had been shown briefly, and Brett had been gunned down by the cops once they'd arrived.
Oddly enough, there had been absolutely no mention of a cougar in the bank. Not even one eye-witness mentioned seeing Wade in his shifted state. That hadn't necessarily shocked Mac, as the B*E*A*S*T* agency seemed to have their hand in every pie. The death of Clive Covington didn't ensure a damned thing, and Mac would be willing to bet B*E*A*S*T* itself had thrown away the evidence of Wade and Brett shifting on camera.
Authorities were still searching for an answer as to where the cheetah had come from. Most likely, they'd never find out.
A loud banging on the door brought Mac out of his thoughts. He sat straight up in bed. Jet and Trevor looked around the room frantically, as if World War Three had just begun. Mac took it upon himself to jump up and answer the door. It was Rogan.
"Pack your shit. Lucian's escaped."
Mac's face hardened in anger as he turned from the door, allowing Rogan to step across the threshold. He grabbed the Hummer's keys off the bedside table, along with the keycard to the motel room itself. All three shifters were ready to go within moments.
Jet and Trevor bolted out the door, but Rogan stopped Mac. “I need to talk to you."
"About?” Judging by the wolf's guarded scent, what he had to say wasn't good news.
"We think Carver took Robyn."
Mac's stomach twisted inside him, as if he'd been punched in the gut. The air rushed out of his lungs and he could hardly draw breath.
"She's not in her room and Lucian's Buick is gone. Noah cased the entire parking lot and he picked up her scent along with Lucian's. They were together in one spot. We think he's kidnapped her."
Mac roared as his fur grew. His anger was so intense, he didn't realize he was shifting. “That son of a bitch!” he exclaimed, his voice a harsh mix of human and jaguar.
Rogan slapped him and Mac came to his senses. His fur receded into his skin, but every inch of him itched to set the jaguar free.
"We need to find her,” Mac seethed.
"Any idea where he might have taken her?” Rogan gazed at him expectantly.
"The compounds in Colorado and Oregon are gone, but we found something on B*E*A*S*T*'s mainframe computer in Portland."
"What's that?” Rogan asked.
"There's another compound somewhere in Florida. It's a safe bet he's headed there. Jesus Christ!"
"Calm down, Mac.” Rogan laid a hand on his shoulder. “We'll get Robyn back. We'll find her."
A muscle ticked in Mac's jaw. His entire being shrieked at the thought of Robyn at Lucian's mercy. God only knew what that crazy man would do to her now that the shifters had turned against him. Mac's blood ran cold.
"Yes, I will find her,” he growled. “That asshole better say his goddamn prayers, ‘cause there won't be anything left of him when I'm through."
Mac's fury raged within him as he strode out the door. Dr. Lucian Carver just made the biggest mistake of his life. Mackenzie Bishop had no intention of having mercy—he was out for blood.
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