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​Chapter One
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​Trick

​​​The woman across the room from Trick was responsible for everything that had happened to his family for months. Okay, that wasn’t true, but Messer’s actions brought on a lot of it.

When the Hell’s Dogs MC waged war on his club — the Howlers MC — and the Tiger’s Claw MC, it resulted in many injured and dead, mostly on the HDMC’s side. Videos taken by the Hell’s Dogs and their allies were released that exposed the existence of shifters to the world. Most of the population believed them to be altered or faked, which wasn’t true, but there was a faction who took that as proof of shifters being a threat to the general population. In reality, shifters had been living amongst humans for... well, he wasn’t sure the number of years, but it was at least thousands of years.

A billionaire with too much money and not enough sense decided to start an academy to train people to hunt down shifters and eradicate them. Their lower-level soldiers were called hunters, and they took orders from Elites. As far as he knew, the Elites had a boss, but above that boss was only the owner and any other possible investors. The woman across the room from Matthew ‘Trick’ Waters was an Elite.

Elite Stella Messer had been sent to their little town of Warden’s Pass, Michigan, to find out everything she could about the shifters who lived there. Trick had been a prospect for the Howlers at the time and had been tasked with finding out what she knew and preventing her from learning too much. He had considered his mission a success when she had been called back to the Black Forest Academy to answer for her lack of new information.

Months later, she showed back up with four other Elites. They kidnapped two of the club members — one died and the other was tortured. Before they knew everything that had been happening, Stella had shown up at the compound and told Axle, the Howlers president, where the club members had been held and tortured, declaring that she had no part in it. Trick didn’t know if he believed her about the kidnapping, but from what he knew, he didn’t think she fully participated in the hell that the members went through.

Trick knew he should hate her. He knew that regardless of her participation, she brought the hunters there. It was the limited information she had obtained that gave them the starting point on their mission to kidnap, torture, and kill shifters. Yet, he didn’t hate her. He didn’t, because when he looked into her light blue eyes again, his inner bear went on alert, pawing at the ground and demanding he claim her. By some twisted fate, Stella Messer was their mate.

While most of his family — the Howlers and the Claws — would love to take her life from her the way the Elites ended Shortcake, the Howlers had put their collective foot down to stop it. They didn’t fuck with each other’s mates. Stella had been saved because of him, at least for the time being.

Shortcake was a member of the Claws. In the biker world, that meant that the Claws had a right to avenge her death. It meant Stella’s life was owed to them. If it wasn’t for the fact that she was Trick’s mate, Axle would have handed her over to Crush, the president of the Claws, and that would be the end of it. For Trick, Axle was putting the entirety of the Howlers MC between the Claws and Stella. The Howlers would fight the Claws over it if Trick didn’t find a way to avoid that. They were allies. It would be heartbreaking for that to end in destruction.

Nevertheless, Stella was safe for the moment.

But what was he supposed to do to fix everything?

She was still their enemy.

Leaning back against the concrete wall across the basement of the Howlers clubhouse, the room they were using for a cell, barred door and all, Trick crossed his arms and stared at her. She was sitting on the floor with her forearms folded and resting on her knees that were bent up in front of her. The look on her face was almost as if she had given up, and that didn’t sit well with Trick.

As angry as he was at her and her mission, she was his mate, and it grated on his bear that she wasn’t happy. He had to come up with a way to both satisfy his bear and keep his family safe. He was stuck between having his mate and having his family, but there had to be a solution. There had to be. He wouldn’t give up the people who had always supported him, but could he walk away from his mate forever to keep them? No, he didn’t think he could.

The problem was that keeping her around the compound, or even in Warden’s Pass, would mean he would need to practically make her his prisoner. What a way to start a relationship. The whole situation was a shit show.

“Why in the hell are you staring at me?”

The defeated tone of her voice was like a stab to his heart. Yes, she did it to herself. If it wasn’t for her choices, she wouldn’t be in that situation. But if it wasn’t for her choices, he wouldn’t have met her either.

“You’re my mate,” he stated.

“What the hell does that even mean?”

He sighed. “It means we were meant to be. It’s like soulmates for shifters.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Okay. Whatever you say.”

He chuckled low, but there was no humor in it. “I wish I knew what in the hell I did for the gods to give me a mate who wants me dead.”

Her words were so low that had he been human, he wouldn’t have heard it when she said, “I don’t want you dead.”

“Why?”

Her light blue gaze lifted to meet his. “Before I left, I thought...” She shook her head and looked away. “Never mind.”

His bear gave a little whimper at that. He needed to know the rest of that sentence. “No. Tell me.”

“I thought... we had something,” she admitted in that same defeated tone.

Trick’s smile was slight, but it was there. “Yeah, we did... because you’re my mate.”

A possible solution to their troubles began to form in his head as he watched her react to his words. If he could get her to agree, he was positive he could win Axle over to it.

Her attention returned to him. “How does it feel to know that your mate is going to be killed by the people you love?”

“Better question.” He took a few steps toward her and uncrossed his arms. “What would you do to save your life?”

​Stella

Save my life? Stella stared at Matthew and waited for him to expand on the question. When he didn’t, she took a deep breath and released it anxiously. Was there a way to save herself? If so, was it something she would be willing to do? And why wouldn’t he just tell her what he wanted from her?

“What would I have to do?”

Slowly, his chocolate brown eyes shifted, and his gaze locked on hers. The softness there surprised her after the way they had spent the rest of their time in that room, but it was definitely there. His voice was gentler when he answered, “Help us gather intel and fight against BFA.”

He wanted her to be a turncoat? Betray what she believed in? Turn on her fellow Elites? As she contemplated his request, it wasn’t lost on her that she had essentially done that when she slipped out of that farmhouse and headed for the Howlers compound to tell the shifters where to find their friends. She had turned on the academy, as well as her fellow Elites, in order to attempt to save her ass. Sure, she thought what the Elites had done had crossed the line and felt it was only right to let the Howlers know what she knew about the situation, but that wasn’t the same thing. Was it?

“If you have to think about it that hard, maybe you don’t have a shred of decency left in you.”

She scowled at him. “You’re asking me to go against my brothers and sisters in arms.”

Those brown eyes rolled as he scoffed. “It’s a fucking academy of wannabe soldiers, not the actual damn military.”

“I don’t know how much help I can be. The others will make sure Cox knows I took off.”

He crossed his arms over his chest again. “Unless they sent a message before Shortcake and Rex were avenged, I highly doubt you’ll be singled out. He won’t know anything until his little package arrives.”

“What? Avenged? Package? What are you talking about?”

“They’re dead.” Before she could even begin to process that information and figure out how she felt about it, he started to pace in front of her and continued, “Here’s the deal. You either help us, or the Claws are going to demand your head. The only reason you are still breathing is because you’re my mate, and the clubs are offering you a chance to redeem yourself. This is it, Messer. Take it or hand over your life to the Claws.”

As the realization of her situation settled over her, as well as admitting to herself that she was relieved the other hunters had paid for what they had done, Stella battled the conflicting emotions swirling inside of her. It was the feeling of defeat that surged to the front. “So, it’s either die or help shifters kill humans?”

That gold light shot from his eyes again, and a growl sounded through the room, echoing off the concrete walls. “We don’t kill humans who don’t fucking deserve it. Taking out that damn academy is the only way to save lives, including your own.” The light faded, and his brown eyes were gazing at her again. His tone was softer when he said, “Don’t make me hand my mate over for death, Stella.”
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​Chapter Two
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​Stella

An aching pain sliced through Stella’s heart as his words hit her. Despite the hurt she still felt over his betrayal of her trust, she didn’t like the subtle pleading in his tone. As angry as he may have been at her, he was doing his best to keep her alive. It had to be the mate thing he kept bringing up, but it was something she could use to her advantage.

If the only way to get out of that room was to agree to help them, she would agree, but she didn’t have to mean it. She could promise to do it and keep her eyes open for the chance to cut and run.

“So... I sit in this room and tell you what I know, then sit around here and wait for a fight?”

He shook his head. “No. The two of us would leave here. We’ll stake out the academy, while you also tell me everything you know. I’ll report back to my club. As long as you prove to them you’re trustworthy, they won’t treat you as a threat.”

Stella’s heart began to pound harder. If he was taking her away from the Howlers compound, it would be easier for her to find the chance to run. He couldn’t watch her every moment of every day. Eventually, he’d have to take a shit or sleep or whatever. When his attention was diverted, she’d slip out. Where she’d go from there was another matter, but it was something she couldn’t worry about in that moment.

“Okay. I’ll tell you what I know about the academy... but before I do anything else, you need to prove to me that shifters aren’t monsters.”

“For fuck’s sake,” he grumbled under his breath. After running a hand over his bald head, he nodded. “If you don’t know that from what you’ve already seen, I don’t know how I can prove it, but I’ll give it my best shot.”

He stopped pacing, and Stella took that moment to try to calm herself. The thought of being so close to getting out of that situation with her life intact kicked her adrenaline into overdrive, but she couldn’t let it show.

When his gaze met hers again and he raised a brow, Stella nodded. “So, when do we leave?”

​Trick

His mate was not as savvy as she thought. Trick didn’t believe for a second that she would blindly follow him wherever he led her. He knew she planned to go along with the plan only until she found a way to escape him.

Shaking his head, he couldn’t stop the small smile from growing on his face. It would make the trip interesting, but he had no intention of letting his mate get away. Either they would learn to trust each other, or they would die together. There really was no other option. If he had to turn her over to Crush for death, he’d find a way to follow her. Watching Emerson’s descent into despair and drunkenness after Gigi died taught Trick all he needed to know about that. He was physically strong, had worked damn hard in the gym to bolster his shifter strength and hone his muscles, but emotionally, he knew he wouldn’t be able to take it.

Having watched the trauma unfold with Emerson, he would take precautions. Stella didn’t realize it yet, but they were about to become really acquainted with each other.

He knocked on Axle’s office door as he ran his other hand over his scalp. He was pretty sure Axle would agree to his plan. It was Crush that was going to be the problem, but that was above his pay grade.

“Yeah!”

At Axle’s acknowledgement, he opened the door and stepped into the room. Pike was sitting in one of the visitor chairs, so Trick took a seat in the other one.

“What’s up? Who is watching your mate?”

Trick sighed. “Brute.” He crossed his arms over his chest, uncomfortable with being vulnerable with someone who wasn’t Brute or Rock, then explained, “If it’s okay with you, I’m going to take her away from here. She’s agreed to tell me everything she knows about the academy and help gather intel on them.”

Axle nodded, but Trick saw the concern in his president’s eyes. It was confirmed when, in a low voice, Axle said, “There’s hope, Trick, for the two of you, but keep your guard up. Want me to send Brute to watch your six?”

Trick shook his head. “Building a relationship with my mate, who isn’t too fond of me at the moment, might be awkward with my older brother in the room.”

Pike chuckled quietly and reached out, giving Trick’s shoulder a squeeze. “I know you can handle yourself, but we’re here. You need anything, we’re a phone call away.”

After a nod, Trick asked, “You’ll handle Crush?”

It was Axle’s turn to sigh. “Yeah. We voted, as you know. Let her live but watch her. That’s what you’ll be doing. The added fact of her not being around the family will help.”

Trick stood. “I hope... someday, that will change.”

“Hey.” Axle stood as well and met Trick’s gaze. “You are a Howler. You are my brother. That won’t change.”

After some nods and male hug-backslap combos, Trick left the room and set about packing up for their trip.

​Ordys

As the lead champion of Raghnall, the God of Wisdom, Ordys had seen a lot of nonsense throughout his life. In his thirty-four years, the Black Forest Academy wasn’t the first of its kind. It wasn’t even the first academy that he’d had to infiltrate in order to take it down from the inside out.

The difference between BFA and the others was that BFA was more organized and better trained hunters. That also made them more dangerous. After their latest stunt, he knew he needed to gather as much information from them as he could before he figured out how to dismantle the organization.

As he ran through his daily training with the other hunters in the backfield of the academy, between the dorms and the armory, he watched the commanders out of the corner of his eye.

There were three commanders — West, Cox, and Levin. Over the weeks that he had been there, he had learned that Levin was the weak link. West fully believed everything he preached, and he was willing to do whatever was necessary to take out every shifter in the world. Cox had been a newly promoted commander, so he was eager, and there was a giddiness for cruelty in him. Levin questioned everything, and when they discussed the actual killing of shifters, the man got quiet and looked like he was having trouble stomaching it.

Ordys shifted into the next battle stance and made the decision to take a chance and try to turn Levin. If he could get a commander to funnel information to him, it would make things a hell of a lot easier.

His inner dragon puffed out smoke and hunched, ready to take out all of them if Ordys would just let him out. His control was constantly being tested by the assholes around him.

​***
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ORDYS WAITED FOR LEVIN to be alone in his office before he slipped in and shut the door behind him. The commander was sitting behind his desk, working on paperwork, and turned his head to look in Ordys’s direction.

“I need to speak with you,” Ordys said and took a few steps into the room. “Do I have permission to speak freely?”

Levin’s brows pulled together in concern. “Of course, Hunter Belnak. You may come to me with anything. I do wonder, though, why you’re coming to me instead of your commander.”

It was still odd for Ordys to answer to the name Otis Belnak, but it was getting easier the longer he did it. Shaking that off and deciding to use that as his in, Ordys cleared his throat and looked down at his feet as he folded his hands behind him. “Well... Commander West is... very committed to the cause. And, well, I don’t feel that my questions would be looked upon favorably.”

“Lock the door, and have a seat,” Levin ordered, sliding the paperwork he was working on into the top drawer of his desk.

Ordys did as he was instructed, then he waited for Levin to continue their conversation.

Levin took a drink from the water bottle on his desk, then he looked at Ordys. “What questions do you have?”

“Why are we not questioning the validity of these videos? Why are we not investigating exactly where they came from? Why are we assuming shifters are monsters that need to be eradicated, when there are plenty of fucking humans who we can prove shouldn’t be breathing? I just... Taking a life is serious, and I feel like we might be going about it with a seriousness for combat and technique, but not a seriousness in verifying the need.”

Just as he suspected, Ordys watched relief grow on Levin’s face with each word he spoke. When he was done, the commander nodded. “Between you and me, I’m struggling with this as well. And you were right not to go to West or Cox with this. I don’t think you would enjoy the outcome. Now I have a question for you.”

“Anything, sir.”

“What do you think we should do about it?”
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​Chapter Three
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​Stella

Stella couldn’t fucking believe it. She probably should have expected it, but it hadn’t even crossed her mind. She figured they would be on his bike, not in a cargo van, and she sure as hell didn’t expect to be handcuffed to a horizontal pole that ran along the inside of the back of that van.

Glaring at the back of his head, Stella huffed out an irritated breath. “I thought we were supposed to be learning to trust each other,” she grumbled.

Trick glanced back at her before his gaze returned to the road. “We will... but we’re not there yet.”

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

She stretched her legs out in front of her and crossed them at the ankles. Resting her free hand in her lap, she rolled her head, attempting to release the tension building in her neck. At least he gave her a damn cushion to sit on. Sitting on the hard metal floor for god knew how long would have been hell, especially after the hours she had spent sitting on the concrete in that holding room.

It could be minutes, or it could be hours that they would be on the road. Stella didn’t have a clue, but she suspected he wouldn’t have told her if she had asked, so she resigned herself to just waiting. Relaxing her head back against the side of the van, she closed her eyes and let the hum of the road noise lull her to sleep.

​***
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A JOLT AND SOME BOUNCING on her cushion woke Stella from her nap. Her bladder was screaming at her, which wasn’t uncommon. It didn’t matter how long she slept for, she always had to pee when she woke up. The continued bouncing around that the van was doing wasn’t helping in that department.

“Fuck,” she blurted when a bump in the road had her catching air before dropping down on the cushion again. Her bladder bitched and moaned, forcing Stella to press her legs together harder.

“Sorry. Didn’t see that one,” Trick called from the driver’s seat as the van slowed considerably.

“Why is the road so bumpy?”

“Because we’re technically not on a road,” he replied, but didn’t offer any further explanation.

Stella craned her neck, attempting to see out the front window. All she could see were treetops and glimpses of the darkening sky. It was obviously evening, and they must be traveling on a path or dirt driveway into the woods.

“I have to piss,” she told him.

“Hold it. We’re almost there.”

“Where?”

He chuckled. “You’ll see.”

She huffed out another breath and prayed she didn’t piss her damn pants. How embarrassing would that be?

Five minutes later, the treetops separated, and Stella saw the roof of what looked to be a cabin of some sort. She watched as the dark green wooden siding and wide front porch came into view before Trick turned and parked the van.

“We’re here. Let me unlock the door and carry in our stuff. Then I’ll come get you.”

“Just uncuff me. I need to go,” she grumbled.

“You’re a big girl. You can hold it,” he replied and slid out of the driver’s seat. A few seconds later, the rear doors of the van opened, and she watched as Trick lugged two fifty-five-gallon totes from the back. After another trip with another two totes, he finally climbed into the back and pulled the handcuff key from the front pocket of his cut.

The chill of the air from the open rear doors of the van caused goosebumps to appear on her arms and had her nipples hardening. If Trick noticed, he didn’t comment, but she knew he could see it through the thin bra and polo shirt.

She didn’t spot any snow on the ground, but it was December in the Midwest. That could change in a matter of minutes.

Her captor crouched in front of her and smiled. “Now, I’m going to uncuff you, but there are some things you need to know.”

“Can I know them after I piss?”

He shook his head. “I am a shifter, which you know. That means... I’m faster than you, stronger than you, can see better than you at night, and can follow your scent. If you try to run, I will hunt you down.”

Stella rolled her eyes, but internally, her stomach dropped. She knew all of that, to some extent, but in her current situation, it was more daunting of a hill to climb.

“We have a deal, Messer,” he reminded her firmly.

“Yes. Yes. Now, can you uncuff me? I’d rather not pee my pants like a toddler.”

Trick slipped the key in the hole and turned it, releasing the cuff from the bar, but not from her wrist. He hopped out of the back of the van and waited for her. She crawled that way and slid out. When she landed on her feet, she groaned at the ache she had in her hips and lower back.

Trick slammed the doors closed as she twisted and turned to stretch out the sore muscles. Staring at the tree-lined driveway, Stella considered making a run for it, but she knew it was useless. In that condition, she’d barely make it across the yard before her lower back told her to fuck off. With a sigh of resignation, she followed Trick into the cabin.

​***
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THE TABLE WAS BOLTED to the damn floor like she was in an interrogation room, but she wasn’t. It was a cabin in the woods, and the table was a part of a dinette set.

As soon as Stella stepped out of the restroom and took a seat in that chair, Trick secured the other end of the handcuffs to the table leg like she was an inmate at a maximum-security prison.

She spent the next thirty minutes glaring at the back of his bald head as he worked at the stove across the room.

“Ya know... glaring at me isn’t going to get me to let you loose,” he said with humor in his voice, without even turning to glance at her. How in the hell did he know she was glaring? As if he read her mind, he nodded toward the corner of the room. Up in the corner was a large round mirror, the kind you saw in smaller department stores so that the workers could watch you without being in the same aisle.

Stella tried to cross her arms over her chest, but her left hand was yanked back by the cuff. “Damn it!”

“The quicker I know I can trust you, the quicker you can have free range of movement,” he said in a cheery voice that grated on her god damn nerves.

“I hate you,” she said, slamming her bent elbow on the table and resting her chin in the palm of her free hand.

“Well... I guess that means we have a long way to go.”

Stella stewed in her anger and resentment as he finished cooking whatever it was that he was making. She didn’t even allow herself to enjoy the smell of the food. He didn’t deserve her appreciation, not even for his cooking skills.

When he slid the plate of spaghetti in front of her and handed her a fork, she wanted to stab him in the eye with it. When she looked up at him, he raised a brow and shook his head.

“What?”

The humor was still in his voice when he answered, “That won’t work out in your favor.”

“You don’t know what I was thinking.”

He took a seat across the table from her with his own plate. “You were contemplating how to use that fork to harm me. Did I mention we heal super-fast too? You would have to stab me in the eye and deep, but I don’t know how you would reach my eye when I was standing a few feet from your right side, you’re handcuffed to the left side of the table, and you’re shorter than I am by a significant number of inches.” He shrugged and met her gaze. “Not to mention, you’re cuffed, so how would you run after you accomplished that impossible feat?”

Anger burned inside of her, his taunting making it worse, because he was correct, and she stabbed her fork in the noodles. As she twirled the fork and collected a bite, she bit out, “I hate you.”

“So, you’ve said.”

When she took the first bite of food, flavor exploded on her tongue in the best way, but she wouldn’t let herself enjoy it and glared at him. He didn’t deserve it.

He snorted a laugh. “You can pretend all you want. I know my spaghetti is kickass.”

“Fuck you,” she said through a mouthful of food.

He shrugged. “Hate sex can be fun. Maybe later.”

Stella decided she would ignore him for the rest of the night, and that was what she managed to do while she ate the rest of her food. She failed miserably when he started stripping in the one-room cabin and told her he was going to take a shower. Her eyes were drawn to the hard muscles of his chest and stomach covered in smooth, dark brown skin and tattoos. When he reached down and grabbed hold of the button of his jeans, Stella slammed her eyes shut and flipped him off with her free hand at the sound of his chuckle.

“You have two options.” He sounded closer, but she kept her eyes closed. “You can sit out here and be good, or you can join me. Pick your poison.”

“I’ll wait here,” she mumbled.

Even with her eyes closed, she could still see every ridge of muscle and every inch of skin. The image was seared into her brain. He was a good-looking man, but he also knew it, which only made him more irritating. She needed to remember that. She couldn’t become blinded by the visual. He was still her enemy, her captor, and she needed to find a way out of her situation.
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​Chapter Four
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​Trick

After closing the bathroom door, Trick dropped his boxer briefs and approached the stall shower. It was newer, but it wasn’t anything fancy. There wasn’t any tile or stone. It was made of plastic, had a curtain, and had a small lip at the bottom to keep the water from invading the bathroom. He reached in and turned the water on as he thought about the situation.

The rage he felt toward her was still swirling in his gut, but his bear was battling with the fact that she was his mate and he wanted to protect her. It was a fucked up feeling to both hate and cherish the same person at the same damn time. How the hell they were going to get to a place where they not only trusted each other but actually felt love was anyone’s guess.

He had spent the entire ride down to the cabin in the woods outside of Vernella, Michigan, lecturing himself about keeping his mind on the mission and not on the swell of her breasts in her polo shirt or the curve of her ass in those fucking cargo pants. It was about as easy as ignoring the citrus scent of her shampoo that had permeated the air in the van. About a half hour into the drive, he’d had to roll down the window and suffer through the December temperatures just to keep himself from getting lost in it. It didn’t help that his bear loved that scent the way Trick loved the smell of leather or of his mother’s peach cobbler. It was home for his bear, and his bear put their mate above everything and everyone else.
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