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Chapter One
“You know, I really don’t do this.” Serena tore herself away from their kiss, breathless, heart pounding, every nerve in her body alive and on fire as his skillful hands moved across her body.
“Don’t do what?” He growled, nuzzling her neck, hands sliding up to gently caress her breasts.
“Have one night stands with strangers.” She gasped as he palmed her sensitive nipples, arching herself against his hands.
“Who says this is a one night stand?” He lifted his head and his eyes met hers, heavy-lidded, his full lips curved into a seductive smile. Serena drew a breath and pulled him down to her into a heated kiss.
They’d met at Andy’s, the only bar in town. Serena certainly hadn’t been looking to hook up with him, or with any guy for that matter. It was Friday, the start of a glorious weekend off from work, and all she’d wanted was a quiet beer, one of Andy’s to-die-for burgers, and maybe to have a conversation with someone that didn’t revolve around her job.
He came in after she did and sat down next to her. She nodded at his polite greeting and then he’d turned away, watching the football game on the television mounted above the bar. She’d never seen him before, and in this little town, she sure as hell would have noticed someone as ruggedly handsome as him.
In the subdued light, she studied his profile: straight nose, high forehead, nice mouth. Even when he was relaxed, it was curved into a slight smile. His hair was messed up from the winter wind outside, darker brown near the back, the lighter strands in the front probably leftover summer highlights. She could imagine him, tanned and shirtless, mountain biking or perhaps hiking. She sighed, pushed aside that silly daydream, turned her attention back to her burger, and ate in a blissful haze for several minutes.
“That looks amazing.”
She turned, with a mouthful of food, to find him watching her. He pointed to the half-eaten burger she held in her hands.
Serena nodded and he waited while she finished chewing. “It is. Andy’s a pretty good cook when it comes to burgers. Ask for one with everything, including the sauce. The sauce is the key; without that, it’s just a good burger. With it, it’s heaven on a bun.”
The guy flashed her a killer smile that she knew she’d never forget and she found herself smiling back. She couldn’t help herself. She noticed his eyes. She’d seen many blue eyes over the years, but these drew her in. They were such a clear blue they looked bottomless, like the summer sky reflected on still water. When he smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkled. She liked that – liked it a lot, actually.
“I’m Serena Daniels.” She held out her hand. He took it, holding it firmly for a moment rather than shaking it quickly. A minor tremor raced through her and she drew in a deep breath, feeling her pulse quicken.
“Brody Sullivan.” He released her hand, his smile deepening.
She exhaled a nervous laugh. “It’s really nice to meet you, Brody.”
And so they talked. Serena relaxed, laughing more than she had in a long time. Slowly the conversation subtly shifted to flirting—serious flirting—and then to Serena asking him to come home with her. Maybe her original intent was just to continue talking, to get to know him better, but it really didn’t matter; they both knew where this night was headed.
Once inside her house, things escalated pretty quickly, Brody taking control and Serena letting him. The energy between them was charged with breathtaking passion, and she felt herself get lost, immersed in the desperate need to belong to him if only for the night, to let him take her wherever he desired.
They’d started out on the sofa in her living room, hands exploring, touching, clothes coming off slowly at first, then with wild and reckless abandon. She’d found herself distracted by the downstairs windows, which did not have curtains to block the view from curious neighbors. And distracted was the last thing Serena wanted to be, not while wrapped in the muscled arms of such a gorgeous, fiery man.
Finally she’d just grabbed his hand, both of them laughing as she pulled him up from the couch and up the stairs to her bedroom.
The only light came from the moon and the faint glow from the lone streetlight at the corner, casting everything in shades of blue and gray. They stood beside her bed, bodies pressed together, locked in a deep kiss. She suddenly felt anxious, a mix of curious desire and frenzied desperation fusing together, an overpowering grip on her heart that she didn’t quite understand. He lowered his mouth to her shoulder, his soft lips tracing the curve, dipping into the sensitive spot on her neck.
“I don’t do one night stands either.” Brody’s voice was now muffled against her heated skin, his fingers woven through her hair. He suddenly straightened, his blue gaze searching her face in the soft, cool light. He brushed a strand of hair away from her cheek, tucking it behind her ear, his eyes never moving from her.
“I’m not married, if that’s your worry. But…it’s…a bit complicated. I’ll tell you the story…later…after…” His words were lost against her lips and she gave herself up to him, letting him do with her as he pleased, his soft kiss replaced by the desperate need to possess. His story could wait.
*
Serena had no idea what time it was other than it was very late. She quietly climbed out of bed, avoiding the floorboard in the hall that squeaked. Brody was asleep in her bed, and she watched him for a minute in the moonlight, wondering what the hell she’d just done, what she had gotten herself into.
What she’d just done was bring home a stranger, taken him to bed with barely a second thought, something she’d never done before. She thought she should be panicked, trying to get him out of her house as quickly as possible. Maybe feel ashamed of herself, or at the very least embarrassed, wanting to put it behind her.
But somehow this – Brody Sullivan – was different. It seemed right on all levels. No panic at all, just the sated feeling after a night of great sex. More than just great sex, it was unforgettable sex; a connection with a guy that went well beyond just the physical. It was such an overwhelmingly foreign feeling, but a good one, and she fervently hoped he felt it as well.
In the bathroom, she ran the tap and looked at her face in the mirror while she waited for the water to get cold. Somehow she thought she should look different, although she wasn’t sure how. Sex with a guy wasn’t supposed to make your eyes change color or your straight hair curly. Her eyes were still brown, her hair still long and straight, albeit a tangled mess. Other than the goofy grin she was wearing, she looked just the same.
She filled her glass, taking a long drink of the icy water. The glass clinked against the porcelain as she set it down. The tile floor was cold and she shivered, anticipating crawling beneath the covers, Brody warm in her bed. She hurried back down the hall to her room.
She paused before she passed her bedroom window. The moon was still high, casting a silver light over the landscape, reflecting off the snow. It was bright enough for her to see out across the lake. As she turned, movement caught her eye. She stepped closer to the glass, looking out over the lake.
On the ice, walking parallel to the shore, was a lone wolf. Serena had never seen one in the wild and she was amazed at just how incredibly large it was. As she watched, eyes unable to move away, the wolf followed the shore for a distance before turning, breaking into a lope, heading north across the center of the lake. It was clearly outlined against the bright white snow. Within seconds though, it was gone, its long legs carrying it out of sight. Goose bumps covered her arms and she shivered, hugging herself, before turning back to her warm bed and the gorgeous man who slept there.
*
Detective Serena Daniels stepped out onto the ice of Lake Monona, gloved hands jammed into the pockets of her thermo-fleece jacket, knit hat pulled low. The thin layer of snow over the ice crunched beneath her boots and the sound sent a shiver through her. There was a body on the lake and from the description of the scene, it probably wasn’t going to be an ice fisherman who’d had a heart attack and died of hypothermia. It was a brutal way to kick off a Monday morning.
Serena knew this was her case, that she’d be lead, and she took a deep breath, the cold air filling her lungs. Being a detective was still new, the responsibility of being in charge causing a twinge in the pit of her stomach. But this was what she wanted, and she knew she had whatever it took to be a good detective.
She straightened her stance and picked up the pace as she walked toward the small group of police officers clustered around a shadowed form that lay still on the snow. Even from here, she could see the vivid scarlet of frozen blood splashed in an irregular shape around the body. She tugged the collar of her jacket higher and trudged on.
“What’ve we got?” She glanced around the group and nodded a greeting. The two uniformed officers nodded back before one looked down and away. The other one stared at her, either in defiance or confusion; Serena couldn’t really tell. His face looked frostbitten so he might have just lost the ability to look anything but confused or scornful. She was used to both looks since she had made detective.
Her partner of six months, Detective Mike Sparks, flipped open his notepad with a great deal of difficulty. He was wearing thick bulky mittens and the little white pad looked ridiculously small in his large hands.
“Animal Control got a call from a runner in Law Park right around dawn. Guy thought he saw a dead deer on the lake. AC sent out a unit to investigate.” Sparks paused, eyeing Serena over the edge of the note pad.
“The guy from Animal Control vomited…there.” Sparks pointed dramatically to the snow with a barely concealed look of disgust. Serena glanced down at the mess, grimaced, and waved her hand.
“Go on. What else?”
“The AC guy called it in and these guys were first on the scene.” Sparks nodded toward the two uniforms. “They secured it.” Yellow tape fluttered in the chill wind, the yellow bright against the snow.
“Has CSU been here? And the medical examiner? When’s he arriving?”
“Crime Scene Unit was here. You just missed them. They documented everything, took photos. ME was here too. He said…ah …” Sparks flipped awkwardly through his pad. “…um…preliminary cause of death was massive blood loss from injuries sustained, ah…pretty much everywhere. But he probably bled out from the neck wound.”
As if on cue, all three men turned to look down at the body. Serena looked down as well, her brows drawing together.
The body was naked, a male, lying on his back in the thin crust of snow. One arm was raised, frozen in place, as if summoning someone unseen. The throat was gone, torn away, the ragged edges of the wound frozen in place. The chest and abdomen were also torn open, organs and viscera clearly visible. She didn’t blame the Animal Control guy for losing his morning coffee and doughnut.
Serena squatted down, looking more closely. She could see arcs of arterial spray radiating out from the body, then diminishing before being lost in the frozen pool of blood beneath the man. He’d been alive when he was attacked.
“Anything else? Footprints? Weapon?” Serena rose, eyes traveling across the frozen surface of the lake. The wind picked up and it stung her cheeks, making her eyes water. Small drifts of snow were forming against the body, beginning to fill in the tracks she saw in the snow.
“No weapon. Lots of different tracks. Birds…crows. They’d already started in on the body; that’s what caught the attention of the guy running. Lots of boot tracks, mostly old though, from ice fishermen probably. Nothing that looks fresh.” Mike hesitated, glancing at his notes. “Oh. And a dog.”
“Dog? Where?”
Mike gestured and Serena walked to where he was pointing. He followed, huddled in his parka, his broad back to the wind.
“Just one set, coming from the south and then heading back the same way.”
Serena scanned the horizon, turning in a circle. They were within twenty yards of the north shore of the lake, the wedding cake tiers of the Terrace to the northeast stained pink in the morning sun. Cars were backed up along John Nolan Drive, in part due to morning traffic, but also because of a heavy contingent of rubberneckers trying to get a glimpse of what the Madison Metro Police Department could possibly be doing on Lake Monona so early on a frigid Monday morning.
She turned to the south. From here, the distant shoreline looked like a mass of leafless gray trees, but she knew it sheltered some fairly upscale homes, all perched on narrow lots, all with lakefront access.
“How far is it down to Monona from here?” She shaded her eyes against the morning sun, squinting into the distance.
“Straight line? Little more than a mile, I’d guess. A bit more down to Squaw Bay. Beyond that’s Mud Lake, Waubesa, and then Shadow Falls. Can’t tell you how far that is without a map.”
“And no other tracks from here to Law Park?”
Mike shook his head. “Nah. The ice fishermen all come from down by the bridge from the south, then walk up. Not many come through the park.”
Serena walked a few paces south, her eyes on the trail of paw prints in the snow. The tracks seemed huge, but they were being slowly being distorted by the wind, the depressions filling in with snow. She remembered the wolf she’d seen on the lake, ghostly in the moonlight, its powerfully large frame wreathed in shadow.
She walked back to Mike. “CSU get pictures of these?”
“Yeah. And the crow tracks.” Mike followed her movements as she circled back to the body, his breath visible in the morning chill.
“Okay. We got the name of the guy who called it in? And the Animal Control guy?”
“Yeah. Both.”
“Okay, good.” Serena turned to the two officers. “You two wait for the morgue van. And keep them at bay.”
She pointed toward the shore. Two large news vans were parked in the narrow strip of land between the lake and the street, crews milling about, cameras ready. The officers looked at each other and some silent communication passed between them. The one with the frozen face began the long walk toward the vans, eliciting a flurry of activity from the news crews. The second uniform took a stance that spoke as much of resolutely doing his job as it did the resigned knowledge that he was going to be stuck here in the cold for the foreseeable future.
“Serena, you want to head in? I’m about as frozen as our victim here.”
Mike stamped his feet, encased in huge insulated boots. She motioned him to follow her and started back to where she’d parked her car close to his truck. She heard him heave an audible sigh of relief.
“Mike, how long have you been in Wisconsin?”
“This will be my third winter.”
“And that thin Kentucky blood of yours still hasn’t gotten used to this?” She grinned at Mike, watching him walk gingerly across the snow-covered ice as if it was going to give way beneath him at any moment.
“No, ma’am. I’m miserable from October through April and then happy for about a month in the summer.” His voice was muffled by the hood of his parka.
They walked in silence back to their vehicles. Serena glanced at the news crews, now fully engaged with the officer who’d walked over to meet them.
“Mike, send someone out later to follow that dog track south, see where it goes, okay? I’ll meet you back at the precinct.”
She heard a reply that sounded like an affirmative and climbed into her car, letting it run for a few minutes, waiting for the heat to kick in. Even though she’d grown up in Wisconsin, her feet still got cold no matter what type of high tech socks or boots she wore. But it would be a cold day in either hell or Wisconsin before she’d admit that to Mike.
Mike drove away and she watched the taillights of his truck blend with the traffic. She could do worse than Mike Sparks for a partner, much worse. He’d accepted her as an equal from the start and despite the peculiarities of his Kentucky speech and his abiding hatred of the bitter Wisconsin winters, she thought he was a really good guy.
She appreciated Mike’s acceptance. Her rocket-fueled promotion to detective had sent waves of discord through the force. She was viewed as incompetent by some or worse, thought of as someone’s girlfriend, using whatever means she had as a way to advance through the ranks, the assumption being that she’d earned her badge on her back.
The endless digs and jabs at her ability to do her job bothered her, but she kept her head down, deciding her work could speak for itself. But the innuendos and rumors, and sometimes the comments, whispered behind her back, but just loud enough for her to hear, had her gritting her teeth and clenching her fists. All that got under her skin in a way that surprised her. She’d worked hard to get to where she was and to have it reduced to the assumption she’d traded sex for a title disgusted and infuriated her.
But she loved her job, and as much as she wanted to turn around and face the guys talking behind her back, she knew she’d just come off as defensive or bitchy and it would only make things worse. So she bit her tongue, held back her words, and did her job.
She pulled out onto John Nolen Drive, merged with the traffic headed downtown, and promptly came to a stop. Madison was built on an isthmus, a narrow stretch of land between two lakes. She was pretty sure the guys who designed the city never envisioned anything like morning traffic in downtown Madison on a Monday.
Traffic inched forward and she cut left, heading north on Broom, across the isthmus toward the precinct house. She navigated the Rubik’s cube of one-way streets that were the bedevilment of commuters who worked anywhere close to downtown. As the state’s capital, the Capitol building dominated the narrowest point of the isthmus. The streets were arranged in alternating directions surrounding the square. Further complicating traffic patterns were the angled streets that radiated out from the corners of the square, bisecting the one-ways at odd angles. And on the western side, the pedestrian-only State Street ran down from the Capitol to the university, adding another layer of complications for commuters.
Serena pulled into the lot across from the precinct house and darted across Gilman Street, hurrying through the brick plaza in front of the building. The precinct was located on the north side of the isthmus, on the shores of Lake Mendota, the much larger sister to Lake Monona. The wind swept across the lake, and even in the relative shelter of the building it swirled erratically, catching her in its wintry grip. She ducked her head and pushed open the glass doors.
Once inside, she stopped. The jolt of anticipation and excitement she’d experienced the first time she’d walked through these doors as a detective over six months ago still ran through her. She wondered how long it would last until the newness wore off.
There was a crowd waiting for the elevators so she ducked into the stairwell, jogging up to the third floor, working to get the blood flowing to her cold feet again. She arrived on her floor a little breathless but warmer.
The door to the office she shared with Mike was open, the lights already on when she stepped inside. Mike was at his desk, his hands wrapped around a giant mug of coffee. She pulled the hat from her head, her hair crackling with static, strands that had escaped her ponytail sticking to her face. She pushed them back impatiently, wishing again for the hundredth time she had the nerve to cut it all off. But it added a layer of warmth beneath her hat so she kept it long.
“How is it that you always manage to get back here before me?” Serena peeled off her gloves, hanging her jacket on the back of the door.
Mike shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess. Or good driving.” He smiled at her, that slow lazy smile he had, blowing steam off his coffee.
“I suppose you can find your way, blindfolded, out of the woods in the dark of night without a compass?” She poured herself a cup of coffee. Mike had brought a coffee pot from home. They split the cost of better-than-average coffee and guarded the stash as if it were gold. It was one of the things they discovered they shared, along with a love for reading good books and watching bad horror movies. She’d been to Mike’s house a couple of times, having dinner with him and his wife Robin, and then settling down with Mike to watch a B-grade horror flick. Robin just shook her head at them.
“I thought Mike was the only one who laughed through horror movies. Now you. I guess you two do make a good pair.”
Now Mike laughed at Serena. “A compass wouldn’t do me much good if I was blindfolded, would it? But yeah, I’ve gotten myself home after dark a few times.”
Serena sat at her desk, sipping her coffee. Mike slid a stack of photos across to her.
“Here, these came in: lots of footprints, the crows, and the dog.”
She shuffled through the photos, glancing at each one briefly. The images showed a welter of boot tracks, some old, some newer. None appeared fresh. There were shots of scratches in the snow, the hectic tracks of crows, the opportunistic scavengers who fed on almost anything they could find in the winter, which apparently now included human remains.
Finally she found the photos of the dog tracks. The prints were huge, clearly the size of a Great Dane or larger. She squinted at the photos. Something was off. No dog track had ever looked like this. It might have been distorted by the mind and snow, but still, something looked wrong, out of place.
“Mike, who’s that guy that you know at the university? In the Zoology Department?” She held up the photo.
“The guy Robin introduced me to at her Christmas party last year? I think his name is Beckley.”
“I’d like to have him take a look at this, tell me what kind of dog he thinks this is from.”
“You think a dog did this?” Mike flipped through the battered Rolodex sitting next to his desk phone. He was the only person she knew who still scribbled names and numbers on little cards and methodically stuck them into the Rolodex. He’d complained recently that those little cards were becoming harder to find, but he refused to give up his beloved method of organization.
Serena shook her head. “I’m really not sure. Too soon to tell without hearing from the ME. But I’d like to know what this is just the same.” She looked up at Mike. “You ever see a wolf before, Mike? In the wild, I mean?”
“No, not back home. We don’t have them anymore, really. Well, we had one, last year or so, but some guy shot it. Thought it was a coyote or something.” Mike cleared his throat. “Thing was huge; looked more like someone’s German Shepherd. Far cry from a coyote, that’s for sure.”
She spread the photos out on her desk while Mike made the call. She looked at each one carefully, lost in thought, trying to construct a three-dimensional image in her mind from the flat photographs. Mike’s voice faded into the background. Something more than the unusual dog prints were wrong. She pulled out the shots of the body, spreading them out on her desk as well.
The man was completely naked. The snow around his body revealed footprints, but there were no signs of a struggle. Yet he was alive when his throat was torn out; only a beating heart could have made the arcs and sprays of arterial blood on the snow. And none of the boot tracks in the snow disturbed the blood splatters. They were all old prints, there before he was.
The only print that did appear to be fresh was the dog track. Serena arranged the photos until she had a sequence of just the dog prints. They came from the south, walked directly to the body, made a circle, and then walked back, the southbound track almost covering the tracks coming in. It was almost as if it came to look at the body.
“Looks like a wolf track.”
Serena’s head jerked up. Mike was gone and there was a man standing beside her desk, looking down at the photos. Serena quickly slid them together, turning them face down on her desk. She rose, meeting the man’s eyes. She blinked and immediately felt at a disadvantage, like prey held in the gaze of a predator. It unnerved her.
“Can I help you?” She kept her voice neutral, her posture relaxed. He’d startled her but she didn’t need him to know that.
“No, but I think I can help you.” The man held out his hand and Serena glanced down, accepting it reluctantly. His grip was strong and firm, his hand warm as it engulfed hers. With a quick shake of her hand, he released it.
“I’m Wes Callahan.” His voice was low, confident, his mouth curved into a cocky grin. He was too confident, too certain of his reception. A prickle of apprehension ran up her neck.
“I’m Detective Daniels, Mr. Callahan. Have a seat.” She indicated the chair next to her desk and waited until he sat down before taking her chair.
“Sorry if I caught you off guard. The door was open.” Wes gestured behind him toward the open door.
“That’s fine. What is it you think you can help us with?” She folded her hands across the back of the photos and wondered just how much he’d seen.
“You found a body this morning, early, out on Monona.” He said that in a tone that gave Serena the impression it wasn’t a question but that he was stating a fact. He was, but how he knew that fact bothered her.
“And how did you come by this information?” She wondered if it was already on the early news, then decided probably it was. There’d have to be some kind of statement made or there’d be panic from the public.
“I have contacts. But more importantly, I think we’re hunting the same killer.”
“Really? Are you a police officer, Mr. Callahan?”
“Please, call me Wes. And no, not anymore. I was, back in Wichita, but that was years ago. Now I’m an independent tracker.”
“A tracker? Of killers?” He was either a vigilante on a mission or a bona fide crazy person. She wasn’t sure yet. Wes leaned forward, tapping the photos beneath her hands. Serena resisted the urge to pull her hands away. As uncomfortable as he made her, there was an aura about him that drew her in, a dark magnetism. She became aware that her breathing was shallow and she straightened, drawing a deep breath.
“I’ve seen this before.” His voice dropped lower, his eyes locked with hers. But this time Serena refused to blink.
“You’ve seen what before?”
“This type of body dump, in the open, the killing bloody and brutal.”
“Again, Mr. Callahan, how exactly do you think you can help us?”
“I’m a tracker…”
Serena looked up at the thud of Mike’s boots as he came back into their office. He raised an eyebrow at her, coming around to stand next to her. She inclined her head toward Wes, eyes on Mike.
“Mike, this is Wes Callahan. He’s come to offer his assistance.”
“That so?” Mike’s impassive face remained unchanged, but the skepticism was thick in his voice. He pulled up a chair next to Serena, facing Wes. “And what kind of assistance might that be?”
“As I was explaining to Detective Daniels, I’m a tracker. And I’ve seen this before, several times actually.”
“And what exactly do ya’ll track, Mr. Callahan?” Mike settled back into his chair, putting on the good ole Southern boy charm. Serena suppressed a smile. Mike had played country rube to her big city detective more than once, always to their advantage.
“I track shifters.” Wes’s eyes stayed on Serena and she refused to look away. She suddenly had the sensation of being back on the ice on the lake, treading carefully, wary of the thin sheet of glass that lay beneath her feet.
“Shifters? Or did you mean to say drifters? As in vagrants or homeless men?”
“No, shifters. Wolf shifters, actually. And I believe that’s what did this to your victim.” He tapped the photos again with his finger.
“A shifter? As in a man who changes into a wolf?” Serena couldn’t hide the disbelief that coated her words.
“You sound skeptical.”
“I sound skeptical because sir…we don’t have werewolves in Wisconsin.”
“I said shifter, not werewolf.”
Wes’s serious demeanor remained unchanged, his eyes never leaving hers. Serena wondered just how deeply this guy held on to his wild notions of werewolves, or wolf men or…shifters.
“And there’s a difference?”
“To a professional, yes, a very big difference. Werewolves are compelled to change at the full moon, and are not able to shift otherwise. Shifters can, and do, change at will.”
“So you’re telling me our victim was killed by a shifter? By a man who can, at will, transform himself into a wolf?”
Wes leaned back in his chair and simply nodded. Serena was struck by his relaxed posture and suddenly realized that he was serious. Whoever he was, he certainly had confidence in what he was saying. Even if it did sound absolutely crazy.
“I’ve been tracking a shifter for a few months now. I’ve followed him north from Kansas, up through the Dakotas, and then through Minnesota before finally coming here. I lose him as soon as I get close though. He’s cagey, easily spooked.”
“Mr. Callahan, how do you know what we may have found was killed by your… shifter?”
“Everything fits. Violent death, body seems as though it was dropped from out of nowhere. No signs of struggle. In your case, just a body in the middle of a frozen lake.”
Serena sensed Mike shift uneasily in his chair. She knew damned well even if the news crews had gotten the story, none of what Wes said would have been made public.
“Mr. Callahan, do you have any identification? Something that backs up your tracker status?”
Wes gave her a grin as he reached into his coat pocket. He pulled out a battered leather cardholder and held it out to her.
“Feel free to contact anyone who’s listed. You’ll find my Chief from Wichita and a few police departments I’ve worked with along the way.”
Serena took the holder, scanning the names. The Kansas name wasn’t one she knew, but there were a few names from towns further north in Wisconsin, Wausau, and Stevens Point, and she made notes of all the names and numbers. She handed the holder back to him.
“Is there any professional organization for what you do, Mr. Callahan?”
His deep chuckle startled her. “No, ma’am. We’re not a very organized bunch. There are a few of us, but we mostly work alone. As you can imagine, this isn’t a highly advertised profession.”
“I would imagine not.”
Wes’s eyes were on her again, and she resisted the urge to look away. It wasn’t very often she felt intimidated by anyone, suspects or killers, or even other police officers. She could face a news crew or a press conference and not bat an eye. But Wes Callahan had set off so many different and conflicting signals in her brain that she was confused. Maybe it was the look of a hunter stalking prey, but whatever it was, his penetrating gaze unnerved her.
This time when he leaned forward, his hand rested on hers.
“Detective Daniels, there are very few people who’ve actually seen either a werewolf or a shifter, although there have been plenty of people killed by them. I’m just trying to keep that from continuing.” Although Mike was right there in that moment, Serena felt like she and Wes Callahan were the only two people in the room. His focus on her was intense and unrelenting. When he pulled his hand away, she could still feel the heat from his skin on hers.
Serena wiped her hands on her jeans, suddenly too hot, the room too stuffy, Wes sitting too close. She abruptly pushed her chair back, jarring the desk, coffee spilling onto the blotter. Mike stood hastily.
But Wes rose slowly, still watching Serena.
“One last thing.” Callahan reached into his pocket and both Serena and Mike tensed. When he opened his palm, it held a single bullet. He set it on the desk, almost reverentially. Serena looked down at it, the bullet gleaming dully in the fluorescent light.
“Silver. It’s the only thing that’ll kill a shifter. A silver knife works, even a letter opener, provided it’s genuine silver.”
Serena heard Mike suppress what might have been a laugh with a fit of coughing. But Callahan held her eyes, and she saw in them he was serious, deadly serious.
She held out her hand and hoped to hell no one saw that it was trembling. He held her gaze for a beat and then took her hand.
“Thanks for stopping by, Mr. Callahan. It’s been an…interesting conversation.”
“Thanks for hearing me out. I’ll be looking forward to your call.” He nodded briefly at Mike before he turned and walked out of the office.
Serena sank back into her chair, watching the door even after he was out of sight. She thought she could hear the sound of his boots in the hall but knew it was just her imagination. It seemed something vital was missing, something Wes Callahan had taken with him when he left the room. She picked up the bullet, running her fingers over the smooth finish.
“So what do you think that was about?”
Mike was back in his chair across from her. She glanced up, her brows furrowed, and dropped the bullet back onto her desk.
“I have no frigging clue what that was about.”
“Do you believe that stuff about wolves or shifters, or whatever the hell they’re called?”
She regarded Mike for a minute. “You ever heard of the Beast of Bray Road? Down by Elkhorn? People claim to have seen what they described as a werewolf like…thing. There have been reports east of here, out toward Watertown, of a pack of wild dogs, big wild dogs, attacking and mutilating cattle. There’s a whole lot of unexplained shit that happens. But hearing reports of a shifter or a werewolf in some remote section of desolate woods is far different from hearing we have one taking up residence in downtown Madison.”
Mike nodded. “We had kindly the same back home.”
Serena smiled. He was still in his Kentucky mode of speaking, the odd word usage popping up every now and then. He’d finally stopped adding dear and honey to the end of every sentence after someone had complained about it to the Lieutenant. Serena knew he’d worked hard to lose the regional accent when he’d moved north. The only time it was really present these days was when he was home with his wife Robin, or now, when he’d played it up on purpose, or when his temper got the best of him, which wasn’t often.
“One report turned out to be a bear that’d come down from the mountains and frightened some older folks who’d moved from New York. Once it was a coyote that ate someone’s dog. There’s even a story about a wild man who lived in the woods in Estill County who had moss growing in his hair when they finally caught him. Then there’s the Waddy werewolf and something kindly like that up near Erlanger.”
Mike watched her, and for the second time that day Serena felt like she was being scrutinized. She glanced at the names she’d scribbled on her notepad, avoiding his gaze as she spoke.
“So you believe this guy? You believe what he says, that these things are real, but this isn’t their territory? And the silver bullet theory?”
“I don’t know what I believe right now, Mike.” Her mind was churning, trying to process everything all at once. Images of the man on the ice, the crimson blood frozen in graceful arcs on the snow. And now Wes Callahan, appearing out of the blue, sitting in a chair in her office explaining how a shifter had been responsible for murdering the man.
The truth was, the meeting with Wes Callahan was almost more disturbing than everything else. He’d affected her, threw her off balance, made her edgy, and left her feeling unfocused.
But he’d also intrigued her in a way few men ever had. Thinking of him sitting across from her, his gray eyes locked with hers, the feel of his hand on top of hers. She thought about the gesture he’d made, running his hand through his black hair, pushing it away from his forehead.
Serena shook her head. This was no way to start a Monday and no way to begin a potential murder investigation. She forced herself to pick up the receiver, dialing the first number on the list of names Callahan had provided.
“I know a couple of these guys. I’ll give them a call. Maybe at least we can find out who Mr. Wes Callahan really is.”
Chapter Two
Mike hung up the phone. “I got a call back from that guy at the university. He said we can meet him in about an hour and he’ll take a look at the photos of the prints.”
“Great. Thanks, Mike.” She pulled on her jacket and hat and stuffed the photos into the far too slender case file. Her cell phone chirped and she flipped it open.
“Daniels.”
The gravelly voice on the other end needed no introduction, and the man to whom it belonged to rarely bothered with one. Chief Medical Examiner Chad Morgan was arrogant enough to believe everyone knew who he was. And he was right.
“We have your John Doe. I have some preliminary findings if you’re interested.”
“I am.” She waved at Mike and mouthed ME. He sat back down, eyes on her, and by the way he hunched forward in his chair, his hands flat on his desk, Serena knew he was anticipating this just as much as she was.
“Time of death is sometime between midnight and 5:00 a.m. as a rough estimate. Cause of death is blood loss due to massive injuries, primarily those to the neck and chest. He exsanguinated.”
“The same as your thoughts at the scene. Do you know what caused those injuries?”
“Someone said something about dogs at the scene. I’d hazard a guess, unconfirmed, that he was savaged by a pack of dogs…big dogs…by the extent of the injuries and the nature of the wounds.”
“We found only one set of tracks. But it didn’t appear the dog had any interest in the body, other than making a cursory circle before heading back the way it came. There were no signs of struggle at the scene either, no signs that he was attacked by wild dogs.”
“I see. Then I can’t comment further on that until I do the autopsy.”
“He was alive when he was killed, wasn’t he.” She saw Mike wince.
“Alive, but very likely unconscious. That was my primary reason for this call. We ran a series of x-rays. Your man has a massive subdural hematoma along with various other broken bones, mostly in the upper body region. You’re familiar with shaken baby syndrome?”
She frowned and looked at Mike. His brows drew together in a mute question.
“I am. But how does that apply to our John Doe?”
“Based on what I saw on the films, I’d say your man was shaken hard enough to cause massive cerebral bleeding. I anticipate I will find shredded and mushy brain tissue when I open his skull. Your man may have been alive, but only in the sense he was breathing and his heart was still beating. Regardless of the massive injuries he sustained, I suspect he would have died in a relatively short time from brain herniation – movement of the swollen brain – which would have compressed his brain stem. That would have stopped his breathing and his heart.”
“When are you planning to do the autopsy?”
“I would anticipate you are looking for sooner than later? I’ve scheduled it for tomorrow morning, first thing, eight o’clock.”
“Thanks. I’ll be there.”
“Fine.” The line went dead. Serena stared at the phone for a moment before flipping it shut.
“What is it? You have that line between your eyes again, that weird furrow you get when you don’t like what you’ve heard.”
She looked at Mike for a long moment. “Morgan says our John Doe was shaken hard enough to cause his brain to bleed and swell and maybe even break bones. He was unconscious when he was killed, probably wouldn’t have lived much longer anyway.”
Mike stood, hands still planted on the desk. “Who the hell is strong enough to shake a grown man like a rag doll?”
“I have no idea, Mike. No idea in hell.”
*
They were silent on the ride to the university campus. Serena watched the buildings through the truck window as they rode up the gentle rise of Bascom Hill.
“We’re taking the scenic route today?” Mike had taken Observatory Drive. Muir Woods was on her right, the frozen expanse of Lake Mendota stretching northward. It was the oldest section of campus, the buildings carrying their age gracefully.
“It’s the only hill around here. I miss mountains sometimes.” He carefully navigated around a cluster of students at the crest of the hill.
“You didn’t graduate from here, did you?”
“No. I grew up in Wausau, went to the university there.” She glanced down at the case file. “That’s how I know the guy in Wausau, Decker, the one Callahan gave as a reference. I went to school with him. Local guy who stayed local. We’ve kept in touch.”
“You dated him, didn’t you?” Mike grinned at her.
“Why would you say that?” She scowled at him, fidgeting with the case file on her lap, finally setting it beside her on the seat. He just kept grinning at her.
“Serena, I interrogate suspects for a living. I know people. And I know you.”
She held up her hands in surrender, giving in to a brief laugh. “Fine, Mr. Detective. Yes, we dated. No, it wasn’t serious. Yes, we parted on good terms. No, I have no desire to go back and rekindle anything with Decker. Happy?”
“I wasn’t unhappy before.” Mike pulled up to a red light and turned to her. “I was really just fishing, Serena. You gave it all up on your own.”
She punched him in the arm even though there was no way he felt anything through his thick parka.
“You can be a real shit sometimes, Sparks.”
“What did he have to say about Callahan?” Mike turned south, the buildings becoming more modern in architecture, if less commanding in presence.
“He said he is what the claims he is; a tracker of shifters.”
“Does your guy believe in all that shifter lore?”
“Not sure. Didn’t ask. He did say they had a series of murders similar to our John Doe. Callahan had a lead on a guy, said he’d been following him from Minnesota, like he told us.”
“Did Decker say he thought the murders were committed by a shifter, by the guy Callahan says he’s tracking?”
Serena shifted in her seat, brows drawn together. “Well, not exactly. He never said he believed in shifters, but he didn’t say what he thought killed those people either. He did say Callahan had a lead, a guy Decker wanted to interview but didn’t really view as a suspect. But then the guy vanished. Callahan left to follow him south, through Point. There were another series of murders, college kids from the campus there. Decker lost track of Callahan after that.”
“Callahan thought they were done by the same guy?”
“Yeah, he’s convinced they’re the same.”
Mike signaled and swung the truck into a small parking lot. Serena glanced up at the building, a non-descript sand colored structure several stories tall. She made a face. In the weak midmorning sun, it looked bland and unappealing. Even though she hadn’t attended the University of Madison, she loved the Union and Bascom Hall, the century-old buildings full of tradition and history. The buildings constructed in the 70s all looked institutional and boring. Mike turned off the engine, pulled on his mittens, and yanked the hood of his parka over his face.
“Where’s our guy located?” Serena grabbed the case file and climbed out of the truck, following Mike toward the entrance. He waited until he was inside before pulling back the hood of his parka.
“He said meet him in room 108. I guess that way.” Mike pointed toward an open doorway, noises coming from within. “There’s some kind of exhibition he’s setting up.”
Serena looked past Mike into the room. Dozens of animal skeletons, in various stages of assembly, covered every horizontal surface. It took her a minute to realize there was someone working among the bones.
“Professor Beckley?”
A pleasant looking red-haired man popped up from behind a table laden with what looked like a lion skeleton.
“Yes? Can I help you?” He held a jawbone in his hands, full of wicked looking teeth. Mike stepped forward.
“I’m Detective Sparks and this is my partner, Detective Daniels. I talked to you earlier today. We were wondering if you had a moment to look at some photographs.”
Professor Beckley set down the mandible and walked out from behind the table.
“I’d be happy to. What do you have?” He held out his hand and Serena slid one of the photographs of the dog prints from the folder.
“We were wondering if you could tell us what type of dog made these prints?”
Beckley walked to the window, holding the photo up in the pale sun. He immediately turned to Mike and Serena.
“This isn’t a dog track. It’s a wolf track.”
“A wolf? Are you sure?” Serena glanced at Mike, who looked as confused as she felt.
“Canus lupus…the gray wolf. But…” He squinted at the photo. “I don’t know. Something is off with the scale. Do you have more photos?”
“I do.” She shuffled through the photos, laying them out on a nearby table. Beckley walked down the row of photos, looking at each, occasionally holding one up.
“This is definitely a wolf. Look…” He walked to the back of the room, returning with a white blob in his hands. “This is a cast of a gray wolf track.”
Beckley placed the cast next to the photograph. Serena and Mike leaned forward. Mike let out a low whistle. Serena was silent but she saw what he did, what Beckley already knew.
“That’s not a gray wolf track. See here, and here…” Beckley pointed. “The width of the track is much greater, along with the length. You can clearly see that it is against the reference rules. And see how deep these impressions are? Male gray wolves top out close to a hundred pounds.”
Beckley looked at them, his eyes serious. “This animal is probably closer to one eighty, maybe two hundred pounds. Given the stride length, this animal is huge. This would be a super predator.”
“Would this…super predator as you call it, would this animal be able to take down a man?”
“Oh, easily, very easily. A man wouldn’t stand a chance, even someone your size, Detective.”
She glanced at Mike, but as usual his face was impassive. She turned to Beckley.
“Professor Beckley, thank you for your time.” She extended her hand and shook Beckley’s as Mike gathered the photos. They turned to leave.
“Detective Daniels? Can you tell me where these photos were taken?”
Serena turned back to Professor Beckley. “It’s part of an ongoing investigation, so I’m not free to disclose that information.”
Beckley regarded them for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was grave.
“Then let me just say this. In a populated area, this would be an extremely dangerous predator. Extremely dangerous.”
*
“What do you think?” They were sitting in the truck. Mike pulled off one thick mitten and started the engine. “A super predator? What the hell.”
“Yeah, not something I expected to hear. A wolf…a big one…would have been bad enough. But not a two hundred pound giant animal that can kill a man.” Serena shifted in her seat, turning to face Mike.
“I saw a wolf out on the lake. Late Friday night.”
Mike’s brows drew together. “You think it’s the same one?”
Serena shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. It was big, but then again, I only saw it for a minute and then it was gone. Not a lot to compare its size to. Just snow and trees.”
“I just…” Mike’s cell phone beeped. He pulled it out of his pocket and flipped it open.
Serena looked out the window of the truck, watching the traffic on Johnson Street, mulling over what Professor Beckley had said. Mike was right. A big wolf with a taste for people was bad, but at least it was something she could understand. But a creature that big, something that probably weighed as much as Mike, that didn’t make sense. Maybe she’d take a look down by the lake, see if she could get a picture of the tracks of the wolf she’d seen.
Her mind went back to Callahan, sitting by her desk, telling her with complete confidence that he was tracking a man who changed into a wolf, who could transform at will, and willingly. She thought what that would be like, what a human body would have to go through to become a wolf.
“You’re kidding? No…yeah. I heard you. I just don’t believe you.” Mike’s voice brought her back from her thoughts. There was an edge to it she rarely heard.
“Take photos…lots of photos. Daniels and I need to see this. Send them to my phone, now.” He flipped his phone shut and turned to her.
“You’re not going to believe this.”
“Like I’m not going to believe we’re looking at some kind of mutant wolf?”
“More like Callahan’s shifter.”
Serena stared at Mike. “What the hell does that mean?”
Mike’s phone beeped again and he flipped it open. He looked at it for a long moment, scrolling slowly through images before he held it out to Serena.
“Here. Take a look.”
She took the phone, squinting at the tiny screen. What she saw made no sense at first. There was snow and tracks…the dog tracks…or mutant wolf tracks, based on what Beckley had said. But as she scrolled through the photos, her eyes went wide.
“Mike?” She held the phone toward him but he only shook his head.
“Yeah. I know.”
Serena looked back at the screen, scrolling back to the beginning, hoping somehow the images would make sense. The tracks she’d seen at the murder scene, the tracks that had circled the body and then left suddenly looked different.
They changed, elongated, narrowed, the depressions made by round pads replaced with the ball and arch and heel of a human foot. Bare human feet. First walking and then the stride lengthening, clearly breaking into a run. She shook her head in disbelief. The last photo showed the far southern shore of Lake Monona, the trail clear in the pristine white expanse of the frozen lake.
“How far?” Her voice was barely a whisper.
“All the way to Shadow Falls.”
Chapter Three
Shadow Falls got its name from the small waterfall at the end of Lake Waubesa, where it emptied into the much smaller Mud Lake. Then came Lake Kegonsa, the last in a chain of lakes. The original settlers in the area had built a mill across the falls, giving the town both its name and its livelihood. They also discovered they could travel north in their canoes, to the far shores of Lake Mendota, through interconnected rivers and marshes. Boaters still navigated up and down the waters, through the locks at Tenney Park in Madison, down through Monona before finally coming to port at Shadow Falls. The portage was within walking distance of Serena’s house.
Serena’s first apartment had been in downtown Madison, above a tattoo shop on Willy Street. But with her promotion, she’d finally had the money and gotten up the nerve to purchase her first house. She’d wanted to live in a small town, where everyone knew everyone else, where she could get to know her neighbors. She’d fallen in love with Shadow Falls and bought a small white two-story house on the edge of the little town.
“Serena? You okay?”
They were sitting at a red light. She looked up at Mike, his face creased with worry.
“Yeah. I’m fine. Just…this is a little more than I was ready to think about, I guess. We’ve gone from a really big dog to a wolf, to a super-wolf, and now this.” She still held Mike’s phone in her hands, a clear image of a naked footprint on the screen.
“Makes what Callahan told you seem pretty tame in comparison, doesn’t it?” The light changed and Mike took a right. The precinct house came into view, all sharp angles and tinted windows. Mike grunted.
“This has to be the strangest building I’ve ever seen. Do you know, I still get lost if I have to go anywhere other than our office?”
Serena smiled. “Yeah. It took me a while to find my way around. It’s all the angles. Nothing’s square.”
“All I know is the lake is to the north. If I can find north, I know where I am.” Mike pulled into an open space in the lot. “But even that’s all wrong. The building’s not sitting square on the lot. North keeps moving around on me.”
He left the engine running and turned to Serena. The cab was warm, the heater on full blast. “So, where do we go now? What’s next?”
She sat back, looking out the window. The sky had gone a pearly gray, the light diffuse, while they’d talked with Beckley. Maybe it would snow later, covering the lake in a blanket of fresh white flakes.
She thought of the lake, the blood on the snow, and made a note to check if CSU had cleaned up the scene, although she wasn’t sure if they could do much with blood-soaked snow and ice.
“I think I want to call Wes Callahan.”
Mike shifted, the seat creaking beneath his weight. There was a long stretch of silence and she knew Mike needed to mull that over for a minute.
“So now you believe what he told you this morning?”
She turned to him, meeting his eyes, his look unreadable. “I don’t know, Mike. But he does. And I think right now, that’s all we’ve got.”
Mike cut the engine, pocketing his keys. “Then let’s do that. The sooner we find out exactly what he knows, maybe the sooner we can get this mess solved.” He opened the door of the truck and climbed out, pulling up his hood, almost completely obscuring his face.
There was no talking to Mike on the way into the precinct, with his face shrouded by his parka. Serena waited until they were at their desks, coffee in their hands. She wished they’d stopped for something to eat, even if it was just a takeout sandwich. Hunger was the only thing that ever affected her focus. She was on the verge of asking Mike if he wanted anything when her cell phone rang.
“Daniels.”
“Serena. Do you have a minute to give me a rundown on this mess?” Serena closed her eyes. Lieutenant Nowinski didn’t exactly strike fear in her heart, but the measured tone of her boss still made Serena’s heart skip a beat.
“Yeah. You want us up there?”
“I’m on my way out. I’ll stop by.” The line went dead.
“We’re on deck?” Mike smoothed down the front of his shirt and ran his hands through his hair. Serena smiled; she didn’t think Mike even realized he made those gestures. But every time the Lieutenant called or stopped by, Mike’s normally calm exterior cracked just a little. Serena liked him even better for it. Nowinski’s visits affected her as well.
“He’s on his way down.” She’d no more than spoken the words when Nowinski appeared at their door.
“Just on my way out to an early lunch with the Mayor. Thought I’d catch up with what you have. I understand it’s a particularly grisly murder?”
“Yes, although…we’re not really sure it’s a murder. There are animal tracks at the scene and our contact at the University of Madison suggested it’s most likely a very large wolf. So we’re not ruling out some kind of animal attack.” Serena took a deep breath, forcing herself to slow down.
“Autopsy?” Nowinski stood, hands folded behind his back, peering down at her over the rim of his glasses.
“Tomorrow morning first thing. Morgan said cause of death was blood loss, so the victim was alive when he was…attacked. But…” Serena held up a hand as Nowinski drew in a sharp breath. “He also said he was most likely unconscious from bleeding in the brain.”
“Did he say it was from an injury or some type of medical condition?” Nowinski glanced at Mike, who mutely shook his head.
“Not sure until he does the autopsy. I’ll make sure to ask tomorrow.”
Nowinski held her gaze a moment longer and then removed his glasses, slipping them into his pocket.
“You know we need to hold a press conference. This is far too sensational not to address. The news managed to cover it in as much detail as they could, given they were held at bay by Officer Hunter. The number of calls from the public has increased dramatically through the morning.”
Serena nodded. “You want me to coordinate that with Public Relations?”
Nowinski shook his head. “No. I’ll do that. I’m on my way downtown and I’ll set it up for some time after noon. I want this to miss the midday news broadcasts. This is going to be sensationalized enough. Let them have until this evening to digest it.”
“Do you want Mike there with me?” Serena’s mind shifted into high gear as she organized what she’d say, how she’d say it, in front of the reporters. She forced herself to inhale and let the breath out.
“No. I’ll give the press conference. You don’t have that many under your belt and this isn’t one I want you learning on. I know you’ve done them before, but this case is too high profile. It will need a subtle spin, focusing on a probable animal attack, not a hint that it may be a homicide. I don’t think you have the finesse to pull that off just yet. You understand, of course.” He held her gaze, head tilted to the side, almost daring her to speak.
Serena nodded, the safer alternative to speech at that moment. She wanted to believe Nowinski’s explanation, but she knew the real reason the answer was no was that she was a woman. It had happened before and she knew it would happen again. It tore at her every time, but this time was different. This was her case, her first big case as a detective, and to be blocked like this set her teeth on edge.
“Fine. Let me know if there’s anything else I should know for the conference, and let me know what the findings are from the autopsy. Are you attending?”
“Yes, we’ll be there.” Serena saw Mike nodding although she knew he detested attending autopsies. But he’d be there nonetheless.
Nowinski turned on his heel and walked out of the room. Serena heard Mike release a pent up breath and looked at him.
“Sorry, Serena. Try to relax.” Mike shrugged. “I know that doesn’t make it better, but it’s all I’ve got.”
Serena blew out a breath, rubbing her neck. She hadn’t realized she’d pulled her shoulders up around her ears until Mike pointed it out. She took another deep breath, eyes closed, counting to three before she let it out, slowly and evenly. When she opened her eyes, Mike was watching her.
“Callahan and the footprints? Not a topic you’re ready to share?” Mike cocked an eyebrow at her.
“Not yet. There’s no reason to let Nowinski know about Callahan until we see what he really has to offer. And the footprints…” Her voice trailed off and she picked up a pencil, tapping it against the desktop.
“That hits a little too close to home, Mike. Way too close.”
*
Wes Callahan answered on the third ring. He didn’t sound surprised to hear Serena on the other end of the line, nor did he seem surprised that she wanted to meet. She could almost see his confident smile and clearly heard it in his voice. She was vaguely irritated…and confused…by her own reaction to hearing Wes’s voice. The thudding of her heart and the sudden dry mouth were unexpected. The little frisson of excitement running through her body absolutely confused her. It had been a long time since just the sound of a man’s voice on the phone had set off this cascade of sensations and it caught her off guard. But why was it happening with Wes Callahan, and why now? That bothered her the most. Wes’s voice on the other end brought her back to the here and now.
“I’d be happy to stop by the precinct, Detective Daniels, and meet with you and your partner.”
Serena glanced up. Mike had his head down, phone cradled against his shoulder, scribbling on a pad of paper. She swiveled her chair, looking out the window, her back to Mike.
“I can meet you…where are you staying?”
“I’m downtown, at the Hyatt.”
“Fine. Are you there now?”
“I will be.”
“Would later this afternoon work for you, say around five?”
“It would. Room 420.”
“I’ll see you then.” She flipped her phone shut and stared out the window. The snow had started, big flakes floating down, almost invisible against the sky. She could only see them as they fell in front of the backdrop of trees on the distant shore. Everything else she saw were in shades of gray set against the flat white of the lake.
“So you’re meeting him?”
Serena spun around. Mike sat with his hands folded on his desk, watching her.
“He had…he’s out. Doing whatever it is he does. It’ll be easier if I swing by, meet him on my way home.” She tapped her phone against her desktop. Lying wasn’t something she was good at, at least in the context of not telling her partner the truth.
But there was a voice inside her, a voice that she’d thought she’d never hear again, telling her Wes Callahan might be something else, tempting her to think of him as something more than just a lead on a case. It was a completely unwanted, alien thought. She’d never compromised a case before in any way and had no intention of starting now.
But the voice was seductive, irresistible, and she felt strangely powerless to resist its siren call.
There was another beat of silence between them, and then Mike looked down at his notes. “I think we have a way to get an ID on our John Doe.”
“Oh yeah?” Serena leaned forward, pushing Callahan to the back of her mind, the voice slowly fading.
“Yeah. He had a tattoo on his back, a large piece, obviously not flash art, something custom.”
“Gang related?”
“Nah. It’s some kind of Japanese thing, like one of those…what’s it called? The mob guys with the full body tattoos?”
“Yakuza?”
“Yeah. Not that I think our guy’s in the Japanese mob, but it’s a start, I guess. Here…” Mike slid his phone across their desks toward Serena and she leaned forward, pulling it toward her.
The image on the screen showed their John Doe’s back, post-mortem changes evident. But the tattoo was still visible, a large orange koi fish covering most of the man’s back.
“You think if he had the work done in Madison, someone might recognize who did it?” Serena studied the image on the screen.
When there was no answer, she looked up. Mike was studying her again. She held his gaze. He drew in a breath and Serena held hers, waiting for whatever he was going to say. But he let the breath go and said nothing.
“Can you print me an eight by ten of this? I’ll swing by a shop I know, see if they have any idea who the artist might be.” Serena stood, handing the phone back to Mike.
“Something else. Can you call the PDs where the murders Callahan mentioned took place, get a copy of the case files? I’d like to see if there are any similarities between our guy and theirs.”
“Will do.” Mike placed the phone on his desk.
“You hungry? I’m going out for a sandwich from Delmonico’s. Want me to bring you back anything?”
Mike reached for his wallet, but Serena waved him off. “My treat. You drove to see Beckley. I’ll get this.” Serena shrugged into her jacket, pulling her gloves out of the pockets.
“Thanks, Serena. I’ll take whatever you’re having.” Mike already had his head down, scrolling through the phone as he sent the photo to the printer.
“Okay. I’ll be back in a little bit.”
Serena headed toward the stairs, bolting down the first flight, stopping on the next landing. What the hell was she doing? Callahan was a lead, nothing more, could never… should never be anything more.
But as hard as she tried, she couldn’t get him out of her mind, the image of him sitting beside her desk. Details came back, flooding her in a sea of hot confusion: the color of his eyes…gray. Not blue, but a soft gray. The arch of his brows above those eyes, black, like his hair. His hand as it rested on the arm of the chair. His mouth, curved in that cocky smile. She shook her head, trying to scatter the images.
Serena ran down the rest of the stairs, pushing open the door to the lobby, breath catching in her throat. She needed to get focused and stay that way. The case mattered, not some stranger who showed up telling tall tales and retelling old legends. Not a stranger who exerted some kind of strange pull on her emotions.
Delmonico’s was packed, the line almost to the door. It took her far longer than she wanted to get their sandwiches and get back to the precinct. She pushed open the lobby doors, glanced at the bank of elevators and at the lines waiting, and decided to take the stairs.
She came down the hall, the sandwiches and sodas balanced in her hands. She rounded the corner into her office, colliding with Nowinski.
“Daniels…slow down.” Nowinski’s hands came down on her shoulders, jarring her more than steadying her.
“Sorry, Lieutenant. I just…”
“Lunch. I see.” Nowinski stepped around her, moving to the doorway. “Mike was just filling me in on where you’re headed next.”
Serena’s heart skipped a beat. She glanced at Mike, anxiously framing what she wanted to say. What had Mike told him? How was she supposed to explain to Nowinski about not mentioning Callahan before?
“I showed him this.” Mike held up the paper with the image of the tattoo. “And that we have a lead on maybe getting an ID from the tattoo.”
As usual, Mike’s face held no expression. She took two steps and set the sandwiches and sodas on Mike’s desk, taking the paper from his hand.
“I know someone at one of the better shops down on Willy Street. They might be able to tell me the artist, and from that, maybe who the client was.”
Nowinski’s cool gaze rested on her for a moment. “Fine. Then I’ll leave you to that. Update me as soon as you can. I have a press conference to give.” He strode off down the hall, heels clicking on the wood.
Serena shrugged out of her jacket, hanging it on the back of her chair. She took her soda and sandwich and sat at her desk, unwrapping her lunch. Mike leaned back in his chair, the food remaining untouched in front of him. She took a bite, savoring the flavors of roast beef with mustard, tomato, and onion. It took her a minute to realize Mike was staring at her. She frowned at him as she chewed.
“What? You look like you’re bursting at the seams.”
He sat forward, hands on the desk. “It’s just…well, Nowinski seemed irritated that you’d left when we had a lead on identifying our guy. I told him we’d just gotten the photo from the ME. Maybe he was just anxious about the press conference.”
Serena regarded Mike for a moment before she took another bite of her sandwich. She chewed in silence for a minute. “I want to ID this guy just as badly as everyone else. But we can only work with what we have when we have it.” Even to her own ears, she sounded defensive.
Mike held up his hands. “Serena, I’m on your side here, remember? You’re lead. I’m not criticizing, just letting you know, you know?” He began slowly unwrapping his sandwich. “What did you bring me? Something with that spicy mustard again?” He lifted the top slice of French bread, peering beneath.
“Roast beef, tomato and onion, but minus the mustard.” She grinned. “I remember the hell you raised last time I got you a sandwich with mustard.”
Mike replaced the bread and took a bite, chewing slowly. He nodded. “This is good,” he mumbled around a mouthful of sandwich.
Serena took a sip of soda. “We need the AC guy and the jogger interviewed. You want to set that up?”
Mike nodded, still chewing. “Already set. The Animal Control guy is off his shift in about an hour. He said he’d stop by. I’m going to interview the other guy, um…” He flipped through his notes with one hand, scanning the scribbles on the pages.
“Robert Perkins. He’s a lawyer, works out of his home on Spaight. I’ll swing by after I finish with the AC guy.”
“Okay, good. Also, can you send a uniform out to canvas the ice fishermen? They should be out on the lake. Someone may have been out early, left before we got there, maybe didn’t realize they saw or heard anything.”
“I’ll send Evans. He seemed to enjoy his time out on the lake with us this morning.” Mike made a note before taking the last bite of his sandwich.
“You chew any of that or did you just inhale?” She set her sandwich down, mostly uneaten, wrapping it back up in its paper. Her lunch wasn’t agreeing with her. It had taken the edge off her hunger, but now her stomach was twisted in knots. She knew it was because of Callahan and she sighed in frustration. She pushed him out of her mind and stuffed the sandwich in her desk drawer.
“I chew my food, mom.” Mike grinned at her, and the knot inside her loosened a little. “I’ve just got a bigger mouth than you.”
Serena made a face at Mike and grabbed the photo of the tattoo, squinting at the image. “I’m going to go down to Willy Street. Lenny’s pretty well known in the business. He might have some kind of idea where this work was done.”
“You coming back?”
She shook her head, avoiding his eyes. “No. I’ll swing by and see Callahan. And then I want to ask around home, see if anyone’s seen anyone new or suspicious.”
“Based on the tracks…or prints…maybe you should be asking if anyone’s seen any large, naked, frostbitten men in the Falls. With as cold as it’s been, some of his, ah…parts would be affected.”
Serena laughed. “Yeah, you’d think someone would have noticed that.” She pulled on her jacket again. Winters in Wisconsin seemed like an endless ritual of putting on and taking off outer gear. And losing mittens and gloves. Serena fished in her pockets, coming up empty handed.
“Shit. I left my gloves in the car.” But she saw them clearly, lying on the counter at Delmonico’s. She’d been preoccupied with Callahan and had walked off without them.
“Call me if anything comes out of the interviews. Otherwise, I’ll meet you at the ME’s office at seven thirty, okay?”
Mike was already dialing the phone and he nodded, waving her off. As she walked out of the door, she heard him asking for Evans. She grinned to herself. Evans had been the frozen-faced uniform. She thought he’d probably assume it was Serena who’d requested he canvas the fishermen. That was fine with her; sometimes being thought of as a hard ass was better than not being thought of at all.
Traffic was lighter, the rush of lunch fading. She found a parking spot on the side street off Williamson, grabbed the photo, and climbed out, locking her car.
Serena pushed open the door of Spike’s Tattoo, the cowbell above the door jangling. Everything was the same as the last time she’d been here, just after her promotion. Her apartment had been right above the shop and she’d finally indulged her long-held desire of getting a tattoo. She’d gone down the stairs and Lenny had inked a dragon on her upper back. They’d hit it off during the four hours she’d sat for the work and afterwards, they’d had a few dates. But it became clear they made better friends than lovers and the relationship, at least the romantic part, had ended. And not long after, she’d bought her house and moved.
Lenny was sitting behind the counter now, typing on a battered laptop, the sound of tattoo machines buzzing in the background. He greeted her with a warm smile.
“Hey, Serena, long time no see. How are you? Back for another tattoo?”
“I’m good, Lenny. But no, I’m here on business.” She pulled the paper out of her pocket, sliding it across the glass counter.
“Can you tell by this who might have done the work?”
“Maybe. Hard to know sometimes who did something unless they have a clear style and are pretty prolific. But I’ll take a look.”
Lenny slid his glasses up his forehead, perching them on top of his head. He glanced at the photo and then up at her.
“I’m assuming this is guy’s dead and you want to know who he is?”
Serena shrugged. “Sorry, yes. Do you recognize the tattoo?”
Lenny reached behind him and flipped on a goose-neck lamp, adjusting the circle of yellow light onto the paper, nodding as he looked at the photo.
“Yeah, actually I think I do know who did this. There was a tattoo convention here last year. Something like this won a prize in one of the competitions.” Lenny reached for the laptop, clicked a few keys, and turned the screen toward Serena.
“Here. The organizers put up pictures of the winning tattoos.”
There on the screen was a close up of the tattoo in all its glory, the colors bright and clear, not dark and muddy like they were in the photo on the counter.
“If you scroll down, you’ll have what you’re looking for, the name of the artist. But…” Lenny leaned forward, clicked a key and the image changed. Serena drew in a breath.
“Even better…here’s your guy.”
The image on the screen showed a pleasant looking man holding a small plaque, grinning from ear to ear. He was bare-chested, and Serena noticed several more tattoos on his chest. Of course, the body she’d seen this morning had had its chest torn open; those tattoos were now history.
Beneath the photo was his name: Marcus Goudy. Her victim had a name.
“Can you print this for me? Both photos?”
Lenny pulled the laptop back, hit a key, and the printer next to the desk came to life, spitting out two pieces of paper. Lenny handed them to Serena and she looked again at the face of the man she’d last seen this morning, frozen on the ice in a pool of blood.
“Thanks, Lenny. You’ve been a big help.”
“Hey, no problem. Just sorry for the reason.”
“This is confidential, Lenny, okay? Until we can notify family...”
Lenny nodded. “Yeah. I know. It’s cool.”
Serena turned and pushed through the door, the cold air hitting her face. Lenny spoke and she turned back.
“Don’t be a stranger, Serena. I miss you. Even if it’s just for midnight coffee.”
She nodded and stepped out onto the sidewalk.
Chapter Four
Marcus Goudy was a student at the University of Madison. His family lived in Milwaukee. Serena called Nowinski with the information. She hated calling families with this kind of news, so when Nowinski offered to make the call, she breathed out a sigh of relief. Mike had left a message, updating her on the canvas of the ice fishermen. Nothing. No one had seen anything, no one had heard anything. The AC guy had provided an impression of his boot to rule out his footprints at the scene and apologized again for vomiting. And now Mike was on his way to see the jogging lawyer.
She sat in her car, looking at the picture of the victim. He had a name now and a family. It was when they had a name that it got personal for Serena. She’d been told she’d eventually learn to stop feeling, stop caring about the victims quite so much. But she didn’t want that, didn’t want to become work hardened. It tore her up, but it also fueled her, kept her going. Gave her a purpose for what she did.
Snow was accumulating on the windshield and her feet were once again freezing. She started the car, flicking on the wipers as she glanced up, out of habit, at the windows above the tattoo shop, the windows of the apartment she used to live in. They were bare now, no curtains hung. A lamp was on somewhere, casting a soft yellow glow. Serena remembered the sage green curtains she’d hung in front of those windows. She’d never gotten used to the constant glare from the streetlights outside her window. It had kept her awake so many long and lonely nights.
But her house in Shadow Falls sat on a quiet street, the only light at the corner of the block, far enough away that it barely illuminated her front porch. A large maple shaded the front yard for most of the year and she’d left her bedroom windows uncovered. During the summer, it was like sleeping in a tree house. Now, the bare branches barely screened her window but let in the weak winter sun.
She glanced at her watch. The Hyatt was about ten minutes away. The thought of seeing Callahan sent a shiver through her. Even if she drove slowly, she’d still be early. She shook her head; she was a detective, this wasn’t a date. She could show up any damn time she pleased.
The wipers thumped across the windshield and tendrils of heat had finally reached her feet. She put the car in gear, pulled up to the light, and waited for it to turn green.
*
Serena pulled up under the portico of the Hyatt and a valet darted out to her car, wrapped in a parka and mittens, his hat pulled low over his forehead. She grabbed the case file, opened her door, and stepped out, flashing her badge.
“Officer. You can park in any of the twenty minute spots over there for as long as you need to.” The young man pointed toward the spots next to the door, reserved for guests’ arrivals and departures.
Serena looked at the spots a moment before she turned back to the man. “You can park it. I’ll…it might be a while before I’m done. Saves me having to clear the windshield if the snow keeps up.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He ducked inside her car, slammed the door, and drove it into the hotel’s parking garage. She watched him, a remote part of her mind wondering yet again just what the hell she was doing. But she shook it off and walked into the lobby of the hotel.
No one was behind the black marble reception counter and she walked with purpose to the bank of brass-fronted elevators. The doors of the first car slid silently open and she stepped inside.
She pushed the button for Callahan’s floor and watched as the numbers above the door advanced to four, her heart beating faster as the car rose. This was just an interview, something she’d done a hundred times. Granted, Wes Callahan wasn’t exactly the norm when it came to leads, but it was the subject, werewolves or shifters, that should have her interest peaked, not the man himself. He was just a lead, nothing more.
The doors slid open and she stepped out into the carpeted hallway. Wes’s room was at the far end of the hall and the closer she got, the faster her thoughts raced. It seemed far too soon that she found herself standing in front of his door, waiting for her heartbeat to slow, knowing it wouldn’t.
Serena drew a deep breath. Treat Wes Callahan like a lead and everything would be just fine. Figure out what he knew and how she could use that information and get back to her case. She knocked on the door with her knuckles, using three short sharp raps.
But when Wes Callahan opened the door, Serena knew this was going to be harder than she thought. The powerless feeling she’d felt this morning was back, stronger than ever, and she was unable to focus on anything but him. For the first time, she noticed just how handsome he was in a rough, masculine way. There was nothing pretty about him, but there was an undeniable magnetism, stronger than she felt comfortable with. Strong enough for Serena to lose her train of thought for a moment, her focus pulled toward Wes, unable to resist.
“Detective Daniels. I’m glad you’re here.” Wes extended his hand and she hesitated before taking his hand in hers. His hand was just as warm as she remembered, his grip strong. Was it her imagination, or did he hold her hand longer than he had this morning? He finally released her and stepped aside, holding the door open for her.
“Come on in.”
She heard the door click shut behind her and the sound of the security lock thudding into place. The sound echoed in her chest and she drew in a breath, willing her heart to slow down.
“Have a seat.” He motioned to the couch, and Serena realized he had a suite. She glanced down the short hall, saw the closed door to what she assumed was his bedroom. She wondered, briefly, how he could afford such a place if he was no longer on the force.
The remains of lunch were spread out on the coffee table. “Sorry about the mess. I just got in, haven’t eaten all day.” He gathered the wrappers from several deli sandwiches along with potato chip bags and cellophane from what looked like chocolate cookies, carrying them to the small kitchen area.
“That’s fine, Mr. Callahan. I…this won’t take long.” Serena perched on the edge of the couch.
“Can I get you something? Juice, water…I assume you’re on duty or else I’d offer you a beer.”
“No, nothing. I have some questions for you, if that’s okay. Questions about what you told us this morning.”
Wes returned to the living room carrying a bottle of beer. He pulled an armchair up to the end of the couch where Serena sat and nodded. She was conscious of how close he was to her, his legs stretched out in front of him. She wanted to look away, to look at his face, but she felt helpless as her eyes traveled up his long legs, the material of his jeans hugging his body, outlining muscular thighs and narrow hips. She swallowed reflexively, willing herself to meet his gaze.
When she did meet his eyes, he was watching her, his mouth curved into a knowing smile, a smile that made her feel as though he could read her mind. She pulled herself up straight, took a deep breath, and forced herself to speak through trembling lips.
“You said you track shifters. Can we start from the beginning? What exactly is a shifter? Is it human or wolf?”
Wes held her gaze a moment longer, and then his face changed. The smug smile faded, his eyes grew serious, and suddenly he was the consummate professional. The air in the room changed, became less charged between them. Serena felt her heart rate drop, her body no longer aching with desire, her focus coming back.
“Shifters are human, remember? They have the ability to change, to transform at will, into anything they wish. In this case, it’s a wolf.”
“A werewolf?” She thought she knew about werewolves, the myths or legends, old wives’ tales, or people spooked by a noise and thinking the neighbor’s dog was really the neighbor, changed into some horrific creature.
Wes shook his head. “No. Werewolves are ruled by the moon, they’re unable to resist the change. The transformation is violent and uncontrollable…they’re violent and uncontrollable, vicious killers. Why it happens, we don’t really know.”
“But shifters have control?” It had never occurred to her there could be a difference.
“Always. They can shift at will and it’s a much smoother transition. They’re in total control, always.”
“But why do they change?”
“It’s a little more complicated with shifters. Sometimes it’s their ancestry, some say it’s tied to their religion, like a mystical conversion sort of thing.”
“But they’re killers too?” It chilled her to think someone could have that kind of control over their bodies, to willfully change from a human to something else, to a wolf. A potential killer wolf.
“Not always. Werewolves, if they kill a human, are drawn – compelled – to kill again, every month, each full moon. But shifters, they’re different.” Wes tapped his temple. “They retain their human intelligence, their human consciousness. They don’t kill just because they can. They do kill, but for many of the same reason anyone might kill: out of fear, or control, or for revenge. If they’re being attacked. But they’re not compelled to kill. It’s calculated. And that makes it worse.”
Serena watched Wes carefully as he spoke. There was no sense she got that he was making this up. All this was real to him and as fantastical as it sounded to Serena, it was very real to Wes. And as he continued, in a surreal way, it became more real for Serena.
“Let me lay out why I’m here, Mr. Callahan.”
“Please, call me Wes.” The cocky smile was back, flickering across his face. His eyes traveled over her face, down her jacket-clad body. The smile deepened and it sent a ripple of heat through her. Like this morning, the room suddenly seemed too small, too hot. She shifted restlessly on the couch. She drew in a deep breath, willing herself to focus on the case.
“Wes. I called some of the references you gave me.”
He made no reply, just cocked an eyebrow.
“You check out…”
Serena was startled by his laugh and she frowned. He waved his hand, his laugh fading into a soft chuckle.
“I’d have been surprised if you hadn’t made the calls, and more surprised if I hadn’t checked out.” Wes leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, the beer bottle held loosely by the neck. His eyes were locked on hers, the soft gray darkening, his look hard.
“I’m not lying to you, Detective. I know this is hard to swallow. Hell, the first time I came across this, heard about it from a friend, I told him he was full of shit.” He took a swallow of beer.
“But then I saw firsthand what he can do, the brutal senseless killings that this shifter has committed.”
Wes’s voice dropped to a low growl. “And I vowed, over the first body – and the second, and the third – that I would find that bastard and put him down.”
Serena was speechless, not only by his words but by the raw emotion behind them. She shook herself. It occurred to her, almost as an afterthought, that he’d just proposed committing a murder himself, and to a police officer.
“Mr. Callahan…Wes. When you say he, you’re talking about the same shifter you believe killed in Wausau and Point, in Minnesota…”
Wes nodded. “I’ve followed him from Kansas, like I said. The first victim there was a man, late 50s.” He took another swallow of beer. “Then he went north, up through the Dakotas, and then there were a string of violet murders, nothing linking them except the violence…apparently no one connecting the dots, except me.”
“You were on the force in Kansas.” Serena knew he was; he’d told her. It had been one of the calls she’d made. His Lieutenant had told her Callahan was a dedicated cop, a little rough at times, but he had the persistence of a pit bull. But the Lieutenant had also told her Callahan had left abruptly, shortly after he’d made detective, giving little reason why, stating that it was for personal reasons.
Wes nodded, tipping his beer toward her. “Yeah, this all started while I was on the force in Wichita. I’d just made detective when it happened.”
“And it…this shifter…was the reason you left the force?”
His eyes met hers, the gray depths unreadable, his voice steady. “It was.” Serena felt pulled into that gaze, into those unfathomable depths. With a sense of detachment, she noticed there was a darker gray ring around the iris of Wes’s eye. Serena had never seen eyes like his; they seemed to glow in the snow-softened afternoon light.
“You ever have a case that consumed you, Serena? That you thought about, waking and sleeping?”
“My first homicide case, six months ago…the first one I was lead on.” Serena looked down; Wes’s gaze was a little too intense. She felt naked, vulnerable, even though she was still wearing her jacket.
Serena closed her eyes. Mary-Claire Burns. The case had been difficult, a disappearance turned homicide. Mary-Claire had been the same age. Serena had gone without sleep, almost without eating, for days. After they finally caught the guy, Serena hadn’t been able to come down from the adrenaline-filled momentum for days. Mike had finally dragged her home, ordered her to eat, and then marched her to her room, tucking her into bed with a gentleness that belied his size. He then threatened her with bodily harm if she so much as showed her nose outside her bedroom door. Serena wasn’t sure if Mike had stayed and kept watch or not, but she hadn’t really been interested in finding out. She finally slept for the better part of two days, finally emerging disoriented and hungry. She’d thought that was how bears must have felt after hibernation.
“And it left a mark on you, didn’t it? It’s shaped how you work each case after that, no matter what that case is.”
She opened her eyes. “It did…it does.”
Wes leaned forward and placed his hand on her knee. The muscles of her leg tightened involuntarily, her breath suddenly going shallow. She wondered if he’d noticed, but nothing about him seemed to change. His gaze was still intense, fueled by memories, she thought.
“Then you know. This is that case for me. It’s left a mark, seared itself into me.”
Serena’s breathing went still and the moment spun out around them, Wes’s hand on her leg, their eyes locked. It wasn’t until he pulled his hand away that she realized she’d placed hers on top of his. He sat back and she blinked, drawing a deep breath, the moment broken. She needed this to get back to the case and not get drawn into whatever spell she kept falling under with Wes.
“Wes, do you have a name for this suspect?” She pulled out a pen and drew the case file toward her, ready to take notes.
“Yes, of course.”
“And what is his name?”
“Brody Sullivan.”
Serena’s stomach lurched then dropped in a sickening thud, Wes’s voice echoing in the quiet room. She was confused for a moment, thinking this must be a joke, a really bad joke, but a joke nonetheless. But Wes wasn’t laughing. And neither was she. She forced herself to take a slow breath and exhale, struggling to regain her composure.
“Description? How old?” She knew this, knew it better than Wes probably, but she couldn’t very well tell him she’d slept with his prime suspect...and now maybe her prime suspect. She kept her head down, scribbling nonsensical notes as Wes described Brody.
“He’s maybe 27, 28…no older than 30. About five ten, brown hair, either blue or green eyes. Medium build, but not overly muscular. No scars or tattoos or other identifying marks that I’m aware of. He’s the all-American boy, as far as looks go. Manages to blend in anywhere he goes.”
“Does he have a record? Either in Kansas or anywhere else?”
“No. Not so much as a traffic ticket. And now that he’s on the run again, there’s no paper trail at all. It’s not until I hear about a murder that I know where he is. I’ve been following the trail of bodies. It’s about all that I can do at this point.”
There was a sudden weariness in Wes’s voice. A wave of compassion washed over Serena. Wes looked tired, exhausted. She wondered how long it had been since he’d slept in his own bed, ate a meal at his own kitchen table, wherever that might be. If there was someone back in Kansas, sitting up nights, waiting for the phone to ring. Her panic over Brody faded away, replaced with concern over this hunter, a police officer like she was, one of the good guys out to rid the world of evil.
They were silent for a long time. Serena looked out the window, the snow falling more heavily now, blowing across the glass. It was peaceful here, with the snow on the other side of the thick glass, the room warm. Wes hadn’t turned on any lights and as the light outside slowly faded, the room grew shadowy and dim. Serena finally pulled herself back from the mesmerizing snow.
“Anything else you can tell me about this…Brody Sullivan? Habits? Routines?”
“Other than killing people?”
Serena looked up, eyes narrowed. Wes shook his head.
“Sorry. No, nothing else, other than he’s probably very charismatic, able to charm anyone he comes in contact with. It’s a theory I’ve developed. He’s probably a guy that other guys don’t feel threatened by despite the good looks. And he’s a guy that women would be automatically drawn to without knowing why. He’s non-threatening and seductive. That all-American boy-next-door thing.”
Despite herself, images of her first meeting with Brody came to mind. He’d practically ignored her at first, yet she’d been interested, drawn to him, as Wes said. And then, later, when it was too late, she’d found him irresistible.
“Wes, this has been really helpful.” She turned to him, meeting his eyes, his look intense and serious as if trying to read her thoughts. She resisted the urge to fidget under his gaze.
“So you finally believe me?” It wasn’t a question.
Serena blew out a sigh. “I don’t know. I told my partner I wasn’t sure if I believed you, but that you believed yourself. I think that counts for something.”
“And you want my help?” Again, a statement, a foregone conclusion. There didn’t seem to be a doubt in his mind that she was going to accept.
“I do. I think…I’m not really sure what I think, to be honest.” Serena shrugged, plagued by the sinking feeling that came with a case that seemed impossible to crack. “But right now, there are things about this case that make no sense. I’m hoping you can help with that.” A cynical voice told her there were some things even Wes couldn’t help untangle, the big one being that she’d slept with Brody.
Wes sat back in his chair, arm stretched across the back, the most relaxed she’d seen him since she’d arrived. He cocked his head, regarding Serena for a moment. “Do you want to lay out what you have? Even if makes no sense to you, there might be something in all of that that makes sense to me.”
Serena leaned forward, setting the case file on the coffee table. She opened it and slid out the photos she’d gotten from Lenny.
“We have an ID on our victim. Marcus Goudy, twenty-two, a student here in Madison. We got a hit from the tattoo on his back. We still don’t know how he ended up on the lake though, or where he was last night. Or where the murder actually took place. It appears the body was dumped.”
“That’s about the same age as the rest of the victims. And he was a student. Apparently they’re easy pickings.”
“Were the rest predominately male?”
“Yeah, all except the first victim, the woman in Kansas. She was older, married. Not old like elderly. I mean she wasn’t a student. She was in her 20s, maybe 25. Just older than the rest of the victims, but only by a few years.”
Serena paused, the hand holding the photos trembling slightly. The woman was—had been—the same age as Serena. The same age as Mary-Claire. She shook herself and quickly flipped through the photos, taking out the set of the wolf prints. She laid them out in order, the animal tracks clearly changing over several images to human footprints.
“We have this…and I have no idea in hell what this means.”
Wes sat forward in the chair, looking closely at each photo. He finally looked up at Serena, his face hard.
“This is him. This is what happens. He kills, he runs…he changes. And he hides.” Wes held up the last photo, the trail of footprints fading off toward the edge of the lake. With a start, Serena realized the shore in the photo was the edge of Lake Waubesa, just above the falls. Her house was right behind the tree trunks. She’d been so focused on the footprints it hadn’t registered. The image of the wolf on the lake flashed through her mind. It would have walked right along that shoreline.
“Where is this?” Wes pointed to the photo, breaking into her thoughts.
“The footprints lead to a little town called Shadow Falls, south of here. There’s a chain of lakes and rivers, running from where the body was found, to the Falls.”
“Seems like you have a place to start then, unless he’s gone further south. But I’d wager he’s holed up there in Shadow Falls. At least for the time being.”
Serena briefly closed her eyes. He was more right than he knew. She tapped the photo with her finger. And she was more confused than ever.
“The thing I don’t understand, well, one of the things, is why there was no sign of a struggle at the scene. We assume Goudy was killed elsewhere. But how does he just drop them somewhere, with no one noticing? Just how strong is this guy?” Super predator, Professor Beckley’s words, flashed through her mind.
“He’s done that before. In Minnesota and one in North Dakota. The victims were killed elsewhere and dumped. Shifters are preternaturally strong, even in human form.” Wes ran one hand through his hair, frowning.
“This is radically different from all of the previous murders, except the first, the one that started all of this. The other bodies were dumped out of sight, some not found for days. This one…your Marcus Goudy…was dumped in a pretty visible location.”
“What was different about the first?”
“She was found in her home, apparently murdered there and left. After that, the killings were all in remote areas. It’s like he was buying time, stalling or something, giving himself a cushion before the bodies were found.” Wes tapped the photo with his finger.
“Do you think he’s changing his methods? Or maybe he got spooked somehow?”
Wes shrugged. “Hard to know. Could be any of those, or he just decided to switch things up.”
“The cause of death…for the other victims?”
“Massive blood loss, usually from the neck wounds, sometimes from chest or abdominal wounds.”
“Head injuries?”
“Every one had massive head injuries along with broken arms or hands. For a serial killer, he seems to have a soft spot. All the victims were unconscious when he killed them.”
“Mr. Callahan…” Serena caught his look and smiled. “Sorry. Wes. I’m interested in taking this further, in having you work with me on this case. I’m not sure in what capacity though, I’d have to run it by my Lieutenant if you’re looking for any type of compensation or…”
Wes held up his hand. “That’s not my motivation for contacting you. While getting paid helps the cause, I’m more interested in catching this bastard before he kills again. I’m offering you my knowledge and experience…and whatever else I can provide.”
Until she leaned back, she hadn’t realized how tense she was, how tightly she’d held herself. Knowing Wes was willing to work with her, hearing him say the words had released some of the pent up anxiety she’d had since this case had started going sideways. And since she’d discovered Brody was considered the major suspect… the only suspect. Maybe it was just his confidence, his determination that lessened the feeling she was in over her head or in this alone.
Or maybe it was Wes. Maybe it was that simple. Maybe the thrill she felt, the wash of relief through her had nothing to do with the case. Maybe it had everything to do with her and how she felt about the man sitting across from her.
“So that’s what it takes.” His words caught her off guard. He was smiling again, that cocky smile he had worn in her office earlier in the day. Only this time, it didn’t irritate her. This morning he’d seemed like a slightly off-balanced guy looking for attention, his confidence misplaced.
Now, after seeing him, listening to him, being this close to him, Serena didn’t think he was off-balanced at all. The cockiness and confidence was seemingly born of experience and dedication, maybe an obsession with catching a killer, but not from any apparent delusions.
“Sorry? What takes what?”
Wes’s smile broadened. “That’s the first time you’ve relaxed since you got here. You’re probably the most intense person I’ve come across, in the force, I mean. Aside from myself.”
Serena blew out a breath. “This case…it’s been…” She held out her hands, palms up. “You’ve been there. What can I say?” He understood her, the case, like no one else could. That knowledge gave her a sense of relief, the first she’d had since she was assigned to the case.
“You can say yes to that beer.” Wes rose, setting his bottle on the coffee table. “You have to be off the clock by now. It’s after six.”
Serena looked at her watch. She’d been here over an hour, completely losing track of time. She wanted to get to Shadow Falls, ask if anyone had seen anything suspicious, anyone new that looked odd. Anyone other than Brody. Maybe take a walk out on the lake, look for wolf tracks.
“I can’t, really. Thanks. But I have some more work to do.” She rose from the couch and reached out, hand on Wes’s arm. He stopped, looking briefly down at her hand, and then his gaze slowly moved up her body until he was looking down into her eyes.
She met his gaze and that disconcerting electric current passed between them again. She tried to pull away, willing herself to pull her hand back from his arm. Wes moved closer. Some remote part of her mind said to stop, this wasn’t what she really wanted, but an overwhelming need to give in to the primal urges welling up inside of her took over, further diluting her already weakened resistance.
His lips on hers were soft, and that surprised her. But the intensity behind his kiss took her breath away. She was crushed against his chest, her hands sliding over the soft material of his sweater, fingers finding the warm skin of his neck, grazing over his pulse, his heart beating strong and hard, but not as fast as hers.
In that instant, the kiss deepened. The moans she thought were hers belonged to Wes, and she finally picked up her own sounds, whimpers and sighs, higher pitched, frenzied, mixing with his.
Wes’s hands slid across her back, one cradling the back of her head, the other coming to rest on the curve of her ass. She was held fast, weightless, bound to him, against him, in a wash of animal lust.
A deep heat bloomed deep in her belly, the first jolt hitting her like a sledgehammer. She cried out against his mouth, her tongue lashing against his, suddenly aching with a need so fierce it made her dizzy.
The chirp of her cell phone made her jump, the muffled ringtone of Mike’s call buried beneath her clothes, but Wes’s arms held her in place. She squirmed and pushed lightly against his chest, then harder, expecting to be released, but he only tightened his hold. A flash of panic surged through her and she turned her head, pulling her mouth away from his. Something snapped and he released her, stepping back. He ran the back of one hand across his mouth, his breathing harsh, the edge of a growl coming from deep inside him.
Serena fumbled for her phone from the pocket of her jeans and flipped it open, stumbling back a step and bumping into the sofa.
“Daniels.”
“Did I catch you in the middle of a run? You’re out of breath.”
“No, Mike, not running. Just…” She tried to draw a deep breath but it turned into a shuddering gasp. She watched Wes, standing in the dim light cast by the fixture from the kitchen. “What is it?”
“I wanted to catch you up on things. The interview with the jogger was a bust, all he saw was what he thought was a dead deer. But we tracked down Goudy’s roommate. The kid was at a party on campus until at least 3:00 a.m. Left drunk, headed for his dorm room. I got a list of names…”
“And he didn’t make it there?” Serena’s eyes were locked with Wes’s. He stood in front of her, hands on his hips, listening to her conversation.
“No. The last anyone saw of him, he was walking down Langdon, alone.”
“That fits with the time of death. Anything else?”
“No, Serena. It’s…are you okay? Where are you?”
“I’m fine. I’m…in the car, on the way home. The roads are a mess. I should go.” She flipped the phone shut, cutting off Mike’s next words.
“Partner?” Wes nodded toward the phone cradled in her hand. Serena looked down, then stuffed the phone in her pocket.
“Yeah. Follow up. The time of death is after midnight, before 5:00 a.m. or so and the last anyone saw Goudy was around 3:00 a.m., after a party.”
Wes ran one hand through his hair, messing up the thick black strands. Serena ached, for a heartbeat, to do the same, wondering what his hair would feel like between her fingers. She closed her eyes, willing herself to think about the case, the inexplicable desire returning, making it hard for her to think straight.
“Umm…it’s pretty much the standard MO. Finds them late, drunk or high, drags them off.” Wes paced away from her, and the space between them gave her a chance to get control of her racing mind and overheated body.
“Listen, Wes…I…what happened…I’m sorry.” She wasn’t sure that an apology made sense, but something needed to be said. Awkward silence crept into the air around them, swirling in the tangle of unwanted heat that threatened to suffocate them.
Wes spun around, closing the gap in two long strides, pushing himself back into that zone that sent her heart skittering in her chest.
“You’re sorry? I’m not.” He had her by the shoulders, smoldering eyes locked with hers. “Don’t ever be sorry, Serena, for letting yourself feel. Without that, we’re not human. We’re no better than our killer. We’re nothing more than animals.”
Chapter Five
She’d fled Wes’s hotel room. He hadn’t pressed her any further, hadn’t forced himself on her. If anything, he’d backed off, just enough to let her get away. She retrieved her car and sat for a long time, body shaking, trying to understand what had just happened, why she’d acted the way she had, why she felt so out of control. Finally, she drove away from the Hyatt, heading home.
The roads were messy, her lie to Mike bearing fruit. The highway to Shadow Falls was slick, the few inches of snow that fell turning to a slick sheen beneath the tires of people coming home from work.
The wipers thumped, clearing an arc through the snow. Traffic had slowed to a crawl and she sat, heater blowing on her feet, and thought about what happened with Wes. All of it, everything, was so out of character for her, so totally against how she usually behaved. Now, sitting here, her bare hands cold on the steering wheel, it seemed all kinds of wrong. Rationally, she was in no position to be kissing what amounted to a colleague, someone working with her on the case.
But in Wes’s room, in his arms, had she really wanted him? In that moment, rationality had left the room, leaving behind raw lust and some kind of dangerous, uncontrollable animal passion.
Serena finally turned down the main street in Shadow Falls. The snow was still falling, large fat flakes that swirled beneath the streetlights. She forgot about Wes and the case for a moment, lost in the magic of the falling snow.
A few blocks down on her right, the neon lights of Andy’s bar flickered, casting colored patches on the snow-covered sidewalk. She pulled up in front and parked. Andy’s was the oldest bar in town, the one where everyone ended up eventually. They served the best fish fry in the area every Friday and had a burger Serena was pretty sure she could live on, smothered in a secret sauce, tangy and sweet and spicy. Andy swore he’d take the recipe to the grave, no matter how many times Serena asked him for it.
Tonight, with the snow, it was just Andy behind the bar, and Joe Patterson, sitting in his usual place, watching the television, waiting for the game to start.
“Serena. How you doing? Want something to eat? I got the grill fired up with no one to feed.”
Serena pulled out a stool and sat, leaning her elbows on the bar. She realized she was starving.
“Yeah, I do. A burger with everything. And fries…no, onion rings.”
“Beer? Something stronger? You on the clock?” Andy tossed a patty onto the grill, the sizzle and smell making her stomach rumble.
“Leinie’s, please.”
Andy set the beer and a glass on the bar, but Serena grabbed the bottle, the pale amber liquid hitting the back of her throat in a smooth rush. When she set the bottle back on the bar, Andy was watching her.
“Long day?”
“Very.”
“I heard about the kid on the lake. It’s all over the news. Is that yours?”
Serena nodded, taking another swallow of beer. “Yeah. I’m lead.” She shook her head. “It’s my job, you know? But sometimes it’s a little…much.”
“I bet.” Andy turned back to the grill and Serena glanced up at the television. The local news was just starting and they were running the tape of Nowinski’s press conference. She watched, a tiny flag of resentment slowly unfurling in her stomach. He looked cool and professional, wearing his usual dark three-piece suit and crisp white shirt, subdued tie perfectly knotted at his throat. Even without the sound turned up he commanded the small screen, and she imagined his words, grave and reassuring, being recorded and written down, repeated and replayed everywhere. It should have been her up there.
Serena sighed. It was what it was and she needed to put it behind her and focus on the case. And with thoughts of the case, unbidden, came the memory of Wes, his hands on her body, his mouth on hers. A soft echo of the arousal she’d felt in his arms coursed through her and she remembered the feel of his body beneath her hands, the hard contours of his chest and arms, his eyes in the shadows. She played back every second of their kiss, still not sure who started it, not really caring at that moment.
It had been a long time since any man had kissed her like that. Her last serious relationship had been brief; a flurry of sparks and fire, burning out before she’d even realized it existed. Parker had complained bitterly that she always put her job ahead of him, and if she were honest with herself she would have to admit he was probably right. She’d been working her ass off, desperate to earn her shield, wanting more than anything—wanted more than she wanted Parker, apparently—to be made detective.
The day she’d gotten her shield, she’d come home, elated, to an empty apartment and a note from Parker telling her he’d had enough and couldn’t deal with it anymore. She’d been looking forward to celebrating with him, to a night on the town and a night in bed, but she’d ended up sitting alone in the quiet, dark apartment, drinking the entire bottle of champagne she’d gotten at the corner liquor store, getting drunk and feeling sorry for herself.
The next morning she’d gone to work with a pounding headache and an empty heart. But she had her shield and she wore it with pride. She’d worked hard for it. With Parker gone, it was all she had.
Andy set a plate in front of her, the huge burger alongside a mound of crispy golden onion rings.
“Everything’s hot, so have a care. Can I get you another?” He nodded toward the empty bottle. She couldn’t remember when she’d finished it.
“Yeah, please.” She picked up the burger, shifting it in her hands to keep the oversized burger and everything under the bun from sliding out. The first mouthful was bliss and she chewed slowly, relishing the spicy meat.
Andy came back with the second beer, setting it down in front of her. Reluctantly, she set the burger down, wiping her mouth on a paper napkin.
“Andy, I’ve got a few questions if you have a minute.”
Andy smiled, glancing around the bar. “As it stands, I’m all yours unless Joe needs something.” They both looked down to the other end of the bar. Joe was intently watching the television, a full beer clutched in his hand.
“You see anything suspicious around here lately? Any new guys in town? Someone you don’t recognize, perhaps?”
“This about the case? The one the guy was just talking about on the news?” Andy’s brows drew together sharply. “We got anything to worry about here in the Falls?”
Serena shook her head. “Nothing to worry about. Just following up on something. Other than that…you know the drill.”
“Yeah. ‘Ongoing investigation’…I’ve heard that before.” Andy leaned on the counter, voice dropping.
“But yeah, maybe. Paul Zillman rented the mill house to a guy, last week or week before, I can’t be sure. Said he was tired of having it empty, wanted someone in it for the winter. Kids kept breaking in, smoking pot, throwing parties.” Andy raised an eyebrow at her.
“You met him…he’s the guy you left with the other night. That’s the guy renting Zillman’s place, the only new guy I’ve seen around.” His face brightened. “But then, he’s okay, right? You know about him.”
Serena took a bite of her onion ring, feigning nonchalance. But her heart was thudding in her chest, and she felt like she’d choke on her food if she didn’t focus on chewing, on trying to be calm.
“Does the mill house even have running water? It’s been abandoned, hasn’t it? For years?”
Andy nodded. “Paul fixed it up last summer. He thought he’d use it as a guest cottage, rent it to people from Chicago or something. But no one wants to come to the Falls in the winter, so it’s been sitting there empty.”
“Yeah, makes sense.” She took a swallow of beer. “I’ll check with Paul. Thanks.”
Andy hesitated, looking at Serena. “You’d tell me…us…if you thought something…someone bad was in town, right? I mean, I know you don’t have, what do they call it…jurisdiction? But you’d let us know, right?”
She reached across the counter, resting her hand on Andy’s. “If I thought there was some kind of danger, yeah, I’d let you know.”
He patted her hand briefly. “Thanks, Serena. We like to think of you as looking out for us, you know.”
Joe called his name and Andy straightened before walking down the bar toward him. Their voices were a comforting drone at the other end of the bar. She finished her burger and sat with the last of her beer, watching the snow falling outside.
She fished a wad of bills out of her pocket. Andy had disappeared into the back so she left the money on the counter. The snow had let up a little, but flakes still fell. Her hands were instantly cold, skin feeling dry and achy, and she swore softly under her breath. She knew she’d never remember to call Delmonico’s tomorrow to ask if they had her gloves.
Her car was covered in snow and she pulled her jacket sleeve over her hand, brushing off the side window and door handle before climbing in. It was late, later than she wanted it to be. She started the car, flicked on the heavy wipers to clear the windshield, and turned the car around away from home.
The snow had stopped, the clouds breaking up, dispersing quickly. The temperature would probably plummet overnight without the cloud cover and Serena shivered at the thought. The moon showed its face, rising above the tops of the trees, the world suddenly bright and clear.
The mill house, perched above the falls, was the last remnant of the original mill that had once spanned the river, the falls powering the huge wheels that made flour. The mill itself had burned down decades ago, but the house where the mill owner had lived had been saved. It had been empty, almost derelict, for as long as she’d been here, and it surprised her that she hadn’t noticed work had been done on the building. It sat alone at the end of Mill Lane, a narrow strip of faded gray asphalt that curved up the narrow river and around the southern end of the lake. It was the only house on the road, shrouded by evergreens and overgrown underbrush.
The sign for Mill Lane leaned on its side, tilted away from the road. Serena thought if Paul wanted tourists from Chicago to find his guest cottage, he’d have to get the country road crew to fix the sign.
In the flash of her headlights, the sign read like an ominous portent, warning visitors away. She frowned in the darkness. It wasn’t like her to get spooked by a murder, no matter how grisly. But her meeting with Wes, the business part of the meeting, had left her with a disquieted feeling, as if she were looking at everything through a different, slightly eerie lens. As if nothing were what it really seemed.
The further she drove away from Madison, the more confused she became about Wes and their kiss, the tumult of feelings she’d had in his room. She had resisted, she didn’t want him – that she knew – yet something had pulled her to him, forcing her to abandon her true feelings for something else…something that she didn’t understand.
There was one thing that she was certain of; it would never happen again.
The thought of seeing Brody again, the memory of taking him into her bed, rose up, pushing any thought of Wes aside. In all reality, being lead detective on such a serious case meant that she should be thinking of nothing but the convoluted mess that had been left for her to untangle. Focus, she growled at herself. Focus on what really matters.
Mill Lane hadn’t been plowed yet and she drove slowly through the accumulated snow. There were no other tracks—car, human, or animal—on the road, and she wondered if Brody was even home.
But as she turned down the small driveway, she saw lights in the downstairs windows. She pulled up to the house, turned off the lights, and sat for a moment, watching the building. There was no movement behind the curtained windows. She wondered if Brody was even home.
Brody had left her early the next morning, before the sun was even up. She’d stirred and he’d kissed her, his hand reaching down to softly caress her breast.
“Go back to sleep. I’ll be around.” She’d heard him singing softly in the dark.
‘Fair thee well my black hair’d diamond…fair thee well my own Aisling.
Thoughts and dreams of you will haunt me…’
And then he was gone.
She climbed out of the car, crunching through the snow toward the house. The lake was to her left, and through the trees and leafless underbrush, she could see its frozen surface reflecting a dim white. In the dark, even with the moonlight, the far shore was just indistinct blackness. She scanned the snow-covered surface, hoping against all hope her phantom wolf would suddenly appear.
The sound of the falls reached out to her as she came closer to the building. The falls were a beautiful, soothing sight, but the thought of the cold water rushing over black rocks made her shiver. She jammed her hands deeper into her pockets.
There was a bell by the door, an old-fashioned kind that looked like it should be rung at a castle gate. She grabbed the rope pull and gave the clapper a tentative swing against the bell. It was surprisingly loud and she jerked her hand away.
She waited for what seemed like forever, stamping her feet. She was reaching for the clapper again when the door opened.
“Well, hello stranger. It’s been awhile.” Brody stood in the doorway, the light behind him casting his face in shadow. Serena squinted at him, jaw open, his deep voice hitting her chest like a ton of bricks, making it hard to breath. She fumbled, belatedly struggling to fish her badge out of her coat pocket.
“Come on in before you freeze to death.” She quickly stepped past him and he closed the door softly behind her. “Sorry, I was in the back, didn’t hear the bell.”
He moved ahead of her down the hall toward the living room.
“It’s okay, I won’t be here very long.” She hesitated and he stopped, turning back to her, his brows drawing together.
“Oh? Well, at least come sit by the fire. You look cold.” He took a step forward but she remained still. Confused, he looked back, grinning. “What? Are you not coming in? I don’t bite… or don’t you remember, Serena?”
Reluctantly, she followed him as he led her down a small hall that opened up into a large, two-story living room. She glanced up, following the lines of the exposed beams. They were massive timbers running the width of the room.
“Original beams, from what I’ve been told.”
“I’ve never been here before…actually, never been down the end of Mill Lane at all.”
“Come on and sit down. I’ve got a nice fire going. You want something to drink?” Brody took her hand, drawing her into the living room. There was a grouping of overstuffed chairs and sofa arranged in front of the fireplace. She took a seat on the couch, Brody dropping down beside her.
“No, I’m fine.” She glanced toward the fireplace, the stones along the front rising to the ceiling. She wondered if they were local.
“How did you find this place?” The heat of the fire warmed her face and hands, so very welcome after being outside in the cold.
“Mr. Zillman had an ad on a website, looking for a winter caretaker. I answered and he hired me…or rented to me…it’s a little of both.”
“Do you pay rent here?” She kicked off her boots, stretching her chilled toes toward the flames.
“I do. It’s a minimal amount though. Mostly I’m responsible for making sure the pipes don’t freeze, the chimney stays clear, and the windows don’t get broken by kids. I was told that had been a problem in the past. I’m also working on some of the outbuildings, repairing damages, things like that, weather permitting.”
He cocked his head at her. “So what brings you here tonight, Serena? You seem…different. Then again, this isn’t Andy’s bar.”
Serena bit her lip. Her cop instinct told her to play this cool, not let him know why she was there, but she knew – sensed – that she couldn’t fool him. He already sensed that something was different. She was torn. While she still wanted answers to her questions, now, here, she realized she wanted him as well. Something hot and sweet swelled inside her, a longing that should have taken her by surprise but really didn’t.
“No, it’s definitely not Andy’s. It’s…something else.”
He leaned back as she spoke, stretching an arm across the couch behind her. She suddenly wanted to be enclosed by that arm, held safe, like she’d felt when he’d held her that night as she drifted off to sleep. She tucked her legs beneath her, leaning against him. She rested her head on his shoulder, wishing the case would go away and she could just sit here with Brody and enjoy the fire and each other.
“Brody, we didn’t really talk much about our past when we were…um…together.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out her badge, holding it out to him, the flicker of flames brushing across the metal surface. He glanced down and his body tensed briefly.
“I’m a detective, Brody, in Madison. And there’s a case that I’m working on…” She tried to keep her voice steady but knew she wasn’t succeeding.
“A case? What kind of case?” His voice was strained.
“There was a dead body found out on Lake Monona this morning.”
“I see,” he replied, his voice light. “What does that have to do with me?”
“Nothing. It’s just…we think it may have been some kind of animal attack, a wolf…a really large one. I live out here, so I’m following up with residents who live along the lake.”
Finesse, Nowinski had called it. It felt more like an outright lie.
“Well then ask whatever you want. I’m … if I can help, Serena, I will.” She felt the tension leave his body and his voice.
“Couple of background questions, just routine stuff. Umm, okay, let’s start with what you do for a living. Besides take care of the property?”
He laughed, a nice low sound. Serena relaxed further. Maybe she could learn what she needed without ruining their time together. Stop, a voice inside her head warned. He was a suspect. Serena shook her head. He was Wes’s suspect, not hers. Not yet. Granted, Wes may have a strong reason to suspect Brody, but so far, there was nothing tying him to Goudy’s murder.
“I’m a writer.” He motioned with his head and she glanced over his shoulder. There was an old roll-top desk against the wall with an open laptop, its screen glowing blue beside a stack of notepads and books.
“Oh, I had no idea. What do you write?” She shifted, moving closer to him. He was warm and he smelled good, like wood smoke and cold air and spices. All male. She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath.
“I write fiction, mostly crime, murder mysteries, high-stakes robberies, stuff like that, with a little romance thrown in sometimes. I’ve got two books published and have a deal for three more. I’m pretty happy about that. It took a long time to get those first two published.”
Serena frowned, turning her head against his shoulder so he wouldn’t see. He wrote murder mysteries. The rest of what he said slid right past her. She fumbled for another question, hoping she sounded interested in his writing and not suddenly like the cop she was trying hard to be.
“Do you do research for your books?” She winced. Not the most subtle of questions.
He laughed again, but this time it held an uneasy edge. “Well, yeah, as much as I can. I mean, I don’t go around killing people, if that’s what you mean. But I try to be as accurate as I can. I…move a lot, for that research. I like my stories to be regionally accurate.”
Brody’s arm closed around her shoulder, his hand sliding up to caress the back of her neck. He shifted on the couch, turning slightly toward Serena, his fingers beneath her chin, tilting her face to him.
“Listen. My life’s pretty boring. I get up and write, and then I write, and then I write some more. In between I pound nails and hang drywall.” The corners of his mouth turned up in a disarming smile. “Unless I’m in the company of a beautiful woman. Then there’s all kinds of other things I’d rather be doing.”
He turned to her. “Listen. This must be awkward for you. It sure the hell is for me. I had no idea that you were a cop…”
“Would it have made any difference?”
“Not at all.” His eyes searched hers. “Serena, that night…it meant more to me than I could have imagined. Being with you…it’s been a really long time since I felt that way about a woman. I can’t expect you to feel the same, but…”
He leaned forward, brushing his lips against hers. Serena closed her eyes. Part of her, the police officer, the dogged detective following leads and asking questions, resisted. He was a potential suspect. He wrote murder mysteries. But then, so did a hundred other guys. And he was Wes’s suspect, not necessarily hers.
There was simply no denying that she wanted him, his touch on her skin, his mouth on hers. A deep, sweet longing unfurled inside of her, something so deep, so real that it was overwhelming. It wasn’t just that it had been so long since any man had excited her this much; it was Brody, the connection she’d felt. Still felt. There was more to this than just the physical. It went beyond the usual attraction between a man and a woman. The desire was so intense, so powerful, that it was hard for her to breathe.
She met his kiss fully, pulling his face to hers. She felt his smile against her lips and smiled back. There was a brief tangle of arms and legs as he pressed her back onto the couch, settling his weight on top of her. He resumed kissing her, slowly and deeply, the heat inside her competing with the heat of the fire, warming her to the very core of her being.
After a long time, Serena broke away, resting her forehead against his. “What’s that thing you sang to me the other morning?”
He’d moved to her neck, trailing slow kisses along her skin, lips warm as he worked his way down to her shoulder. His hands caressed her breast as he shifted again, hips moving restlessly, insistently, against hers, his intent very clear, matching her own.
“Hmmm…oh, yeah.” He raised his head, his eyes catching the light from the fire. “Shane McGowan…it’s a song. An Irish song. Some day when I’m not busy…” Brody’s fingers were slowly working at the button on her jeans. “…I’ll give you the history.” He looked up at her.
“You’re not black-haired, I know, but in the dark that night, your hair looked almost black, spread out across the pillow. You’re as close to a diamond as I’ve come in a long time. And you do haunt my dreams.”
His eyes flashed briefly and Serena wondered if it was from a glint of tears or passion. But he kissed her again and her mind was swept away by the sensations coursing through her.
When it finally became clear the couch was much too small to contain them and their rising passion, Brody rose, holding out his hand. “Come to bed with me.”
She rose, and he led her down a hall and through a doorway into a small bedroom. He turned to her, pulling her against him, hands resting on her hips.
“You’re beautiful, you know that? Take your hair down for me, Serena.”
Compliments always threw her off, leaving her feeling her timid and shy; she never knew what to say. Her face grew hot and she was thankful for the darkness. She pulled the elastic from her ponytail and Brody immediately ran his fingers through her hair, pulling a long swath over her shoulder.
“Beautiful, like silk.”
Before she could stammer out a reply, his mouth found hers again. She gave herself up to his kiss, surrendering to his hands on her body. Every touch, every gentle caress and forceful stroke fueled her desire, making her forget everything but him.
Slowly he pulled her shirt up over her head, dropping it on the floor. Her bra followed and Brody then spent long moments driving her crazy, first with his hands, palming her nipples, and then with his mouth, bending his head to her, sucking lightly, then harder. She shuddered, crying out his name, the center of her melting with desire, winding her fingers through his hair, holding him to her.
“You’re mine tonight, Serena. All mine.”
Brody straightened and pulled away from her, and she cried out again, intense longing sweeping through her. She caught his lazy smile as he tugged the zipper down on her jeans and then pulled them over her hips. She returned the favor, eager fingers working against his tightly stretched jeans, finally freeing him. He kicked them aside. His shirt was next and he pulled her back to him as he pressed himself against the soft skin of her belly. Serena sighed with contentment, her hands reaching up to his face. He smiled down at her.
“Miss me? I’m all yours now, for as long as you’ll have me.”
The heat building between them, his skin against hers, hands on each other’s bodies, set off a jolt deep inside. Her body jerked involuntarily, her hips pushing forward. Brody reacted, hands sliding down to cup her ass, thrusting himself against her. Pulling away from her, he buried his head against her neck, his moans muffled in her hair.
“Oh God, Serena. I want you.”
Brody reached down, sweeping the covers back on the bed. He lifted her easily, laying her gently onto the bed. He climbed in and stretched out beside her, his hand resting on her hip. In the soft light from the hall, she could just make out Brody’s features, his eyes heavy lidded and sexy, his mouth curled slightly at one corner.
Serena took in his broad chest with a faint covering of blond hair. Her eyes traveled lower, sliding over his flat stomach, then lower still. Her breath caught in her throat, eyes widening. She heard Brody exhale, a sound between a laugh and a sigh. Her face flamed and she closed her eyes, suddenly embarrassed at being caught gawking. He was perfect, almost too good to be real. It was pretty clear what he wanted. And it was the same thing she wanted.
“Open your eyes, Serena. Look at me.”
She opened her eyes. Brody held her gaze as he ran his hand slowly along her hip, tracing a line down her thigh before bringing his hand back up, his fingers now between her legs. Serena shivered with pleasure.
“There’s nothing wrong with looking, and I like that you like what you see.” His hand stopped and she whimpered, her legs relaxing, falling open, inviting his further touch. He smiled and his fingers resumed their path.
Within minutes he had Serena moaning as he stroked her slowly, his fingers teasing her, sliding inside, circling. She arched and twisted, seeking more contact, but he kept her on the edge. Each movement sent waves of heat through her until she thought she was going to explode.
“Please…Brody.”
He’d pulled her close against his chest and now he looked down at her. He caught her in a kiss, his mouth hard on hers as his tongue probed and thrust, meeting hers, the intensity betraying his desire.
Wordlessly he rose above Serena, pressing her legs apart with his knees. She offered no resistance, shifting beneath him, smiling in anticipation. He settled between her legs, just out of her reach as she squirmed and twisted.
“Brody…”
“Serena.” He caressed her face. “You’ve been thinking about me, haven’t you?”
“Yes…oh God…I want…” She wrapped her legs around his waist, trying to pull him closer, aching to feel him inside her.
“You want what?” His tone was light, teasing her, just as his fingers had. “You want this?”
He flexed his hips, just enough to bring him into contact with her, stopping at the last moment. Her frustration mounted and her moan turned into a growl.
“Tell me what you want, Serena. Say the words.”
“I want you, Brody. Now, please…”
“I want you too.” His claimed her mouth again as he slid into her, her moan of pleasure lost in his kiss.
He was everything she wanted, her body singing beneath his, every sense alive. Her hands roamed over his back, the feel of his skin, the muscles tensing and relaxing as he moved above her. She drew a deep breath, inhaling his scent, letting it fill her mind.
His hips pressed her to the bed, rhythm driving him into her body. Serena gave back as good as she got, rocking beneath him, meeting him stroke for stroke. Brody buried his head against her neck, his breath rasping against her skin. For an instant, she was swept away by the passion between them, the movement of their bodies together totally intoxicating.
They shifted on the bed, moving together, Brody cradling Serena against his body. She lost track of time and space, where she ended and Brody began. It was heady and delicious, the heat and arousal rising as the passion between them increased.
As it reached a fever pitch, Brody lifted his head, his eyes shining in the dim light, searching hers. “Serena…” It was part question, part demand.
She nodded, lifting her hand and placing it on his cheek. “Yes, Brody…I’m ready.”
With a sharp cry, Brody thrust harder, filling her completely, utterly. She let go, let her body take over and cried out beneath him, joining him as he climaxed. She shook in his arms, felt his body tremble in hers.
They lay together in a tangle of arms and legs, their hearts pounding, breathing fast and hard. The last thing Serena was aware of was Brody brushing the hair away from her face, kissing her softly. Then she slid into sleep.
*
“I’ll be right back.” Serena slipped out of bed, padding barefoot to the door. Brody was lying on his back, eyes closed. She slipped out of his room, walking quickly down the hall. She’d never gotten back to her questions, hadn’t gotten any confirmation of his identity. The ruse of the animal attack only worked here. Back at the precinct, she’d need to have something more solid than her impression of Brody. Her feelings for him.
With a guilty conscience, she pulled open a drawer on the roll-top desk. She hit pay dirt on the third drawer, finding a battered leather wallet. His driver’s license was inside and she slipped it out of the plastic sheath.
“Shit.” Her notebook was in the car. She grabbed a pen, flipping open one of the many notebooks on the desk, searching for a blank page.
“Are you lost? Do you need me to come get you?” Serena heard the springs on the bed creak, followed by footsteps on the hardwood, and she made a dive for her jeans, stuffing the license into the pocket before dropping them back on the floor. She took two quick steps to one of the floor-length windows that flanked the fireplace.
“No, just looking at the lake. It’s beautiful out here, even in the dark.”
Brody stood behind her, arms wrapped around her waist, chin resting on her shoulder. “It is. This is one of the prettiest places I’ve been in a long time.” He sighed, nuzzling the back of her neck, kissing a slow path from her nape to her ear, his breath like warm silk against her skin. “Come back to bed. Can you stay longer?”
“I have work…”
“Just for a little bit. I like you being in my bed. I like it very much.”
She let him lead her back to his bedroom. And she let him take her again, let him take complete control of her. In the end, she arched hard against him, straining against his weight, and he thrust once more, hard into her, poised inside, his lips to her ear.
“Let go, Serena. Let it happen.”
And she did. Her body was suffused with such intense waves of pleasure she felt herself slide into blackness, echoes of pleasure rippling out to every limb. Brody’s cries as he rose above her caught her, held her, and brought her back. She opened her eyes to watch as his face, vulnerable and open, poised on the edge. Her hand rose to his face, caressing him, as his body tensed and she felt him let go, filling her again with his release before falling onto the bed next to her.
It was late when Serena finally stepped out into the cold air, closer to dawn than she realized. Everything was silent, in only that way it can be in Wisconsin in the winter. Her breath rose in front of her face as she looked out across the lake.
Brody’s hand touched her elbow and she turned away from the cold. He stood in the doorway, bare-chested and barefoot. He pulled her back against him and she felt the warmth of his chest beneath her bare hands. She turned her face up to him.
“Don’t you ever get cold?”
“Not with you in my arms. Besides, after what just happened…” he tilted his head toward the living room “…it’ll take me a while to cool down.”
She reached up, planting a kiss on his lips. He pulled her closer, his lips on hers, the kiss deepening, the passion simmering just beneath the surface heating up again. One hand slid down her back, hand resting on her ass. His arousal was clearly evident and she ached to feel him again inside her. It took all her resolve to push away from him, breathing fast and shallow.
“I have to go.”
She climbed into the car and started the engine. When she looked up again, the door was closed. One by one the lights blinked out, leaving the building dark. She reached into her pocket, pulling out is his driver’s license, looking at his picture by the light of the dashboard. The guilt was like a knife through her heart and she quickly stuck the card back in her pocket. Even with the card was out of sight, the guilt remained.
Home had never looked so good. Serena climbed the stairs to her room, shedding clothes along the way. What she wanted was a hot bath, but the bed was far more inviting. She pulled back the quilt and sheet and slid naked between the sheets. They were cool against her skin and she shivered slightly, pulling the blanket almost over her head. The scent of Brody on her skin surrounded her, filling her mind with images of him.
She wanted to think about the case, plan what she was going to do in the morning. But she finally gave in, letting the images wash over her, replaying every touch between them, every move they’d made.
Serena tossed and turned, fighting with the covers. It was a long time before she fell asleep, and when she did, her dreams were filled with handsome men, all with fangs, all intent on claiming her, on making her their own.
Chapter Six
The autopsy suites at the Medical Examiner’s office were in the lower level of the building, accessed either by taking the elevator from the first floor or through the dock area at the back of the building, where the morgue van unloaded bodies and where funeral home vehicles picked them up.
She’d thought about calling Wes to tell him about Brody. But his words haunted her, his vow to put the bastard down. The bastard she’d slept with…again. She couldn’t do it, wouldn’t give him up.
At the Medical Examiner’s office, she drove around, parking at the rear of the building. Serena preferred the back entrance; it was a quicker route to the room she wanted and saved time, but it took her past several autopsies in progress and the huge bank of wall freezers where bodies were kept. Mike always insisted on using the front door, taking the elevator and arriving at the suite via several long hallways and past offices with people rather than rooms with cadavers. He’d told her many times how he hated the ME’s office, the smells and sounds of autopsies. Seeing a body in the field didn’t bother him as much, but seeing one lying on a steel table under the bright fluorescent lights made his stomach do somersaults.
Dr. Morgan saw her in the hall, exchanged a gruff greeting, and strode into the autopsy room, not bothering to wait for her reply. She sighed and started pulling on her gown, gloves, booties, and face mask, muttering under her breath about Mike’s tardiness.
“I heard that.”
Serena jerked around, dropping her mask. Mike grinned at her as he pulled on a gown.
“You’re late.” She grabbed another mask, slipping the elastic over her head.
“I know, but…” Mike reached for booties next, struggling to slip them over his shoes.
“But what? Is it that you don’t want to be here? I know you don’t like autopsies.”
Mike held up his hands, one still holding a paper shoe cover. “Whoa. Who pissed in your oatmeal this morning? It’s nothing like that at all.”
Serena blew out an irritable breath. Sleep had been elusive, first Wes, and then Brody playing feature roles in her dreams. Unbidden, vivid images spiraled through her mind; Wes kissing her as they lay naked. And then lying on a bed in the throes of wild, shameless sex. But it was Brody’s face she saw above her, with a snarling mouth full of fangs, dripping blood on her naked breasts. She’d tried to scream, but he’d bent his head to her neck and the sound died in her throat. Then it was Wes rising above her, exultant as he brought them both to a screaming climax. She’d woken up shaky and exhausted with a strange empty feeling in the pit of her stomach. Mike being late wasn’t helping her mood any.
“We should be in there.” Serena tugged her mask over her face, leaving Mike in the anteroom still pulling on his gloves as she pushed her way through the heavy swinging doors into the chilly air of the room.
The body – Marcus Goudy, she reminded herself – was already on the stainless steel table, draped in a green sheet. Serena took her place away from the table, trying to stay out of Dr. Morgan’s way. He was notoriously grumpy in the morning, prone to snapping at those who impeded his progress.
Mike entered the room, his face pale above the green face mask. He stood next to her, hands folded in front of him.
“Listen, about earlier…” He leaned toward her, his voice low.
“Not now. Later.”
“If you two are interested, I’m ready to start.” Dr. Morgan’s gruff voice echoed through the room. Not waiting for an answer, he pulled the overhead microphone into place and turned on the recorder.
“This is Dr. Chad Morgan, Chief Medical Examiner for Dane County. I’m assisted today by Dennis Porter and Leslie McCovey, both with the Medical Examiner’s office. Present also are Detectives Sparks and Daniels of the Madison Metro Police Department.” Morgan pulled back the green sheet with a flourish, revealing the ruined body of Marcus Goudy.
“We have a white male, five foot eight inches, approximately one hundred eighty seven pounds, appears well-developed and well-nourished…”
Movement at her side caught her attention and she glanced at Mike just in time to see him turn, face pale, as he bolted out of the swinging doors. Morgan looked up, his recitation interrupted.
“Detective, are you going to lose your breakfast as well this morning?”
The sound of Mike retching into one of the anteroom sinks was obvious. One of the technicians snickered and Serena shot him a warning look.
“I’m fine. You can continue.”
“How very kind of you to let me do my job.” Morgan glared at her over the top of his mask. He continued dictating in a methodical manner, going over the visual examination of the body, stating post-mortem changes. He began describing the injuries to the neck and chest and Serena took a step forward when she heard Morgan’s description include possible bite marks.
“Can you tell what might have bitten him?” Serena peered at the neck wound. All she could see was a bloody mass of tissue, ragged edges, and something white that she guessed was Goudy’s windpipe.
“I cannot. Although I can say whatever it was had an extraordinary amount of power in its jaws. Here…” Morgan pointed deep into the neck wound with a clamp, pulling out the white object and holding it up for Serena to see. “This was part of the cervical vertebrae.” He dropped it into a shiny steel basin with a tiny clatter of bone against metal.
“Oh.”
“Whatever did this had enough power to tear through the neck, sever the carotid arteries and jugular veins, and then crush the C3 and C4 vertebrae, hard enough to almost pulverize the bones.”
Morgan peered at Serena, his eyes narrowed. “Whatever did this is clearly not human. But whether it’s a wolf or dog or a bear for that matter, I cannot say at this time. I’m not an expert in bite marks beyond the realm of normal. And this is far from normal, Detective Daniels. We’re not talking about a Great Dane or a German Shepherd here.”
“I see. And you’ve…”
Morgan impatiently waved the clamp in the air. “Yes, before you ask, we’ve taken impressions of the bite marks before he thawed out, and we’ll take more of anything we find in the bones. But again, my impression—my strong impression—is this was not done by a human. Beyond that, again, I cannot hazard a guess.”
“Thanks, Dr. Morgan.”
“And yes, I’ll send you a copy of the report as soon as I’m finished.” He glared at her over the body and Serena backed away.
“One more thing.”
Morgan tapped the clamp on the edge of the table.
“We’re…I’m curious to know if you can tell if the bleeding in the brain was from an injury or a medical condition.”
“As I said yesterday, the amount of bleeding along with other injuries strongly suggests the victim was shaken into unconsciousness. While there are medical conditions that cause bleeding, the amount I saw yesterday on the x-rays indicates a violent and sustained degree of trauma and not a medical condition. And I cannot speculate how he received the cerebral trauma. Now, do you have any further questions?”
Serena shook her head. “I’ll just…” She motioned toward the door. Morgan nodded.
“See that you do.”
Serena bolted through the doors, almost colliding with Mike.
“He kick you out?” Mike was out of the green paper garb, a reassuring sight in his usual jeans and flannel shirt, his parka held in one hand, sipping a paper cup of water.
“More or less. You okay?” She tore off the paper gown, wadded it up, and tossed it in the nearby container. The paper booties and mask followed. She reached behind, adjusting the ponytail at the back of her neck.
“Yeah. It’s just…you know, I can see a dead body at the scene. But in there…” Mike gestured toward the autopsy room. “It’s just…I know it makes no sense.”
Serena nodded. “Morgan doesn’t make it any easier. He gets harder and harder to work with, but he’s so damn good. He said the bleeding was from being shaken, not from something wrong in Goudy’s brain.”
“Anything else to bring me up to speed?”
She reached into the locker where she’d stashed her things in and pulled on her jacket. “No, I think that’s all.” She turned and pulled on her hat, ready to head out through the dock doors. But Mike blocked her way.
“How’d your meeting with Callahan go?” Mike stood in the hall, solid and broad, a rock she’d need to move if she wanted to go forward.
Her heart skipped a beat and her face went hot. Wes, the look on his face after the kiss, wild and primal, eerie gray eyes in the dim light, flashed through her mind, quickly followed by her dream of him rising above her, taking her over the edge. Damn it, this wasn’t the time to be thinking of their kiss or her dreams. She needed to focus on the case.
“It went okay.”
“You learn anything you want to share? I know you didn’t want to tell Nowinski about Callahan, but I’m your partner.” Mike’s voice was low, his face holding a mixed expression, concern and maybe even suspicion. Not a look she wanted to see on her partner’s face.
“Yeah, I know that.” She looked up at him, scowling. “You think I’m holding back on you?”
Mike shrugged. “Let’s just say right now, you’re playing this a little too close to the vest for me. This is a big case and I want to see it solved. And I want to help make that happen. But if you’re looking to keep me out of the loop…” He held out his hands, palms up. “Then where are we? It’s a repeat of the Mary-Claire Burns case, where you shut me out and self-destructed.”
Serena winced. Mike’s comment touched a nerve, but this wasn’t the time or the place. “I’m tired, okay? It was late when I got home.” She saw Mike’s eyebrow twitch and it did nothing to make her less prickly.
“It’s not what you think. Callahan has a lead, a guy he thinks is good for Goudy and for the string of murders he’s been following. Turns out the guy’s living in the mill house in Shadow Falls.” It was another lie and about as far as she was going to go with how she knew Brody Sullivan.
Mike’s eyebrows rose and he whistled. “No shit. Does Callahan have anything solid that links this guy…what’s his name?”
“Brody Sullivan.”
“Name doesn’t sound familiar.” Mike shook his head.
“Yeah, he’s not a local. I want to run a check today on him. Here…” She pulled her notebook from her pocket and tore out a page. “Here’s the info from his driver’s license. See if you can find anything on him.”
“Does Callahan have anything at all tying these together? Something we could use? Any priors?”
Serena shook her head. “No, nothing. He’s not going on much more than a gut feeling and that Sullivan’s been in every city where there’s been violent murders of college kids. But nothing else.”
“Huh. So how did you find him? I mean Sullivan?”
Serena’s thoughts skittered in her head. There was no way she was going to explain to Mike how she really knew Brody. Not now, maybe not ever.
“One of the photos, one of the last ones with human tracks…it was taken just off the shores of Waubesa, right by the mill. I asked around at Andy’s last night and found out the mill house had been rented to someone matching Sullivan’s description. I paid him a visit and we talked.”
“No shit. And?”
Serena hesitated, a flush creeping up her cheeks. “And not much. He’s the guy Callahan says he is. But that’s not enough to do anything but keep an eye on him.”
“Maybe Doc Morgan will find something in the autopsy.” Mike dropped his gaze. “I’m really sorry, Serena, about what happened in there…and about being late.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry I snapped. It was…I didn’t get home till late, like I said and…well, yeah. Lack of sleep makes me bitchy.”
Mike’s laugh was gentle. “Yeah. I know. I’ve been there. So I’ll meet you at the office?” He shrugged into his parka.
“Yeah. I need to stop somewhere and buy some gloves though.” She wiggled her fingers in front of her face. “I left mine at Delmonico’s and my hands are frozen.”
They parted ways. Twenty minutes later found Serena taking the stairs once again to the third floor, stuffing her new gloves into the pocket of her jacket. Mike was already at his desk, scribbling notes on three by five cards. He looked up as she sat down.
“Nothing on Brody Sullivan.” Mike shook his head, reading from a note card. “He’s twenty-eight, born in Wichita, went to school there. Graduated from Wichita State, majored in English. That’s all I got so far.”
Serena bit her lip. “Callahan described him as the all-American boy. I thought he meant in looks, but Sullivan does sound like a corn-fed Midwesterner.”
She caught Mike’s look and pulled a face. “Yeah, he’s pretty good looking. Which makes me wonder why he’s killing males and not females. He’d be shooting fish in a barrel if he went after women. They’d fall all over him.”
“Maybe he’s gay?”
Serena ducked her head, covering her sudden embarrassment with a cough. “Not sure. Didn’t ask. Can you check for a Brody Garwood, author? Sullivan said he’s a writer, uses a pen name. Maybe there’s a connection.”
“Yeah, okay.”
Serena’s cell phone rang. For an instant, her heart fluttered and she hoped it would be Wes. But it was Evans, the ever-diligent officer who’d canvassed the ice fishermen.
“Detective? I think I found Goudy’s clothes.”
“Where?” Serena tapped her desk and Mike looked up.
“Underneath the Terrace roof, by the railroad tracks. Someone called it in.”
“We’ll be right there.” She stood, flipped her phone shut, and grabbed her jacket. Mike was already on his feet, reaching for his parka.
“What’s up?”
“Might be Goudy’s clothes under the Terrace roof.” She was headed for the door, Mike right behind her. “I’ll drive.”
The Monona Terrace walkway straddled John Nolan Drive, creating a tunnel for multiple lanes of traffic and a single railroad track. On the northeast side of the street was the now-obscured mural painted on the backside of an office building, something done in the 80s. Serena found the mural interesting, but even before the Terrace was built, the mural was hard to view. Law Park was too far away and the only other alternative was driving by in a car. Neither option was appealing.
Serena drove alongside the railroad track as far as she could. They climbed out, walking toward Officer Evans.
“CSU is on their way. I’ve taped off this side and as far down the other side as I could.”
“Thanks, Evans. Who called this in?”
They walked awkwardly on the railroad track toward the yellow crime scene tape, flapping in the cold breeze.
“Not sure. You’d have to check with dispatch. There wasn’t anyone here when I arrived.”
They walked a few feet further. “Here’s where I went in, straight line, had a look then and came back out. I’ll have CSU take a boot print to rule out mine, if I left any. So you’re not confused.” His last statement was delivered to Serena with a smirk. She turned, ready with a retort, but Mike stepped between them.
“Thanks, Evans. Can you wait down there?” Mike pointed back to where the car and Evan’s black and white was parked. “You can send CSU down after you give them that boot print.”
Evans nodded to Mike and flashed a veiled look at Serena before turning back. Serena and Mike walked on, cars streaming by only yards away.
“What was Goudy wearing?” Serena raised her voice to be heard above the traffic.
“Jeans, a black t-shirt, black skater shoes. A hoodie, black, and then a zip front jacket, also black. T-shirt had a logo, something white with letters. Zoo something.”
“Zoo York.”
They reached the yellow tape and stopped. Ahead was a pile of dark clothing, flecks of white visible.
“There’s a million footprints here, we’re never going to sort them all out.”
Serena ducked beneath the tape, eyes on the ground, walking in Evans’s tracks. “Here…and here.” She squatted down, pointing to the left.
“The ground’s frozen, has been for a long time. These…” She waved her hand over the dark earth. “These are all old. But here, where the snow blew in last night, this is fresh.” She pulled out her phone, snapping several photos of the snowy ground.
“The tread looks generic though. CSU can run it through their database just the same.” She fished an evidence marker out of her pocket, setting it down next to the print.
Serena stood and looked over the area. Garbage was strewn along the railroad tracks, debris from passing cars. The area didn’t generally have a great deal of foot traffic. It was a railroad right of way and walking along it was considered trespassing.
“Does it strike you odd that someone would dump Goudy’s clothes after the murder?” Mike was behind her and she turned to him.
“I think everything about this case is odd, Mike. From the start…it’s all weird.”
“You think those tracks are from whoever dumped the clothes?”
“Right now, a strong maybe. That’s as good as it gets. We’ll have to wait…”
“Hey Daniels,” Serena turned. The lead CSU Investigator, Renee Vitori, had just arrived, leading her team of technicians.
“Renee. How you been?”
“Good. Glad to see you. We need to catch up some time. Not now, obviously.” Renee was already eyeing the scene, and Serena could see the wheels turning in her friend’s mind. She and Renee met on the Mary-Claire Burns case and had hit it off immediately. But their conflicting and hectic schedules kept them apart more than Serena would have liked. Renee was the only other woman Serena had really connected with and she missed talking with her.
“This is connected to yesterday’s lake murder?” Renee nodded over her shoulder in the direction of the lake, hidden by the bulk of the Terrace.
“Yeah. Marcus Goudy. We think these are his clothes.” Serena pointed to the small bundle. She nodded at Mike. “You know my partner, right? Mike Sparks?”
“Sure do. Still freezing your balls off, Mike?” Renee grinned, winking at Mike. “We need to find you some kind of thermal...”
“Yeah. I get it.” Mike scowled at the women. “I got work to do. I’m going to call dispatch, see if they got a name on the caller.”
Renee and Serena watched Mike walk away. “Still doesn’t let anyone tease him except you, huh, Serena? You two are like an old married couple sometimes.”
“Yeah. That’s Mike.” Serena watched him, his cell phone pressed to his ear.
“I got a boot print from Evans, the ass. What’s that guy’s problem? Does he hate all women?” Renee turned, directing her team, barely pausing for a breath between commands.
“So we’ll do the usual. Anything you want us to look for?”
“Yeah. Here…” She led Renee to the evidence marker she’d laid down. “This shoe. If you can get this and any others you find in the snow, that’d be great. We’re also looking for hairs, dog or wolf, on the clothes.”
“Dog I get. But wolf?”
“Yeah. It’s an…unusual case. I think…”
Serena’s cell phone chirped. She held up a finger to Renee and dug the phone out of her jacket pocket, flipping it open. “Daniels.”
“Serena…I’ve been waiting for your call.”
Wes’s voice was cool, deep…and utterly commanding. Serena’s heart went into high gear. She covered the phone with one hand.
“I gotta take this.”
Renee nodded. “I’ve got work to do. I’ll be in touch.” She strode away into the gloom beneath the overpass. Serena waited until Renee was out of earshot, involved in a conversation with another CSU guy.
“Wes. You were first on my list, but all hell’s broken loose this morning.” She closed her eyes, willing her heart to slow down.
“What’s the latest development?”
Serena drew a breath, held it, and considered what she should say, how much she should tell Wes about the investigation, the clothes…the strange boot tread. He wasn’t on the payroll, he was just a guy…
“I want to see you.” The words were out of her mouth before she realized it, almost pulled from her against her will.
“I want to see you, too.”
She heard the smile in Wes’s voice and her breath came up short, every nerve in her body tingling. She closed her eyes and Wes was immediately there, masculine and sexy, lips waiting for her kiss.
“Would wanting to see me have anything to do with the case, or with something else?”
“With…the case. What other reason could there be?” She opened her eyes, focusing on Renee, watching her move cautiously through the scene, pointing, talking, all efficiency and professionalism. Everything Serena wasn’t at the moment.
“Nothing. Just curious.” His voice still teased her. “I think we should meet. Get caught up…on the case.”
“Where are you?” Serena bit her lip, too late to take back the words. She should have him come to the precinct, have Mike there, have anyone else there. Even the desk sergeant from downstairs. But she wanted Wes Callahan. It was sudden and overwhelming, and she was compelled to act by something deeper than logic and rational thought.
“I’m at the Hyatt. Right where you left me.”
“I’ll be right there.” Serena flipped her phone shut, jamming it back into her pocket. Renee was busy and so were the rest of the group. Serena walked quickly to her car, slipping inside and backing out of the railroad right of way, bumping over the curb and skidding out onto the street. She glanced out the sidewinder, saw Renee watching her, but turned her head and drove off, toward the Hyatt. It wasn’t until she arrived that she realized she’d left Mike without a ride to the precinct. It bothered her that she didn’t care; he could catch a ride with Evans or Renee.
She showed the valet her badge and handed him her keys without a second thought. Her feet took her straight to the elevator and then down the hall to Wes’s room. She knocked once and the door opened.
“Hi, Serena. Come on in.”
He held the door open and she slipped inside. The door had barely closed when he had her in his arms, his mouth coming down on hers, hard and fast. Her first instinct was to pull away, to resist, but her mind went blank and her body quickly gave in. A feeble protest rose up in her mind, but it was overridden by the heat that engulfed her body.
She gave in, giving back as hard as she got this time, her tongue seeking entrance to his mouth, biting his lips, his growls making her instantly hot and wet. Wes broke away, looking down at her.
“Serena…I thought you wanted to talk about the case.” He held her at arm’s length and she tried to fight his grasp. She was here about the case, damn it. But the words in her mind were not the words she spoke.
“No…I want you….” She pulled away from him, yanking down the zipper on her coat and shrugging out of it.
There was no hesitation then from either of them. Wes’s hands were everywhere, as were Serena’s. They made their way down the short hall to the bedroom, Wes pinning her to the wall as he grabbed her bra, easily tearing it in half before dropping it to the floor. Serena’s fingers were at the zipper of his jeans, tugging and pulling.
And then suddenly they were naked, bodies pressed together, standing in the hall. Wes grabbed Serena’s ponytail, pulling the long end around her throat, his face against her neck. She could feel the hardness of him pressing against her stomach and she twisted against him. His growl this time was tempered with a moan, a sound that set off a deep smoldering ache inside Serena.
“You’re all I’ve thought about since I saw you, since I kissed you.” His breath was hot against her cheek and she tried to turn toward him.
“Wes…”
“Don’t talk.” He pressed his hips forward, pushing her back against the wall. One hand slid between her legs, his fingers finding her center, probing and stroking. Serena let her head fall back as Wes released her ponytail, the soft swath of her hair falling across one breast, dark against her pale skin.
His mouth was on hers again, hot, insistent…she wanted more of him, all of him. She slid one leg over his muscular hip, opening herself further, blatantly thrusting her hips forward. There was no ambivalence in her movements. And it was obvious Wes knew what she wanted and that he wanted the same thing. She gasped as he pulled his mouth from hers.
“Turn around.” He spun her around, sending her off balance. Serena put her hands out, palms flat, her cheek pressed against the wall.
Wes’s hands were at her hips, pulling her back against him. He was there, thrusting against her, seeking entrance. She arched her back, looking up at him over her shoulder.
Feral was the first word that came to her mind. Wes’s lips were pulled back in a grimace, his eyes half-closed as he looked down, watching the two of them come together. And then he was there, inside, thrusting hard and all thoughts left her mind. Only feeling and sensation remained. Only Wes.
And those feelings and sensations, everything Wes did to her felt foreign, oddly surreal as though it were all just a dream. He held her, one arm wrapped around her waist, the other hand planted beside hers on the wall. The sheer power of his body as he moved, as he drove himself inside her, was immense. There was nothing Serena could do but ride along, held fast in his grasp.
Her body was headed toward the edge, Wes driving both of them forward, controlling the whole encounter. There was no holding back, not that she wanted to. Everything was spiraling faster and higher, she and Wes locked in an ancient dance of power and pure animal sex.
Serena’s breath came in ragged gulps of air, Wes’s breathing rasping into the hair at the nape of her neck. He began a cadence of moans and growls, escalating in pitch and intensity.
His cry as he came was piercing, a primal sound, triumphant. She struggled against his arm but it was useless. She was no more able to get away from him than she was able to deny her body, to deny her own climax.
The cry she heard next was her own as she broke, as Wes took her over the edge, and she plummeted downward. Her body dissolved, twisting and shaking, her mind going blank. In that moment she was grateful for Wes’s arm; it was the only thing keeping her from crashing to the floor.
It was over. Wes was breathing hard against her shoulder, slowly lowering her to the carpet. She sank to her knees, falling back against his solid form, his hard thighs beneath hers. He held her then, far more gently than she’d have imagined, as his breathing slowed.
“Damn, Serena.” He stroked her hair, now loose from the elastic, flowing over her shoulders, damp at her temples with sweat.
“This is beautiful.” He held a strand between his fingers. “Like dark chocolate…bittersweet…decadent.” She felt his lips on her cheek, his tongue caressing the lobe of her ear, and the hot center of her body reacted instantly.
“Wes, stop.” She struggled to sit up, kneeling on the carpet, her back to him.
“Stop. Interesting concept.” He shifted behind her and she turned to find him sitting back against the wall, watching her. “What if I don’t want to stop?”
“I need to stop.” Serena reached for her shirt, eyed the ruined bra, and then pulled the shirt over her head. Her jeans were nowhere in sight and she couldn’t remember when they’d come off. For some reason, that bothered her immensely.
“Yeah. Okay.” Wes stood, holding his hand out to Serena. She looked at it for a moment and then took it, letting him pull her to her feet. She stood and met his eyes.
“We found Goudy’s clothes.”
Wes’s eyes narrowed. He scooped his jeans from the floor and stepped gracefully into them.
“Find anything that might tie Sullivan to the murder?
He walked bare-chested and barefoot down the hall and Serena followed. Her jeans were flung over the end of the couch, and she snatched them up and quickly pulled them on.
“Not yet, but CSU was just starting to process the scene when you called, so we won’t know anything until they’re done.”
Wes was in the kitchen, rummaging in the refrigerator. She heard the clink of glass and he reappeared with a beer in his hand. He sat in the same chair he’d been in yesterday, stretching out his long legs and propping them on the coffee table.
Serena sat on the couch, suddenly uneasy and tense, not knowing why, unable to find a place to put her hands. She finally rested them on her thighs, her fingers tapping out a restless beat against her legs, a beat that matched the chaos that suddenly swirled through her mind. A sudden image of Brody rose in her mind, standing in the doorway of the mill house, silhouetted against the soft light inside.
“Did you follow up on Sullivan? Find his hiding place?”
Wes’s words took her off guard, her thoughts suddenly voiced. She struggled to keep her face neutral, reminding herself that no matter what had just happened, he was the man who had told her, point blank, that he’d kill her prime suspect with no hesitation.
“Yeah. Mike did a routine background check, everything checked out. Like you said.” Her voice trailed off, the rest of his question hanging in the air between them.
Wes watched her and she had the unsettling feeling for a moment that she was the suspect, the prey. Then he smiled, that cocky arrogant smile that sent her heart rate soaring.
“I’d have expected no less. He’s just a guy from the Midwest. An all-American boy who comes up clean. At least that’s how it all looks… on the surface.” He took a swallow of beer.
Serena nodded. “Not much else to go on right now until CSU gets back to us about the clothes.” She hesitated. The question she had now, the one that rose up in her mind, wasn’t about the case. She heard her voice before she could stop herself.
“Is there anything else I need to know…not about Sullivan, but about you?”
“This isn’t about the case anymore, is it, Serena?” Wes held her gaze and she struggled not look away. Her fingers grabbed at the denim of her jeans and she forced herself to relax.
She shook her head. “No. It’s…gotten personal. With us.”
“It has?” Wes raised his eyebrows. Serena’s shot up as well.
“It’s not for you? We just had…” She gestured behind her toward the hall. “…that. There. You can’t say that’s not personal.”
Wes leaned back in his chair, resting his arm across the back. “That was sex.”
Serena snorted, her brows drawing together. The corner of Wes’s lip curled in a sardonic smile. She narrowed her eyes, a small part of her mind wishing she’d never met Wes Callahan.
“We’re adults here, two consenting adults who are attracted to each other. Really attracted. And we acted on that. I’m sure as hell glad we did.”
Serena shook her head. “And that’s not personal?”
“What do you want, Serena? A declaration of love? We met yesterday, sparks flew, lots of sparks, and here we are. I don’t see anything wrong with that. You’ve had a fling before, haven’t you?”
Serena scowled, her hands clenched again. She blew out a breath, lips held tight together.
“Really? Never?” Wes leaned forward, setting his beer on the table. “I don’t believe you.” He rose, closing the small space between them. Serena looked up, drawing in a sharp breath. She could smell him, the dark, rich scent of him, mixed with the smell of sex. His voice had dropped, down to some frequency that vibrated deep inside her body.
“You can’t tell me you’re not attracted, that having sex with me hasn’t been on your mind since yesterday. Since we kissed.” He reached down and grabbed Serena by the shoulders, pulling her up from the couch. Her heart thudded into overdrive.
“You’re aching for it now. It’s coming off you in waves.” He bent to kiss her. Serena turned her head but he grabbed her chin with one hand. She met his eyes and drew in a shuddering, shallow breath, her mind telling her to pull away, to leave. This was not what she wanted.
Wes held her gaze, the corner of his mouth twitching with that infuriating grin. She wanted to wipe the smile from his face and show him he was wrong.
But in slow motion, against her will, her body gave in and she lifted her face to him, lips parted, hands coming up the warm skin of his chest. She pressed herself against him, craving as much contact as she could get, frustrated at the material that kept her from his hard body.
“I told you.” Wes’s smile deepened and his hand shifted, cradling her face, his thumb running over her lips, setting off a charge low in her belly. Her lips parted and Wes slipped his thumb between them. She bit down, her teeth sinking into his flesh, a hair’s breath away from breaking the skin. Wes laughed.
“You’re a terrible liar, Serena.”
His hands slid down her body, catching the edge of her shirt, pulling it up. Serena stretched her arms over her head, her hair crackling with static. Wes dropped her shirt on the floor. His hands rose, finding her breasts. She arched against him and he palmed her nipples, a sound between a gasp and a sigh leaving her lips.
Serena wound her arms around Wes’s neck, pulling him closer, her lips seeking his. He gave her what she sought, his mouth on hers, his hands wrapped in her hair. They stood locked together as Wes quickly undid the snap and zipper on her jeans. She tugged them over her hips and kicked them aside.
Suddenly Wes broke their kiss, an arm reaching beneath Serena, picking her up as if she weighed next to nothing. He held her and she wrapped her arms around his neck as he strode down the hall toward the bedroom.
Once inside, Wes tossed Serena onto the bed. She caught her balance, propping herself up on her elbows. Wes stood at the side of the bed, looking down at her, that infuriating grin still in place.
Serena watched as, with deliberate slowness, Wes undid the zipper on his jeans, then slowly slid them down his narrow hips. She ached to touch him, to feel him against her, to have the weight of him pressing her into the bed. But he stood, eyes dark and hooded, looking down at her. Her breathing was fast and shallow and hard as she tried to focus on his face, her eyes drawn back down his body to the apex of his thighs. He was hard and, she imagined, just as hot as she was.
The heat in her belly spread lower, pooling between her legs. She moved on the bed, lying back, shifting restlessly. She was helpless under his gaze, unable to do anything but give herself up to him, on the verge of begging him to satisfy the gnawing hunger inside her.
After what seemed like an eternity, Wes climbed onto the bed, stretching out beside Serena, his mouth on hers. She immediately pulled him over her, scissoring him around the waist with her legs. He laughed against her mouth and she raked her nails across his back. He pulled away, looking down at her.
“You’re turning into quite the animal. I’d suspect you had shifter blood in you…” His unspoken question lingered between them. But Serena was intent on Wes, on having him inside her again, having him quench the fire he’d started burning deep inside her.
She pulled him down on her, her mouth devouring his, arms around his neck. He claimed both her mouth and the space between her legs as if it was his, the only place he wanted to be. His solid weight held her down just as she’d imagined it.
And then he was there, pushing against her. She spread her legs, hips rolling to meet him, opening to whatever he wanted to do to her. He pushed himself up from her, his eyes locked with hers as he slowly slid himself into her. It seemed to take an eternity, there seemed to be no end to the sensation of being filled by him, by the heat, the hardness. He finally held himself still, buried deeply, completely inside her body
She let out the breath she’d been holding as he pulled back. His eyes caught the light from the hall, flashing silver as he watched her face, as he held himself just at the edge of her, his hips twitching just enough that she could feel him moving, but not enough to have him back where she wanted him.
“You can’t tell me this isn’t what you want, Serena.” His voice was low, a velvet-covered growl. “I want it and you want it. Don’t deny it.”
She had no words for him, just the ache, the hunger in her body and the need to have him fill her again. With a whimper, she forced her hips against him, asking him with her body, begging with her movements.
“And that’s my answer.”
He was inside her in one long stroke, hard and fast, knocking the breath out of her lungs in a whistling grunt. She tried to brace her legs against the mattress, her arms against his shoulders, but there was nothing she could do but let him do as she had asked…as she had demanded.
Serena flung her arms wide, head thrown back, as Wes took control of her body with his. He slid one arm beneath her waist, lifting her hips higher, her body reacting in ways it never had with anyone else.
Wes’s head was buried against her neck, his open mouth hot against her skin. The heat between them, the slick way their bodies moved together, fueled Serena’s desire. There was a hot, sweet ache at her core, an ache that grew deeper with Wes’s hard, possessive thrusts.
She moaned, twisting her head, her body moving beneath Wes’s as much as his grasp would allow. She felt weightless even though Wes’s body held her firmly to the bed. She was floating, her body so very conscious of everything he was doing to her, every thrust, every breath he exhaled against her skin, every sound he made.
And then she fell apart, her body shaking beneath him, her fists grasping the blankets. She rose against him and he let her, pulling her up with him as he sat back on his heels, never breaking contact with her, never stopping his relentless thrusts into her body.
She came up with him, arms around his neck, face to face as she climaxed. His eyes were locked with hers, reading something in her face, seeing something there that she would never know. His body was rocking them both, driving deeper, pulling her down onto him. There was nothing she could do but hang on to him, fingers somehow wound in his thick dark hair, legs wrapped around his waist. She was flying, soaring, and he was all that was holding her down.
When Wes came she thought she would be torn in two. He thrust up hard once, drew back, held himself still, and then brought her down, his hands on her hips, impaling her as he pushed up sharply, crying out, filling her with his hot, wet heat. His eyes finally closed as he rose up on his knees, his hips thrusting forward with their own rhythm. Serena held on, watching his face, the ecstasy and pain mixed in his features. She thought maybe now she knew what he’d seen in her face.
He fell forward suddenly and she landed on her back, the feel of the blankets against her skin a surprise. Wes held her by her hips, still thrusting into her but it was slower, erratic, the final few accompanied by a deep groan. He finally pulled away and rolled onto his back beside her, one hand resting on her thigh.
“Jesus, woman. You’re going to be the death of me.” He turned and looked at her, his fingers caressing her skin.
Serena closed her eyes. Her body was heavy, leaden, and she felt drugged. The ache and hunger inside was sated for now, but with Wes there beside her, she had the distinct impression that it would all come rushing back if she so much as looked at him. She sat up, slightly lightheaded, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed. It occurred to her that again, she’d probably missed a meal somewhere.
“You can’t tell me you didn’t enjoy that.” She looked at him over her shoulder. Wes rolled onto his side, propping himself up on one elbow.
He was right: sex with him had been mind-blowing, absolutely amazing, something she’d never experienced in her life. But in some remote part of her mind she felt betrayed by her body, tricked into the whole thing.
“I…” Serena tensed, turning her head toward the bedroom door. “That’s my cell.” She climbed out of bed, again searching for her jeans, finding them where they’d been tossed the last time. She fished her phone out of the pocket.
“Daniels.”
“Serena. Where the hell have you been? I’ve been calling you and it just goes to voice mail. Nowinski wanted an update and CSU sent a report over on the clothes, preliminary, but still something.”
Her brows drew together. “I’ve been following a lead. What does CSU say?”
“Renee said you asked for them to specifically check for hair samples. They found some. And your hunch was right.”
Serena looked up. Wes was leaning against the archway by the kitchen, arms folded, watching her. He’d pulled on his jeans and suddenly Serena felt exposed and vulnerable, standing naked by the couch.
“Right about what?”
“The hair. They found human hair, which is to be expected. They think it belongs to at least three different individuals, maybe more, including Goudy. And they found canine hair…either wolf or dog.”
“Did someone get a sample from Goudy’s dorm room? When will they have the DNA back?”
“Yeah, there’s a sample. Report…not until tomorrow afternoon, at the earliest. Nowinski put a rush on this.”
There was silence from Mike, and Serena hesitated. Wes had moved into the living room and stood by the end of the couch.
“Serena? You still there?”
“Yeah, still here. Listen. I’ll be back in about thirty minutes. Can you tell Nowinski I’ll be there?”
The sigh on the other end was heavy. “Yeah. Okay.” The line went dead. She flipped her phone shut.
“I gotta go. Now.” She looked for her shirt, finding it on the floor in the corner. She tugged it over her head. Her panties were history and her jeans were on the floor by her feet. She tugged them on, found her boots and sat down on the couch, slipping her feet inside before realizing she was minus socks.
Wes sat in the armchair. “CSU got a hit?”
Serena nodded, thoughts racing. “Yeah, they got…something like a hit. But it’s my lieutenant…you know, on the warpath.”
Something was wrong. Words rose in her mind and suddenly she wanted to tell Wes everything that had been found, including that she’d found Brody Sullivan. But she knew she’d decided not to tell Wes about Sullivan, knew it was a bad idea. And the hair from Goudy’s clothes; it was too soon to say anything.
The lack of control she’d had during sex was spilling over into her professional thinking. And this was bad, very bad. All she wanted now was to get away from Wes Callahan, before she said something – do something – that she’d regret.
“Listen, I’ll call you with…when I know more. Right now I gotta get back.” She stood up, pulling on her jacket, and Wes rose, following her to the door. She opened it and before she could step into the hall, Wes put his hand on her arm.
“Remember what I said, Serena. Consenting adults. No one forced you to come here. You did that all on your own.”
For the second time in as many days, she fled down the hall, trying to put as much distance between her, Wes Callahan, and everything that had happened. But she knew there was no way in hell she’d be able to forget. He had a hold on her, and it terrified her.
Chapter Seven
Mike was at his desk when Serena got back to the precinct. Her hands were cold; her new gloves had already gone missing. And her feet were bitterly cold, rubbing painfully against the inside of her boots. She poured coffee and sat down at her desk.
“Nowinski stopping by?” She blew on the coffee before taking an experimental sip.
“You just missed him. I told him what I could, said you were working the case. He seemed satisfied, for now.” Mike looked up at Serena. “You got anything from your…lead?”
She winced at Mike’s tone. “I was doing some research on shifters.” The irony of that statement was not lost on Serena.
“Oh? Learn anything that might help the case?”
Serena took another sip of coffee. Things Wes had said came back to her. She shrugged. “The main difference between werewolves and shifters, as it applies to our case…werewolves are compelled to kill. Shifters kill like humans kill, for the same reasons.” She felt silly, parroting Wes’s words, but there was nothing else she could think to say. It all sounded weak, evasive, and she took another sip of scalding coffee.
“So you’re thinking this wasn’t just a…crime of passion? Something uncontrollable? That Goudy was possibly targeted, stalked, and then murdered?”
Serena nodded. “Yeah, something like that. I think Goudy fit the killer’s requirements: alone, drunk, and easily subdued.”
“So you think this is guy’s a serial killer? Like any human serial killer?”
“Yeah. Decker said the victims in Wausau and Point were all male, either drunk or otherwise impaired. They could have just as easily fallen prey to any killer. But our guy apparently likes taking this one step further and changes into a wolf to do the killing.”
“You think that’s part of the reason he kills? Or he uses that to hide that he’s human?”
Serena shrugged. “I have no idea. It could be a way to try to hide his identity. Although a two hundred pound wolf-man shouldn’t be all that easy to hide.”
Mike shook his head. “This case is really turning foul. And it’s not doing you any good either.”
Serena’s head shot up. “What the hell does that mean?”
“It means I know you. This is Mary-Claire all over again. You’re not sleeping, I bet, or eating. You’re distant, secretive…and this is only day two.” Mike’s voice was gentle but his words cut through Serena like a knife. Her anger was instant and hot, words pouring out of her mouth before she could call them back.
“Look, Sparks, you don’t like how I’m handling this and you want off the case, just ask Nowinski.” She stood up, pitching her coffee into the garbage. “I got work to do. If you’re interested in the case, I suggest you do the same.”
She grabbed her jacket and left the office, banging through the stairwell door. At the first landing she stopped, sliding down to sit on the bottom step. Mike was right, but it wasn’t the case that was consuming her. Right now it was Wes Callahan.
Someone opened a door above her and Serena rose, hurrying down to the lobby. What she wanted now was a shower and a change of clothes. She could smell Wes on her skin and in her hair. And she wanted desperately to do her job and find Goudy’s killer. She wanted to make things as right as she could.
A gust of cold air took her breath away as she pushed through the doors. The temperature had dropped since that morning, the sky above a crisp blue, the kind of blue that only came in winter in the north. Serena looked up, watching a trio of crows fly overhead toward the lake. They made her think of Goudy, alone on the ice, with just the crows. She shivered, jammed her cold hands in her pockets, and headed toward her car.
The ride home in the early afternoon was far less congested than it would be later. She took the turn off for Shadow Falls, passing by snow-covered Mill Lane. She wanted to see Brody again, feel his arms around her. But the tingle on her skin and the overwhelming images that still crowded her mind – it was all Wes. It made it impossible to even think about Brody without Wes’s face appearing, his growls and cries echoing in her mind. It was too soon, too soon to seek out Brody.
Serena shook her head, focusing on the case. Just because Wes liked Brody for the crime didn’t make him the killer. If he really was responsible, questioning him for no reason would spook him, make him nervous. He might run.
But it was becoming harder for Serena to separate her point of view from Wes’s. He was persuasive in more ways than one. In some ways, she felt totally on top of the case, with a solid suspect and mounting evidence, certain that the one missing piece that would tie the whole thing to Brody was going to be found with Goudy’s clothes. But it was Wes’s voice she heard, reciting all that in her head.
Her own voice was far less confident. It doubted everything, including this wild attraction she had for Wes. Here, in Shadow Falls, driving slowly down the street she lived on, her own voice came back to her, questioning everything she knew about the case, looking at every fact and theory with cold objectivity. She could almost do the same with Wes, could almost – almost – remember being with him and not feel the overwhelming physical sensations he’d aroused in her. Almost, but not quite.
She pulled into her driveway, collected the mail from the box, and unlocked the back door. Her house was chilly so she turned up the heat. The refrigerator briefly caught her attention, but she detoured past it and headed up the stairs. A shower and clean clothes held more appeal that eating.
The warm water relaxed her and the scent of her shampoo made Serena feel safe. She thought that was an odd emotion for shampoo to elicit, but she didn’t want to think about shampoo or how she felt. She wanted to think about the case and in the Falls, in her home, that meant thinking about Brody.
He was the only suspect at the moment, with no evidence tying him to Goudy’s murder. Serena stepped out of the shower and wrapped herself in a towel, padding down the hall to her bedroom. She found her cell phone and dialed CSU, Renee’s direct extension.
“Vitori.”
“Renee, it’s Serena.” She sat on the edge of the bed, more than tempted to settle back and pull the afghan over her while she talked. But this was business so she pushed the thought of sleep out of her head.
“You’re looking for information on Goudy? You talk with Mike?”
“Yeah, he said you found hair on the clothes. Just wondering if you had any…”
“If I had any preliminary results? I know you. You’re worse than a pit bull sometimes. Let me see…” There was a prolonged rustling of papers. Serena could hear voices in the background.
“Here. We found a lot of hair. From what I saw while we were bagging it, there are samples from at least four different individuals, probably more. We have a sample of Goudy’s for comparison and on visual, I’m pretty confident some of it belongs to him.”
“That makes sense. They were his clothes.” Something tugged at Serena’s thoughts, something that wasn’t quite adding up. But Renee went on and she lost the thought.
“You said he’d been at a party, right?
“Yeah. On campus.”
“Okay. We found a few individual hairs, one Asian, probably female, judging by length and the fact that it’s been chemically processed. If you can get samples from the kids at the party, I can compare them.”
Serena sighed. She’d ask Mike in the morning…if Mike was still talking to her.
“Then we have a bigger sample, Caucasian, black hair. Probably male judging by length and condition; it’s untreated. But that’s only a guess. There’s another sample, also human, Caucasian, dark brown. Possibly male, again, only a guess by the length and lack of chemical processing.” Renee paused. “But this is odd. I didn’t notice this before. There are lots of those, actually more than Goudy’s.”
“I don’t like the sound of that.”
“You’d expect to find a lot of Goudy’s hair on his clothes, right? People typically shed up to a hundred hairs every day during the telogen phase when the hair is dormant. But here, there’s more hair from the fourth sample and many of them are in the growth phase with the follicles still attached.”
“That means they were pulled out of someone’s head, not just normally shed hairs?”
“Yeah. Exactly.”
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
“I hesitate to say this, but yeah, I think they were planted.”
“Shit. I don’t need any more weird with this case.”
Renee laughed. “Then I hope you’re sitting down. We found what you asked us to look for: animal hair.”
“Wolf? Or dog?”
“Hard to say. It’s canine, but it could be a wolf-dog hybrid. It’s definitely not a typical dog or wolf hair. Could be Goudy pet someone’s dog at the party. Or a dog walked through the crime scene; transfer could have happened then. Unless I had a sample for comparison…you know the drill.”
“Thanks, Renee. When are you running the DNA on the samples?”
“Well, we started that today. Nowinski was pretty clear this case takes priority. So we started with the human hair from the samples that were most numerous.”
“Okay. Should I ask if there was anything else?”
“You should ask what there wasn’t. No blood. Not a drop.”
“You’re kidding? How the hell does someone get torn open and his clothes not have blood on them?”
“The ME report said he had traumatic cerebral hemorrhaging, right? I’d say he was shaken hard enough to scramble his brains, his clothes were removed, and then he was taken somewhere else and murdered. Also, by the way the clothes were arranged, I’m pretty confident this was staged. Which fits with the theory the hair was planted. It was all a little too perfect.”
Serena leaned back on the bed and massaged her forehead with her free hand. “This is great, Renee. Really.”
“You want the DNA as soon as we get it, right?”
“Yeah. And Renee? Do one more thing.”
“Anything for you, Serena.”
“Run DNA on the wolf hair.”
There was silence on the line. “DNA on canine hair?” Renee’s surprise was evident in her voice.
“Yeah. And when you do that, compare it to the human hair.”
“Okay. Which sample?”
“Both. The Caucasian samples, the ones you think are male.”
“Will do.” Renee hesitated. “Is there something I should know that might help me here? You keep calling it wolf hair…we don’t know what it is.”
Serena sighed. Fatigue made her mind fuzzy. She sat up abruptly, the room spinning slightly. She closed her eyes.
“Just a far-fetched theory, Renee. Nothing that would help you right now. And if Nowinski asks about the DNA, tell him I asked for it.”
“Don’t worry. I will.” Renee paused. “Serena, are you okay? I know you hate when I ask that, but you sound a little stressed. I know it’s been a while since we had a chance to talk, but you…”
Serena drew a deep breath and opened her eyes. The room held still. “No, I’m fine. It’s this case…you know, it’s just so fucking weird.”
“Yeah, I know. But Serena…take care of yourself, okay?”
“Thanks, Renee. I will…I am.” Serena flipped her phone shut. She eyed the afghan longingly. It would be so easy to just pull it over her, to let sleep come, to put all this out of her mind, even for just a little while.
Abruptly she pushed herself up from the bed, the towel falling to the floor. She had a job to do and feeling sorry for herself wasn’t going to catch Goudy’s killer. There were so many things that didn’t add up. Where was Goudy killed? How did he get onto the lake without the killer leaving any tracks? She was missing something and it bothered her.
Serena dressed in clean jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, adding a sweater. Her instincts told her to start in Shadow Falls. If Brody was the killer – and she desperately hoped that wasn’t – then maybe he’d killed Goudy here, taken him up through the chain of lakes, and left the body, leaving one set of tracks in and back. There were holes in her theory, but right now the case was more holes than anything solid. She was here, Brody was here, and that was good enough for the moment.
The sky had clouded over again and the light was diffused, the shadows disappearing, mixing with the grays and whites of the landscape. She walked down her street, turned left, and headed toward Mill Lane. She took deep breaths, the cold air filling her lungs, clearing her mind.
Mill Lane was unplowed, her tracks from yesterday the only ones in or out. The country trucks apparently had no reason to plow the road and unless Zillman had told them about Brody, they probably assumed the mill house was vacant. Serena stepped off the main road, walking in the tread marks she’d left the night before.
She stopped right where the drive curved toward the house. The house was dark, the windows curtained. If Brody was home, the house gave no signs. She hesitated, the sudden desire to see him flaring inside her.
Instead, she turned left and walked off the road and down the shallow incline to the edge of the lake. She stopped, looking out across the frozen expanse, trying to gauge where the channel to the next lake was. There seemed to be a gap in the trees, but from here it was too hard to tell. She had no intention of walking all the way to Lake Monona, and so she turned back, scanning the shoreline.
The brush was too thick to see much of anything and she stepped out on the ice. The snow was deep and undisturbed. Even through her boots, her feet felt the chill. There were no signs of wolf tracks or any tracks for that matter. If there had been a wolf here the other night, all signs had been obliterated.
She walked out about thirty feet, far enough distance to see past the trees up the hill and down the rest of the shoreline.
From here, she could see the mill house rising up through the bare trees. The windows on this side were dark as well. There was no movement above her and she kept walking, her eyes on the house. The garage in the back came into view, painfully new compared to the original structure. She couldn’t see a car, but she was looking at the back of the building. Discarded construction debris was piled up against the garage. There were old paint cans and stacked lumber. She also noticed the drywall scraps, which were soggy and disintegrating.
Her feet crunched through the snow, breaking through the thin crust that had formed on the top. The only other sound was the chirp of a bird somewhere close by. Chickadee, by the sound of it.
The shore continued to curve and she found herself on a small bay, not far from the falls. She heard the hushed sound of falling water and tried to imagine where the old mill would have stood. She stepped further out onto the lake and then turned, looking back at the mill house. It had never been apparent to her before that the house sat on a blunt point of land, extending out into the lake. The views from the house must be amazing, with a panoramic view of the lake.
She thought she saw movement at one of the windows, the flick of a curtain. With her back to the lake, she circled the house, the side of the garage coming into view, the upper story of the house now obscured by gray tree branches.
There was another movement in a different window, almost as if someone was watching her watch the house. The thought flickered through her mind that it might be Mr. Zillman. If it was Brody, she thought by now he’d have come out or called to her.
Serena suddenly froze, her heart stopping at the first shattering crack of ice, the sound like a gunshot in the frigid air. Something shifted beneath her feet and she felt herself drop. She flung her arms out for balance and then she was up to her chest in the frigid water, ice pressing against her body. The cold sucked the breath out of her and she tried to hold still, a remote part of her mind trying to remember what the hell she was supposed to do.
Another chunk broke free and she plunged beneath the surface, the cold water covering her face, filling her mouth. She struggled, kicking upward toward the surface, her clothes suddenly as heavy as chain mail. She kicked again and her head broke free of the water. Gasping, she flung herself across the ice at the edge of the hole, her arms spread wide. She tried wiggling onto the edge, but another section broke off and she scrabbled her fingers against the snow-covered ice. She couldn’t gain any purchase and she started sliding back into the icy water.
The scream on her lips died as the water covered her face again. Everything was going numb, her clothes dragging her down. She closed her eyes and felt herself go weightless. It would be so easy to just let go, just float away.
Her feet touched the bottom of the lake and her eyes flew open. It was dark but she could see diffused light from the hole above. She bent her knees, pushed off as hard as she could against the bottom, and tried to use her arms to propel herself upward.
When she broke through the surface again, she heard someone yelling, felt something hard beneath her groping hands. The water cleared from her eyes and she saw Brody, lying across the ice at the edge of the lake, pushing an extension ladder toward her. With the last of her strength, she grabbed a rung, one hand slipping from the cold aluminum. She panicked, scrambling madly before finally managing to get both hands onto the ladder. She pulled as hard as she could, lunging across the ice. More chunks broke free.
“Serena, just hang on! I’m going to pull you in!” The ladder started moving away from her and she panicked again, but he was pulling her out of the water now. Another section of ice broke free and she almost lost her grip. But the ice was getting thicker beneath her, and she felt herself being pulled up onto it. She had enough strength to wrap her arm around a rung, pulling herself further onto the frame.
Inch by inch Brody pulled the ladder toward him, dragging Serena out of the water and across the ice. Her hands were numb and when she tried to adjust her grip on the ladder, she realized her hand had frozen on to the rung, her movements pulling away the skin on the palm of her hand. Everything was moving in slow motion and she struggled to regain her grip.
“Take my hand! Come on…reach!”
She lifted her head. Brody was there, his hand inches from hers. She lunged forward once more, her fingers touching his. He gripped her hand and with incredible strength he pulled her forcibly to her feet. Serena shivered uncontrollably, her teeth clacking together. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t get her legs to cooperate, and she sagged against him. He caught her easily, picking her up in his arms. Serena was dimly aware of the soft texture of his shirt against her cheek, the steady thud of his heart beneath her ear. She closed her eyes and willed her body to stop shivering, but she only shook harder. Brody’s arms tightened around her as he climbed the embankment to the mill house, banging through the door and striding into the living room.
She was dimly aware of his hands pulling off her wet clothes. Time seemed to fold over on itself and things stopped making sense. She was freezing cold but her skin felt as if it were on fire and she tore at her shirt.
“Stop, Serena. Let me.” He held her hands for a moment until she stopped struggling and then pulled her shirt over her head. The room spun again and she closed her eyes.
There came a brief moment of consciousness, startlingly clear, and she realized she was naked on the couch. Things grew fuzzy again, and then she was wrapped in a blanket. The cold was like a stream running through her body, as if the icy water from the lake had gotten inside her, into her veins. A fresh wave of tremors shook her, a combination of cold and shock, and she closed her eyes.
There were sounds to her right. She opened her eyes and turned her head. Brody was adding logs to a roaring blaze. She struggled to sit up as he sat back, staring into the flames for a moment. Then he turned and rose, saw that she was looking at him, and came to kneel beside her. He pulled the blanket over her shoulders, chafing her arms with his hands.
“The fire should be going in a minute. We need to do something with your hair.” He reached up, brushing a damp strand from her forehead.
“ ’S…okay. Just…I’m….” Serena pulled back from his hand and her teeth chattered, cutting off her words. She wrapped her arms around herself beneath the blanket.
“It’s okay…you’re okay.” His voice was low, soothing. She focused on his eyes, blue and clear, anything to distract her from how cold she was. How frightened…and how close she’d come to dying on the lake.
“You’re…wet.”
Brody shivered slightly, and she remembered he hadn’t been wearing a jacket. “You must be…half frozen.”
He looked down at himself. “I’m fine.”
“You should change.”
“Yeah, I will.” He stood, looking down at her for a moment, his face drawn with concern. “You’ll be okay for a minute?”
She nodded, pulling up the blanket higher when he left the room. Serena stared into the fire, the warmth of the flames finally reaching her. The horrible leaden feeling was leaving her limbs and her mind. She struggled to sit up further so she could see the rest of the room.
Everything was in chaos. There were several open packing boxes lined up by the door to the kitchen, hastily packed, their contents exposed. She could see clothing, books, and papers sticking out of them. She turned, looking over her shoulder at the roll-top desk. It was empty, the laptop gone, the top scattered with crumpled papers.
“Not what you expected?” Brody walked back into the living room, wearing just a faded pair of sweatpants. He stopped at the end of the couch, eyes meeting hers briefly before sliding away to look at the boxes. He shrugged.
“Or maybe it is.” He looked around the room before walking to the fireplace and picked up another log, adding it to the fire. He watched the flames tasting the new log, licking up the sides, as if deciding whether or not to consume it. He spoke without turning, his voice tight.
“I know why you were here yesterday, what you think I’ve done.” He turned, looking at Serena. His eyes held a mixture of fear and resignation.
“How could you know why I was here?” She held his gaze, eyes narrowed. His sudden smile took her by surprise. For an instant he was the handsome guy she’d met a few days ago, not the tense figure he was today.
“You’re a detective at heart, Serena. And you don’t play coy very well.” He hesitated, eyes locked with hers.
“You’ve met Wes Callahan. He’s the one who told you about me…about the other murders.”
She couldn’t deny it, couldn’t lie to Brody. He’d see right through it. That much she was certain.
“And so you’re leaving?” A sliver of fear sliced through her body and the shiver she felt had nothing to do with the cold. She pulled the blanket even higher, wondering what he’d done with her clothes and her gun.
If he thought he was a suspect and he was the killer, she was in way over her head. Her heart started to race but she willed herself to remain calm and not panic. He may have just saved her life, but that didn’t mean he could be trusted.
“This is how it is now. This is my life.” He walked toward her. She pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. He sat on the floor in front of the fire, leaning back against the couch. His hair was tousled, still damp, darker along the nape of his neck. He spoke without looking at her.
“Wes…you think he’s told you everything. That I’m a shifter – a killer – dangerous. Someone who needs to be put down. Someone to be afraid of.”
Serena pulled her knees up to her chest. Brody turned, meeting her gaze. “It’s not what you think though, is it? I’m not what you think. I’m not a killer and you know this. Deep inside, you’ve always known that it couldn’t possibly be true.”
“But you are a shifter?”
He hesitated, turning back to the fire. The light caught his face, outlining the high forehead, the full lips.
“Yes. I am a shifter,” he nodded, his voice a deep rumble. “That part is true. The rest of the story…isn’t.”
“All of it? Everything you think I know is a lie?”
“All of it, all made up by Wes Callahan.” His voice was resigned. Serena’s brows drew together.
“Why would Wes Callahan make up a story implicating you in a series of murders across several states, Brody? How does that make any sense?”
Brody turned again, looking up at Serena. His eyes were intense, the blue darkening, turning almost black in the flickering light of the fire. Serena noticed his hands were fisted against his thighs. But his voice was cold, the resigned tone suddenly gone.
“Because Wes Callahan is also a shifter. And he killed my father. Our Alpha.”
Chapter Eight
They sat in silence for a long time as Serena tried to make sense of his words. He’d turned away and was watching the fire again. When he finally spoke, his voice was choked with emotion.
“My father was the Alpha of our pack…our leader. We had a pack that was scattered all across the country. Wes was a member of our pack. But being a member wasn’t enough for him, even when my father trusted him to help him lead. He wanted to be Alpha and set his mind on challenging my father’s status.” His voice trailed off and he was silent for a moment. Then he drew in a deep breath.
“He didn’t challenge him though… he didn’t even give him a chance to fight back. He ambushed him, caught him alone, and tore out his throat before he even had a chance to shift.”
Serena looked at Brody’s face in the firelight. Shadows filled the room, but the glow of the flames showed a man clearly torn by loss. He was hunched forward, chin resting on his knees.
She knew she shouldn’t believe Brody just because she so desperately wanted to make sense of it all, to believe him. But she also knew the most adept serial killers could fool even the most experienced investigators.
“What happened then? You ran? Why?”
Brody turned to her, his face earnest. “I didn’t run. I left to warn the other pack members. Wes tried to ambush me the same way he did my father…but I outsmarted him.”
“And what about the rest of the murders? In the Dakotas? Minnesota? Up north?”
“All Callahan. He’s been one step ahead of me every time. All those men, they were pack members…guys I grew up with, men that my father respected. Including Marcus Goudy.” Brody’s eyes were steely blue, full of anger and loss.
“He’s the hunter, they’ve been the prey. And because Wes used to be a cop, he’s been able to plant evidence, make it look like it’s me…that I’m the killer.”
Serena sat up, the blanket slipping from her shoulders. She caught it, clutching it in front of her. She swung her legs over the edge of the couch. Somehow this story rang true… it all suddenly made sense.
“Brody, if you’re innocent, there are ways of proving it.”
Brody shook his head. “Callahan’s the best there is at this, Serena.” His laugh was bitter. “He’s had lots of practice. This guy in Madison? That’s his, what? Eighth victim, not counting my father.” He turned to Serena, his hand on her knee, his fingers sliding beneath the blanket before coming to rest on her bare skin.
“How the hell am I supposed to fight someone so obsessed with wanting me dead? Someone who knows the system inside and out?”
Her own words surprised her, but they felt right as she said them. “With someone else who knows the system inside and out.”
Brody’s eyebrows shot up. “So you believe me?”
“If you’re innocent in the Goudy case and I can prove it, I will. I’m not interested in sending an innocent man to jail.”
Brody held her gaze and Serena felt herself drawn into those blue eyes all over again, like she had the first time they met. The blanket slipped further and she let it go, her shoulders exposed to the heat of the fire. A remote corner of her mind balked, told her this wasn’t the right thing to do. Sullivan was a still a potential suspect in a brutal murder, was wanted for the murder in Kansas. He was someone she’d been afraid of only a few moments ago.
That voice was lost in the swirling thoughts racing through her mind. Her fear had melted. It just wasn’t there anymore. It was replaced with a helpless giddy feeling rising from deep in her body, spiraling upward, taking over any rational thought. Everything faded except the touch of his hand on her skin, the sensations running through her body.
“You do believe me.” His voice was soft and his grip tightened on her leg, his eyes locked with hers, pulling her into those blue depths. Her heart skipped a beat and she leaned forward, placing her hand on his bare shoulder.
“I…can’t say that I don’t, Brody. But if you’re innocent…” Serena was suddenly very aware that she was naked beneath the blanket, that he’d removed her clothes. The thought of his hands on her, undressing her and seeing her body, sent her heart racing. She knew what that felt like, how his touch could make her body sing. And she wanted – needed – to feel that again.
Brody shifted his body, rising up on his knees, turning toward her. Without thinking, she leaned forward and their lips met. He hesitated briefly before he returned her kiss, his mouth hot and supple against hers. She let him part her lips with his tongue, the first brush against hers sending a wave of arousal through her body.
Her hands released the blanket and it pooled around her hips. She reached for him, her arms around his neck. He shifted in her grasp, turning her before he pulled her off the couch, effortlessly guiding her to the rug. The weight of him, the hot feel of his skin next to hers was intoxicating and she pulled him closer, her mouth hot on his.
Brody shifted his weight, one hand sliding down her body and over her hip. She arched her back, pressing herself against him. He moaned against her mouth and flexed his hips, driving them against her. The thin fabric of his sweatpants did nothing to conceal his arousal and Serena was aware, with every movement of his body, how hard he was, how hot and ready for her. Just as ready as she was.
His hand left her hip briefly, his body pulling away. She whimpered slightly, the loss of his weight and heat leaving a space inside of her. But then he was back, the material gone between them, skin against hot skin, and Serena smiled against his mouth. With wanton abandon she rolled her hips up, opening herself to him.
He met her fully, sliding into her with an exhalation of breath that was part groan, part cry. For a moment he held himself there, pressing even more deeply into her, his mouth open against hers. When she thought she could stand it no longer, he pulled back.
Brody rose above her, cradling her face between his hands, his eyes locked with hers as he pushed forward again, filling her completely. Serena slid her hands up his body, over the hard planes of his chest, her fingers in his thick hair.
Her body reacted to every move he made, aching for him as he pulled back, exultant as he thrust forward. Together they created a delicious friction, a heat that warmed her like no fire ever could.
Brody dropped his head to her shoulder, grunting with each powerful thrust. Serena was aware of every subtle movement his body made as her hands slid over his sweat-slicked skin, his chest expanding as he drew in gasping breaths. Then lower, as the muscles of his hips flexed and bunched, over and over, as he thrust into her.
Her body took on a life of its own as she writhed and twisted beneath him. He brought her to a shattering climax. She heard screams and realized it was her own voice, noises she’d never heard coming from her lips. She flung her arms around Brody’s neck, her legs around his waist, and clung to him, her anchor in the swirling storm that threatened to sweep her away in ecstasy.
The exquisite sensations continued to wash through her. She slowly became aware of Brody, the subtle changes in his body, as he grew harder, his thrusts becoming erratic, sharper. He held her for a long moment, arms around her, hips pressing her to the floor, every muscle tense. Serena felt suspended, the aftershocks of her climax slowly fading, as she waited and watched him, poised on the edge of his own release.
When he came, it almost took her breath away. He shuddered briefly then threw his head back, eyes closed, mouth open in a silent scream before thrusting hard and deep, each stroke now accompanied by such deeply erotic sounds Serena found herself responding, a second orgasm washing over her.
Brody looked down at her, his eyes deep blue, his breath coming in ragged gasps. She arched up against him, her own breathing just as harsh. Swiftly he lowered his head, catching her mouth in a kiss so deep, so full of arousal and passion, that she was instantly consumed by it. He broke away with a moan and she whimpered as he buried his head against her neck, his thrusts slowing, his body slowly growing calm against her.
“Serena…” He drew a ragged breath against her skin. He lifted his head from her shoulder, looking down at her. “I’d say that was intense, but that doesn’t even come close.”
“It was…it was pretty amazing.” Serena struggled beneath him, her hands on his chest. “Let me up.”
He rolled onto his side, his back to the couch. Serena sat up. The heat from the fire licked her skin and she felt like one of the logs lying on the hearth. But the real fire was lying beside her, watching her, and she had almost let him consume her. He propped himself up on one elbow, his other hand caressing her hip.
“You okay?”
She turned and looked down at him. His face was relaxed, far more than she’d ever seen. Her eyes slid down his body, the smooth skin, the narrow waist…further, over his hips.
She closed her eyes. Maybe this was wrong, just as wrong as sleeping with Wes. Both men were dangerous, both distracting her from what she should be focusing on, the case, on catching Goudy’s killer.
But maybe this was different from Wes. Or maybe she just wanted it to be different, maybe she didn’t want to feel used afterward. Used…or controlled. A chill slipped past the warmth of the fire and she hugged herself tightly. Wes was a shifter, someone who controlled her to get information. Brody was a shifter…who wanted her to believe that he was innocent.
“Serena? You alright?”
She turned to Brody. “I don’t know. I …something’s not right. With this.” She waved her hand between them.
He frowned at her. “What do you mean…something’s not right?”
She scrambled to her feet, suddenly very afraid. Brody rose as well, concern etched onto his face.
“I want my clothes.” Her voice was even, cold. Distant. “I want them now.”
His hands were on her shoulders, fingers that had just caressed her now holding her, restraining her.
“Calm down. We didn’t do…I haven’t done anything to you that you didn’t want –that you didn’t need, just as much as I did.”
She twisted out of his grip. “Don’t tell me we’re two consenting adults here, both of us acting out of free will.” She was shaking, suddenly angry and embarrassed. After Wes, she should have known better.
“I fell for that line with him…I’ve fallen for that line before.” She tried hard to hold his gaze, faltered briefly and then thrust her chin out, glaring at him.
Brody’s eyes narrowed. “You slept with Wes Callahan?”
Serena took a step back, suddenly feeling the sting of his anger. “Who I sleep with is none of your business.” The warmth from the fire was intense and she circled away, back toward the couch.
“Yes, Serena…it is.” He took a step toward her and she turned away, the backs of her legs bumping against the couch.
“Stop running away from me for once. Just listen.” He held out his hand, pointing to the couch. She looked at him and she was suddenly aware they were both naked, the fire sending specs of orange hues across their skin.
“Give me my clothes.” She grabbed the blanket from the floor, awkwardly wrapping it around her. “I’d rather have this conversation wearing my clothes.”
Brody grabbed his sweatpants and pulled them up over his narrow hips. He left the room and she heard him banging around somewhere in a different part of the house. She clutched the blanket as he came back, something other than her clothes in his hands.
“Your stuff’s still wet. Here.” He held out a sweatshirt and another pair of sweatpants.
“Thanks.” She held the blanket against her a moment longer, then dropped it and pulled on the clothes. They were Brody’s, far too big for her slim frame. She hitched the pants up, pulling the drawstring as tightly as she could. The sleeves of the sweatshirt covered her hands and she roughly pushed them up her forearms.
“Where’s my gun?”
“On the kitchen table. Are you planning on shooting me now for wanting to be with you, Serena? Or arresting me at gunpoint?” He ran an exasperated hand through his hair, scowling at her.
“Neither. But I am a police officer and I want my gun.”
Brody pointed and she padded barefoot through the open door. Her gun was lying on a towel on the table. She picked it up, checked the rounds, and tucked it in the waistband of the sweatpants, hoping to hell it didn’t fall out. Her boots were on the floor and she tugged them over her bare feet. They were soaking wet and her feet were instantly cold. Her socks were missing and at that moment, she had no desire to even ask where they were.
Brody was putting another log into the fire, crouched in front of the roaring blaze. He stood as she came back into the room.
“You have some explaining to do, Brody.” She pulled out the desk chair and sat, eyes locked on him.
“Do shifters have other abilities, besides just changing into some other form? Like maybe controlling people’s thoughts?”
Brody sank into the couch, hunched forward, hands clasped between his knees. He blew out a breath. “Okay. You’re right. Some of us do have the ability to…well, not use mind control exactly, but, yeah, we can manipulate people. Some are better at it than others.”
Serena raised an eyebrow. “Women?”
“What?” He frowned at her. “Yes, Serena. Men and women. But it’s not something I’ve ever done. What you’ve felt when you were with me? It was real…it is real.”
“So my being here with you…” She waved her hand toward the rug in front of the couch. “…is because I wanted to be with you? And not because you finally came across a female detective, someone you thought you could manipulate into believing your story?”
Brody’s brows drew together and then he shrugged. “I’m really sorry you think I’d use you like that, Serena. But you have to believe that I wouldn’t do that to you. Remember, I didn’t even know you were a detective that first night. That was me – us –and it was real. And it’s been real for me every time since.”
She shook her head. “But…”
“But? But seriously, Serena. You slept with Sullivan because he wanted you to.” It wasn’t a question this time, it was a statement. A statement she had a hard time wrapping her mind around.
“Look. I can’t make you believe me. I’d like to think you would, you know, because of what we have, or had…but given the circumstances, well…” Brody shrugged again, a hopeless gesture that tugged at her heart even as her mind told her not to believe him just because he looked forlorn.
Serena sighed, frustration and confusion almost overwhelming her. “Wes told me we were consenting adults, that I was responsible for my own actions.” She thought back over his words, his actions, how it all made her feel in the moment.
“But there was something…not right about the whole thing, like I was being…manipulated the whole time.” Even if she had enjoyed it. The heat on her face had nothing to do with the fire as scattered images of her with Wes flashed through her mind. With a start, she realized they were her memories, not ones forced into her head.
Brody scowled. “There are less than admirable shifters who’d seduce a woman into bed…or force her into it. Bad behavior isn’t just limited to humans, Serena. Shifters can be just as evil.”
That was the perfect phrase to describe Wes Callahan, evil…forceful, a manipulative man – a shifter – who used women. And who had apparently used Serena as well. She felt like a fool. But if she’d known he was a shifter, would it have made any difference? Would it have changed how she felt, how it was being with him?
Brody sighed, some of the tension leaving his body. “Wes used you. You’re entitled to your opinion of shifters, but that’s not me. You had me from the first night that we met.”
“I want to believe you. I just don’t know…”
Brody sat back against the couch, blowing out a sigh. “I know. I understand, Serena. I wish there was something that I could say to you, but I don’t know what that would be.”
He turned to her, eyes full of pain, voice low.
“But believe me when I say that I didn’t make this happen…whatever happened between us happened because it’s what we both really wanted.”
“Everything is such a mess…my mind’s a mess and I’m exhausted. I think I really need to just get home, Brody.”
She stood, her hand automatically going to her pocket, only there was no pocket in Brody’s sweatpants. “Damn it. I lost my phone.”
Brody rose as well. “It wasn’t in your jeans. I’ll get your stuff.” He went to the kitchen, returning with a bundle of damp clothes. “They’re still not dry.”
Serena took them and reached into the waistband of the sweats for her gun. She tucked it into her shirt, clutching the pile against her chest.
“Don’t leave though. Please. If you do, there’s nothing I can do to help you.” She met his eyes.
“And I do want to help you, Brody.” As she said the words, she realized she meant it and that maybe it was the only thing that was true to her in that moment.
Brody took a step toward her. “I want you to believe me. There wasn’t any manipulation on my part. But I won’t lie to you, Serena. I wanted it all to happen.” He reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.
Serena looked up and saw the pain in his eyes. “I know. It’s just that it was…it’s confusing. Everything’s confusing. Wes…you…the case.”
For the first time in longer than she could remember, Serena began to cry, silent tears running down her cheeks. Brody folded her into his arms, her damp clothes held in a bundle between them. He stroked her hair and she tucked her head against his shoulder.
Her tears took her by surprise and made her angry. After a moment she pushed away, sniffling. “I gotta go.” She tried to step back from Brody, brushing her cheeks with the back of her hand, but he kept her in the circle of his arms.
“It’s going to be okay, Serena.”
“I don’t know about that, Brody. I don’t know anything right now, including what is real and what isn’t.” Her words tangled in her throat and she stopped, drawing in a ragged breath.
“There’s something else. There were wolf tracks at the scene circling Goudy’s body. They headed south, here, to Shadow Falls. Between Goudy’s body and here, they changed back…to human tracks.” Serena met his eyes, hoping she wouldn’t see what she feared, hoping to hell he’d tell her the truth.
“Were they your tracks?”
Brody held her gaze then shook his head. “No, Serena. They weren’t. It’s Callahan, leading you here, trying to frame me.”
The tears threatened to return with a vengeance and she pushed away from him, stumbling backward. Brody reached for her but she brushed him off.
“I have to go.” Her voice was rough and she turned, almost running down the hall, Brody following. She banged through the front door, got halfway down the driveway before she remembered she’d walked from home.
“Wait. Let me drive you…” He took a step toward her, his bare feet crunching in the snow.
“No.” She waved him off. “I’m fine. It’s not far. I’ll call you…”
Serena half-stumbled, half-ran home, coming through the back door shivering and out of breath. She’d left her jacket behind; it hadn’t even occurred to her to ask for it. Her hands shook from the cold and she dropped her clothes on the kitchen table, her gun sliding out of the mound and landing with a thud.
She climbed the stairs to her room and stripped off Brody’s borrowed clothes, heading to the bathroom for another hot shower. She stood under the pounding water for what seemed like an eternity, unable to get warm. It wasn’t until the hot water ran out that she reluctantly turned off the taps, resting her head against the tile wall. What the hell was happening? Everything was coming undone at light speed. Not just the case but her entire life.
Minutes later she was sitting on her bed. Among the rumpled afghan she found her phone, grateful for once at being absentminded enough to forget it. She flipped it open and scrolled through her messages.
There were several from Mike and one from Renee. It was probably the DNA results; at least she hoped it was. She listened to the message from Renee first.
“Serena. I have the DNA results. Call me as soon as you can.”
The message was several hours old. Serena glanced at the clock. She’d completely lost track of time. It was early evening. She hit the speed dial number for Renee, praying she was working late.
“Vitori.”
“Renee, it’s Serena. What…” Before she could finish, Renee’s excited voice cut her off.
“Daniels! Where the hell have you been? Mike’s been frantic trying to find you. Are you alright?”
“I…had a…it’s complicated. What’ve you got?”
She was greeted by tense silence on the other end of the line.
“I have some preliminary DNA results, although I think there’s been some kind of cross-contamination between specimens.” Renee’s voice lost its animated tone and she was all business.
“What do you mean?”
“You asked that the canine hair be run against two of the human samples. I did that…and we got a match. So I think the sample was…”
Serena’s face went numb and she noticed in a detached way that her hands were shaking. “It matched? Matched what?”
“One of the human hair samples.”
“Which one?” Her voice was barely a whisper.
“It matched the black hair, the one we think is a male.”
“And the other? The brown sample?”
“No match at all.”
Everything around Serena went quiet, everything in her mind ground to a stop, all the thoughts and images and words…all of it was gone. It was so still she could hear her heart thudding in her chest. The wolf hair matched Wes, not Brody.
“Serena? You still there?”
Serena shook herself. “Yeah. Still here. Anything else?” What else could there be?
“We ran the DNA results through a couple of databases and we got a hit. From an unsolved case, an open murder in Kansas.”
Serena swore softly to herself. “Which DNA?”
“Both samples. Both got a hit. It’s on…wait, I’ve got it here.” There was a brief pause. “From Wichita, a man. Edward Sullivan. They want the son for it and apparently we have his DNA here on Goudy’s clothes.”
Serena closed her eyes. Of course Brody’s hair would have been on his father’s body. He was dumped in his own home; finding Brody’s hair would have been expected.
“You said both DNA turned up? The hair that matched the wolf…did that turn up in the Kansas murder?”
“The human version did, yeah, from what I can tell. From a former cop on the Wichita force. Name’s Wes Callahan. It seems we’re the only forensic department that does DNA on canine hair, so there’s nothing in their files about it matching anything over there.”
“Is Callahan a suspect in the case?” Serena thought it was probably a good bet that if Wes was, he would not have mentioned it. None of the requests from the other police departments had come back yet, including Wichita. If he was a suspect…
“No. Just the son.”
“Okay. Thanks. And Renee? I’m sorry. This case has been…”
Serena heard a deep sigh on the other end of the line. “I understand. But we’re worried…Mike especially. I think he thinks this is another Mary-Claire Burns. He thinks you’re slipping off the deep end again.” There was a heartbeat of silence.
“Serena? It’s not like that again, is it?”
Chapter Nine
Serena dressed in clean clothes, slipped on an old pair of sneakers, and went back downstairs. She tossed her damp clothes in the dryer and thought about dinner. An inspection of her refrigerator revealed a moldy piece of cheese and a carton of milk. She opened it and took an experimental sniff, grimacing as she poured the sour milk down the drain. There was an apple in the bowl on the table and she rubbed it against her sleeve before taking a bite. Her grandfather had always done that for her every time he gave her an apple. She smiled, looking out the kitchen window into the backyard. The birdfeeder was empty. The damned squirrels got more of the seed than the birds did. She made a mental note to get more seed the next time she was at the store.
She was weary and bone-tired, but as appealing as it was to lose herself in memories and grocery lists, it wasn’t helping her solve this case.
Her cell phone was on the table and she sat down, scrolling through the rest of the messages while she finished the apple. The first two were from Mike, asking her to call. The next few were also from him but his voice was strained, asking if she was okay. Finally there were just three hang ups, all within thirty seconds of each other, from his number. She sighed, hit redial and waited. Mike answered before the second ring.
“Serena? Where are you? You okay?” His Kentucky accent was thick and she winced, hearing the worry in his voice.
“I’m okay. I…there was…I had an accident.” She hurried on. “But I’m fine. Really.”
“What happened? Car accident?” The worry deepened.
“No…I fell through the ice.” She closed her eyes, waiting for the tirade she expected to hear.
“You did what? What lake? What the hell, Serena…what the fuck were you thinking?”
“It was on Waubesa. Brody Sullivan pulled me out.”
“Our suspect? Again, Serena, what the hell were you thinking?”
“I was…” She wasn’t really sure anymore what had driven her out on the lake. “Listen, can we just talk about the case. Did Renee give you the DNA results?”
There was a deep sigh on the other end of the line. Mike’s voice was still filled with tension, but the pitch had dropped. “Yeah. What’s the deal with the wolf hair? You had her run DNA on it.”
“And it got a hit, Mike. A hit on Callahan.”
“So she said. But she thinks the samples are contaminated. If anything, it should have been Sullivan, don’t you think?”
“Yeah, but they’re not contaminated. Today, with Brody, after the lake, we talked. He’s not the only shifter. He told me Callahan is a shifter, too. And that Callahan killed his father, back in Wichita.”
“Wait, I’m confused. Slow down. Callahan killed his own father?”
“No, Mike. Callahan killed Brody Sullivan’s father. He killed him in shifter form in the woods, dumped his body back at the Sullivan home, left him there for Brody to find.”
“Serena, that’s classic; finding the body to explain DNA on the scene. How many times have we heard that before?”
“Mike, there’s more. It was a power play, Callahan wanted to be alpha male, the leader of the pack. He tried to take control. He killed Edward Sullivan in cold blood. And then he killed the other pack members. He killed anyone who went against him.”
There was a long silence. “Serena, I know that I just gotta trust your judgment, but this sounds like you’re reaching. None of this makes sense. Are you sure you’re okay? Maybe you need to go to the hospital, get checked out for hypothermia.”
“What I need is to solve this case, Mike.” Her voice echoed in the empty kitchen. “I know what I know and if you can’t see it, then I’ll do this without you.” She flipped the phone shut and slammed it down on the table. It rang almost instantly and she snatched it up, flipping it open, without glancing at the number.
“I said I’m fine…I said…”
“Serena? It’s Wes.”
“Oh. Wes.” She rubbed a hand across her forehead, her stomach lurching. A low throbbing had started behind her left eye at the sound of his voice. She tried to steady her hand, her fingers trembling.
“Anything new on the case?”
Every nerve in her body came alive. She held her breath and closed her eyes. She knew she shouldn’t tell Wes about the DNA results. That was the last thing this case needed. She pushed away from the kitchen table and began pacing the room.
But as she held the phone, something unraveled in her mind, her thoughts sliding past each other, with nothing connecting or making sense. Maybe she had this all wrong. Maybe Wes was the one who could help her make sense of all of this and put it all into perspective. He was a cop, for heaven’s sake, he knew how things worked. He knew Brody…what he was capable of…knew more than Mike ever could…
Serena slammed her fist into the kitchen door. The solid oak door barely moved in its frame, but her hand was instantly on fire, the pain filling her mind. She dropped to the floor, cradling her hand beneath her other arm, a wheezing gasp escaping her lips as she rocked back and forth.
“Serena? You okay? What was that noise?”
“Nothing.” The pain was intense but it cleared her head. Wes was doing whatever the hell it was he did to her mind, sinking his thoughts into her mind, confusing her, clouding her judgment.
“Nothing new on the case.” She stood and staggered to the sink. She managed to turn on the cold water and stuck her throbbing hand beneath the stream. Her hand was already swelling and she wondered how many bones she’d broken. A detached part of her brain noticed her ring finger stuck up at a strange angle. Then a wave of nausea passed over her and she closed her eyes, leaning heavily against the old porcelain sink.
“Okay. I just wanted to make sure if you needed…”
“I don’t need anything right now, Wes.” She tried to make a fist, but the pain was too intense and she stuck her hand back beneath the water.
“Serena? You sound strange. Maybe we should get together. I’d like to see you again, even if it’s not about the case. You know how we are.”
“I said I don’t need anything, and I don’t want to see you now, Wes.” She gritted her teeth against the pain and then against the sudden onslaught of images that flooded her mind. Images of her and Wes, of every moment they’d spent locked in each other’s arms, every sound they made echoing in her ears. She felt his mouth on hers, his hot skin beneath her hands. Then there were more images, things that hadn’t happened, her on top of Wes, riding him hard, his hands on her breasts. Her heart thudded in her chest, just as fast as it had while he’d been driving himself into her, filling her…
She smashed her hand against the side of the sink. Instantly the images were gone, replaced by searing pain. Another wave of nausea came over her. This had to end.
“Wes. I can’t...I have to go.” Her voice was choked with pain. She flipped the phone shut and instantly dropped to the floor, crying out, cradling her broken hand as the phone skittered across the linoleum. It rang again but she ignored it, grabbing the kitchen towel hanging from the stove and wrapping it around her hand, tugging it as tightly as she could, screaming as the bone ground together.
She grabbed the edge of the sink and pulled herself to her feet. The phone stopped ringing but started again almost instantly with Mike’s ring tone. There was nothing she wanted to say to him. Or anyone.
Right now she wanted to see Brody, to be with the only person so far who seemed to really understand what was happening. She felt as pressured as he must have felt, forced to run away from…or run to…someone.
There was an old parka hanging by the back door and she hurriedly shoved her arms into the sleeves, crying out as her hand caught on the cuff, tugging on her finger. She grabbed her car keys and ran, her sneakers slipping on the icy steps.
The few short blocks to Brody’s took forever as she tried to drive one-handed. She drummed the fingers of her good hand on the steering wheel, sitting impatiently at the only stop light in town. It turned green and she hit the gas, her tires slipping on the snow-covered blacktop.
Her car lights splashed across the snow as she turned onto Mill Lane. There were tire tracks, tracks she didn’t remember seeing earlier. But then, on her mad scramble out of the mill house, she hadn’t been paying attention. Maybe Brody had gone out? With a sinking feeling, she wondered if he’d left after all.
Serena slammed on the brakes and the car slid on the packed snow at the end of the driveway. Lights were visible in the downstairs windows and she sighed with relief. He was still there; he hadn’t left her. She climbed out of the car and ran up the front walk.
The front door stood open and she stepped inside, running down the short hallway into the living room. The room was empty, as was the room to her right, some sort of storage room.
“Brody? It’s Serena.”
The blow came from behind, hitting her on the shoulder. Her left arm was numb for a shocking instant and then pain blossomed, hot and heavy, flowing down her arm. She instinctively reached out with her broken hand, whimpering in pain as the towel-wrapped hand collided with something hard.
“I wasn’t expecting you this soon. What a fucking mess.” Wes Callahan stepped forward, gun in his hand, and grabbed her arm roughly. Serena felt the broken collarbone grind together and her vision went gray for a moment, the room swimming, as Wes dragged her forward.
“You’re sure fucking things up, Serena. He was supposed to be dead by now.” Callahan motioned to the couch with the gun where Brody sat, eyes narrowed, body tensed. A large bruise covered his cheek, his eye swollen shut. Blood ran freely down his left arm from what looked like a bullet wound. He looked up at Serena, his eyes registering pain and confusion. His face was pale, sweaty.
“I had this all planned out…you were supposed to lead me to this bastard. You’re the first female detective that I’ve come across in this fucked up mess, and it was going to be so easy…so perfect. Until you shut me out of the process.” Callahan shoved Serena, and she landed on the couch beside Brody, hitting his injured arm. She heard his sharp intake of breath then felt his warm blood seeping through the arm of her parka.
Callahan leaned close to Serena, his eyes dark, so dark they were almost black. “I had you right where I wanted you, you little bitch. You were like clay…softer than clay.” Callahan pointed the gun at Brody. “Bet pretty boy here didn’t make you scream like I did.”
“Leave her alone, Callahan. She has nothing to do with this. This is between you and me.” Brody spoke through gritted teeth. He was tense, anger radiating from him in waves.
Her mind raced, wondering what the hell she could do, realizing just how helpless she felt. They were both injured, and she prayed Brody had enough common sense to not try something stupid with Callahan.
“She’s in this now, right along with you.” Callahan waved his gun back and forth between them. He slowly circled the couch, stopping behind them. Brody turned his head, opened his mouth to speak, but Wes cuffed him with the butt of the gun. Serena cried out, watching as blood began to well from the deep cut on Brody’s cheek.
Callahan leaned forward between the two of them, resting his arms on the couch, as if it were just the three of them, having a casual conversation. His breath was hot against her cheek, and then his mouth was on her neck, kissing her, licking her skin. It took all of her control not to jerk away. More than anything she wanted to attack him, but that wasn’t going to happen, not with a broken hand and a messed up arm.
“Did she tell you I fucked her? Hard…and she loved it, every minute of it.”
“You manipulated me into having sex with you... I would never have wanted anything to do with you otherwise.” She craned her neck and spat at him.
Wes laughed, a harsh sound that made her skin crawl. He walked back around the couch, standing in front of them.
“That really doesn’t matter now, does it?” He pointed the gun at her hand. “I gotta give you credit, though. You’re smarter…a little smarter…than I thought you were. But you were still a good fuck.”
Wes lifted his arm again and wiped his face with his sleeve. Suddenly, there was movement beside her as Brody lunged awkwardly from the sofa, a blur as he launched himself at Wes, tackling him around the waist and knocking the gun from his hand. It slid across the floor and came to rest beneath the roll-top desk. The men fell to the floor, quickly trying to scramble to their feet, moving away from where she sat.
Her only focus now was getting Wes’s gun. If she couldn’t shoot it, Brody could. But she sure as hell didn’t want it back in Wes’s hands.
Serena awkwardly tried to push herself off the couch, but she couldn’t lift her left arm and her right hand was no use. She slid to the floor, landing on her knees. She used her elbow against the couch to struggle upright, hearing the grunts and growls combined with the thud of fists hitting flesh behind her.
She’d taken just a few steps when an arm snaked around her neck, jerking her backward. It jarred her shoulder and she gave a strangled cry. Wes held her against his chest for a moment before pushing her to her knees, grabbing handful of hair, jerking her head back. Then she felt the cold edge of a knife against the skin of her neck.
“You’re standing between me and getting rid of this bastard, Serena. Sorry it had to come to this, but you know, like I said before, it’s nothing personal.” The pressure of the knife intensified and Serena closed her eyes. Wes leaned down, his breath hot against her face. “I really did enjoy our...time together. Too bad it had to end this way.”
The air was suddenly split with an unearthly howl and something rough and heavy brushed against her face. With a howl of his own, Callahan released her hair and she fell, landing on her side, the fall jarring everything that was broken in her body. Clumsily, she rolled onto her back and watched in horror at the scene in the living room.
Callahan had his hands around the neck of a large brown wolf…a wolf she realized was Brody. Brody snapped at Callahan’s face, his fangs barely missing Wes’s cheek. Momentum carried them away from her and they fell backward, crashing into the roll-top desk. Brody pinned Callahan to its surface, his front paws scratching against the top of the desk. She could see blood running freely from Brody’s shoulder, his foreleg obviously weak as he struggled to control Wes.
Serena watched in amazement as Callahan began to shift into wolf form. It happened so quickly she wasn’t sure what she’d seen. Callahan’s body shimmered, wavered slightly, and his mouth opened, releasing an unearthly sound, a cry of human agony mixed with the angry snarl of a wolf. And then, where Brody had been holding down Wes, Brody was now falling clumsily across the edge of the desk as a large black wolf scrambled out from beneath him.
Wes turned toward Brody, teeth bared. They faced off, two huge animals, mouths open, hackles raised and fangs glistening. Serena pushed herself back against the end of the couch as they circled each other.
Brody lunged again, hitting Callahan in the shoulder with his body before agilely rolling away to avoid Wes’s snapping fangs. Brody ducked from the bite and sank his jaws into Callahan’s haunch. Callahan reacted with a howl of pain, futilely snapping at the air inches from Brody’s body. Brody pulled away, spinning back around to face Callahan.
Both animals held their tails low as they circled one another, Brody visibly limping. They moved closer to Serena and she turned onto her stomach, scrabbling toward the fireplace. She rolled over, pushing her back against the warm stones, knocking over the wrought-iron stand holding the fireplace tools. She managed to grab one, painfully maneuvering it onto her lap, pulling her knees to her chest, bracing it between her legs for all the good it would do. But having something as a weapon was better than nothing.
Callahan advanced toward Brody, nails clicking on the hardwood floor. With a savage snarl and lightning speed, he leapt. Brody attempted to dodge the attack but his injured leg gave way and he slipped. Callahan dove for his soft underbelly. Brody howled in pain, the horrible sound of tearing of flesh reaching Serena, and suddenly the air was filled with the hot, coppery scent of blood.
Brody snapped at Callahan, kicking at him with his back feet, finally throwing off Callahan’s balance. Callahan thudded heavily to the floor. Brody rose to his feet, staggering to Serena’s left, Wes ducking behind the couch. She could see blood soaking through the brown fur of his flank, dripping onto the floor. He stood for a moment, panting, head tucked down. Serena saw blood flecking his lips but she couldn’t tell whose blood it was.
The click of a nail on the wood to her right froze Serena’s blood. Hot fetid breath brushed her cheek and she turned her head slowly towards it. Callahan stood beside her, his muzzle inches from her face. She smelled blood, Brody’s blood, saw it staining his teeth, dripping from his muzzle onto the floor. Her mouth went dry and she tried to swallow, but there was only a dry clicking in her throat.
Callahan growled low, a sound that sent chills through her. His eyes were locked with hers, his bright silver, the silver of the moon on a lake, cold and inhuman. And in those eyes she saw his clear intent; could read his thoughts – she wasn’t going to get out of this room alive. He took one step closer, his jaws opening, almost grinning at her, his growl spiraling into a howl.
The shot was deafening. Instantly she was covered in something warm and sticky, and a heavy weight pinned her to the floor. She looked down, recoiling, the back of her head hitting the fireplace stones.
Callahan had shifted back into human form and was lying across her lap, his face turned up, his gray eyes on hers. Blood pooled beneath him, rapidly spreading outward, soaking into the legs of her jeans.
“Serena…” His voice was barely a whisper. His hand moved, brushing her arm before it dropped to the floor.
“Serena!” Startled, she looked up.
Mike stood on the other side of the couch, gun in hand, pointing it at something…or someone else. She followed his line of sight, a whimper breaking free from her lips.
Brody was leaning against the desk, breathing heavily, in human form. Blood ran from a ragged gash on his side. He smiled weakly at her, his face pale, his body trembling.
“You okay, Serena?” Mike’s eyes never left Brody as he circled the couch, crouching beside her. He reached down, two fingers on Callahan’s neck, searching for a pulse.
“He’s gone.”
“Mike…help me.” She suddenly wanted Callahan off of her, wanted to get away from him.
“I need to…he’s still a suspect…” Mike was still holding the gun on Brody. Serena shook her head.
“No, Mike, he’s not the killer. Callahan is…was. Help me up.”
Mike reluctantly holstered his gun, his eyes flicking between Serena and Brody. He finally grabbed Serena under her arms, picking her up as if she were a child. Callahan rolled off her legs and she shuddered as his head hit the floor.
“Oh God, Mike.” She leaned against him as he held her gingerly.
“Where are you hurt?”
“Broken collarbone, left. Broken hand, right. Nothing in between.”
“Okay. Here, sit down.” He turned her around gently, setting her on the couch. There was a groan to her right. Brody struggled to stand, using the arm of the couch for support. Mike watched him warily, his hand moving back to the butt of his gun.
“Mike…it’s okay.” She focused her attention on Brody. “We need to get you to a hospital.”
“Yeah.” He turned away and rooted through a box on the floor, coming up with a pair of faded jeans. He struggled to pull them on, weaving, briefly losing his balance. Blood ran freely down his side, more than she wanted to see.
“Mike, call an ambulance. Brody, you need to sit down. Please.”
Mike stepped forward and caught Brody, looping an arm over his shoulder and helping him to the couch. The blanket she’d been wrapped in earlier was still crumpled on the floor and Mike picked it up, wrapped it around Serena and then, at her narrowed look, tucked a corner around Brody as well. Mike walked across the room, grabbed the afghan from the back of a chair, and dropped it over the Callahan’s still form.
“Serena, I’m so sorry.” Brody shifted on the couch, jostling her shoulder as he reached out for her, but she pulled away, wincing in pain.
“My collarbone is broken. Wes.” Awkwardly, slowly, she unwrapped her broken hand, holding the damp towel out to him.
“Here…you’re bleeding. Hold this against it and put pressure on it.”
Brody took the towel, folded it, and pressed it against his side. He closed his eyes for a moment, his face going pale. Serena tried to think, tried to remember all she’d been taught about abdominal wounds. His arm was bleeding still, but she knew that it wasn’t fatal. Her mind was hazy, her thoughts cloudy with her own pain. Her shoulder throbbed, competing with the pain from the broken hand.
“What the hell happened to your hand? Did Callahan do that too?” His voice was weak, his eyes locked onto her swollen hand.
Serena leaned her head back against the couch. “No. I did this to myself. I was at home, on the phone with him and he…started that mind thing, whatever you want to call it. I wanted to give in, to tell him everything about the case, where you were…everything. But he already knew. He knew because he read my mind.” An involuntary shiver ran through her and she tugged the blanket tighter around her shoulders.
“I punched my kitchen door.” She held up her hand. “Solid oak, didn’t leave a mark…on the door.” Her mouth curved into a rueful smile.
“Then he tried to get me to come to him…” Serena closed her eyes. “He used what we’d had together…I saw all of it – felt all of it – and then he tapped into my own desires, showed me what it could be like.”
Mike came back into the room. “I called for an ambulance. It should be here in a minute.” He crouched down in front of Serena, his hand resting gently on her knee.
“Serena…what the hell happened? With Callahan…or that thing…what the hell did I just shoot?”
“You shot our killer, Mike. For all the murders.”
“All of them? Even the ones back in Kansas?”
Serena saw the confusion in his eyes. She knew the explanation wasn’t going to be easy, either to Mike, or eventually the Lieutenant, since Mike had just shot a man. The story would have to be changed. Nowinski would never believe she’d been attacked by a wolf or that Mike had shot a shifter.
“The DNA test…there was canine hair at the scene with Goudy’s clothes. I had Renee run the DNA against the two most prevalent samples she thought were male. Callahan planted Brody’s hair on Goudy’s clothes, far more than would ever have occurred naturally. Renee thought it looked suspicious and so did I. I had her run a DNA test on the canine hair and asked her to compare it to the samples.”
Serena turned to Brody. “I thought it would point to you as the killer. I’m sorry.”
Brody shrugged. “It’s what I would have expected you to think. But the DNA came back as a match to Callahan’s?”
“It did. And there was a hit from the Wichita murder, one that came back with Callahan’s name.”
“He knew that…knew his hair was found at the scene of Edward’s murder.”
“Who’s Edward?” Mike asked. He looked between Serena and Brody. It was Brody who answered the question.
“My father. The first person Callahan killed.”
The thin wail of the ambulance cut through Brody’s words.
“But what the hell am I supposed to say happened, Serena? I just shot a naked, unarmed man.”
“Tell them the truth.”
Mike shook his head, laughing softly. “Yeah. Well, just help me fill out the reports for this, okay? Not sure what I’m going to say or even what to think about this yet.”
Something was wrong though. “Mike, you shot Callahan after he shifted. From what I know…” Serena turned to Brody. “Shifters can only be killed with a silver bullet, right?”
Brody nodded. “That’s right.”
“So where the hell did you get a silver bullet?”
Mike hesitated, his brows drawing tougher. “Well, the day Callahan was at the office, he gave you a silver bullet. I thought the whole shifter thing was bullshit…sorry, Sullivan. So I picked it up and checked if it actually fit my gun.” He rubbed the side of his nose, a rueful grin on his face.
“And then…I forgot it was there.”
“You forgot?” Serena looked at him in amazement.
“Hey, I had a lot of my mind…you disappearing on me, Nowinski breathing down my neck. I just forgot, okay?”
Brody’s weak laugh startled her. “Well, I’m sure as hell glad you forgot. We’d all have been dead if your memory was better.”
The ambulance siren swelled, filling the room, the lights flashing across the walls. Abruptly the siren cut off and they heard the sounds of men talking and doors banging. Mike rose.
“I’ll go get them. You two okay for a minute?”
Serena turned to Brody. His head was thrown back, his eyes closed.
“Brody? You still with me?”
He drew a deep breath, winced, and opened his eyes. “Yeah. I am.”
“We’re almost done with this. Callahan’s gone. We’ll get you to the hospital. Everything’s going to be okay.” She gingerly shifted her weight, resting her head on his shoulder. “I promise.”
Chapter Ten
Serena opened her eyes. Sunlight streamed through her bedroom window, filtered through the leaves of the maple tree. The room was cast in a greenish light, fresh and clean, like swimming on a summer day.
It was Saturday and she was off. Not on call, no cases, no paperwork, an entire day to do what she wanted. She thought the garden might be a place to start, or maybe she’d just sit in the backyard and read a book, have a beer or three, and doze in the sun. She stretched, threw back the blanket, and sat up.
“Wherever you’re going, it can wait.”
Brody reached for her, pulling her back onto the bed. She went willingly, turning to wrap her arms around his neck as she fit her body against his. He was warm and solid next to her. Serena thought she’d never grow tired of looking into his eyes. They changed color with every emotion he had. Now they were deep blue, the color of sapphires. The color they were when he wanted her.
“Yeah, the backyard can wait.”
His lips found hers and she lost herself in his kiss. No matter how many kisses they’d had, no matter how many times they’d made love, every time had her heart hammering in her chest. She felt giddy and almost lightheaded in his arms.
The kiss deepened and she parted her lips, his tongue slowly caressing hers. Her hands moved down his sides, skimming over the healing scar on his side, lower, over his hips. He was hard and ready and she slowly teased him with her fingers. He moaned against her mouth and she smiled.
“You should know better than to tease me, Serena.” He growled the words against her neck. “You never know what beast you might awaken.”
She pulled away, hands caressing his face, fingers tracing over his cheeks, his lips.
“I’ve seen the beast in you, remember? And I love him.”
He held her gaze. “I love you too, Serena. More than you can ever know.” He hesitated, a faint frown creasing his forehead. Serena sat up, leaning on one elbow.
“What is it?”
“I want to ask you something...about our future.”
Serena held her breath, tension flooding through her. They’d never talked about the future or made any concrete plans other than Brody moving from the mill house into hers. She knew there’d come a day when he’d have to go back to Kansas, but until then, she had been happy to live in a little bubble of denial.
His smile brought her back to the present. “I want you to come home with me, back to Kansas. My pack needs me. And as much as I love it here with you, I have a responsibility to them. They’re making me Alpha.”
“You want me to come with you?” Her voice broke. “Back to Kansas?”
He touched her face with his fingers softly, tracing the line of her cheek. “I can’t imagine being anywhere without you, Serena. These past few months have been amazing, here with you. I love you, with all my heart, with everything I have.”
She closed her eyes, pressing her cheek against his hand. Her life here, the life she’d struggled to create, her job, all of it would change, maybe irrevocably. But Brody had already changed her life down to the very core.
Serena drew a deep breath and opened her eyes. “You want me to leave with you?”
Brody pulled her toward him, his lips finding hers. Softly at first and then more insistent, finally consuming her in a deeply passionate kiss. Her heart swelled with love for him and she returned his kiss, her moan of pleasure mixing with his deep, soft growl. She smiled at the low thump of arousal his noises elicited in her. The first time he’d growled at her, she’d pulled back in alarm. But now, knowing how close she was to this wild, uninhibited creature, she gave herself up completely to him.
He pinned her to the bed with ease, his hands resting beside her shoulders, rising up to look down into her eyes. She felt him brush against the soft skin of her inner thigh and she smiled.
He entered her slowly, deliberately, exhaling a soft moan as she shifted beneath him. Every cell in her body came alive, thrummed with arousal. Each time they made love, it was more powerful, more intense, binding them closer.
Buried completely inside her, he closed his eyes, lips parted, his face suffused with such raw emotion Serena almost wept.
Finally he moved against her and she picked up the rhythm, her body and his meshing together perfectly as Serena rode a spiraling wave of passion. Soon she clung to him, crying out with each movement, and he buried his head in her shoulder, breath hot on her skin. Her hands skimmed over his back, the fading scar the only thing marring his perfect body.
Brody wrapped his arms around her, pulling her hard against his body, and she wrapped her legs around his waist, giving up freedom of movement for the exquisite sensations running through her. His lips brushed softly against her ear.
“Serena…God, I love you.” He turned his face and looked down at her, his eyes hooded and sexy, the color a deep blue.
“I love you too, Brody.” She touched his face, and the simple touch of her fingers on his skin was enough to send him over the edge. He bucked against her, his moans changing into a deep growl, the sound vibrating deep in her body, fueling her own release.
She cried out beneath him and he clutched her tightly against his chest. She was at his mercy, her body given over to him, and her climax consumed her. She let go, one powerful wave after another shaking her body. Brody’s cries rose in volume and pitch, his head thrown back as he voiced his release.
Finally, slowly, they unwound, bodies reluctantly coming apart, subtle tremors still flowing through them. Even the movement of him pulling away from her sent a wave of sensation and heat through Serena. She whimpered, reaching for him, already aching to have him fill her again.
Brody’s laugh rumbled in his chest. “Insatiable today?” He kissed her forehead, brushing back a stand of hair. She nestled against his shoulder, not ready yet to think about forming words. He held her loosely, the breeze through the window cooling their heated skin.
“We’ll leave when you’re ready, Serena. Do what you need to at work. I can wait for a little bit.” He shifted, settling her more solidly in the circle of his arms.
“You’ll like them, I think. My pack, that is. I’ve known them all for a long time, grew up with most of them.” His voice went soft and she heard a tinge of longing as he went on. “It means a lot to me that they’re making me Alpha. It’s what my father would have wanted.”
They’d avoided talking about Callahan in any way, shape, or form since the night at the mill house. There had been so much chaos in the days that followed. Brody had spent several days in the hospital, Serena worrying about him while trying to function with one arm in a sling and her hand in a splint.
At work, she and Mike had been grilled by Nowinski and the Captain over the shooting. Mike had provided a plausible explanation for Callahan’s death and the top brass had finally bought the story. Nothing about shifters had been mentioned, sparing all of them having to explain anything about wolves. Renee had finally determined the DNA samples had been contaminated and the results were labeled as inconclusive.
She’d been worried the warrant in Kansas would be served on Brody while he was in the hospital, so she and Mike had searched Callahan’s hotel room. They found a journal that Wes had kept with the names and addresses of Brody’s pack mates. They handed that and the other evidence they had uncovered to the Wichita police department. Eventually, they’d pulled the warrant for Brody and closed the case on his father’s murder.
“I miss them. And Callahan took a huge part of my life away from me when he killed my father.”
Serena sat up, turning toward Brody.
“I get that…all of it. And this isn’t where you belong.” She waved her hand toward the window, the sunlight now streaming in, filling the room with bright light.
“You have a place and a family.” It broke her heart in a way, saying that. But it was true. Home for Brody would never be Wisconsin.
“You’re my family now, Serena. My home is in Kansas, but my heart… well, that’s with you.” He pushed himself up against the headboard, taking her hands in his. “I want both. I want it all. You and the pack. There has to be a way to make that work. For both of us.”
She gazed at him for a long moment. And it was clear; wherever he went, she would follow.
“You’re my family now too, Brody. You’re all I want. And wherever you go, I’ll follow.”
*
Nowinski gazed at her coolly over the rim of his glasses as she sat across from him in his office, the wide expanse of his mahogany desk separating them.
“While I’m not too surprised you’re asking for a leave of absence, I am curious about the timing. Your injuries have healed; you’re back to your full workload. Your psych evaluations are all normal. Care to elucidate?”
“It’s for personal reasons, Loo. Nothing to do with the Callahan case.”
“I see. Nothing to do with your partner?”
She knew he was fishing. “No, sir. Sparks is a great guy. Nothing wrong between us.”
“Well, you’ll be missed. Three months is a long time.” He stood, coming around the desk, hand outstretched. Serena rose, shook Nowinski’s hand, and left the office.
Mike was at his desk, fidgeting with a pen, doodling on a notepad. He looked up as she walked in and she winced. He’d taken it hard when she’d told him she was taking a leave of absence. He asked her outright if she planned on coming back. She hadn’t been able to give him an answer and that had sat between them, straining their conversation, leaving them in heavy silence.
She sat down in her chair. All it took was a look at her face and Mike dropped his head.
“He granted your leave.”
“Mike, I’m sorry…” She made a helpless gesture with her hands, suddenly unable to find a place for them, finally resting them on her desk.
She knew he knew it all, almost better than she did. He’d watched her, in the months since the mill house, blossom and grow being with Brody. The happiness, the contentment, all of it was right there, all the time, written on her face. Mike was happy for her, she knew, but losing a partner was like losing a wife.
“Yeah.” He straightened, meeting her eyes. His smile was there, though it was a little forced.
“You gotta do what you need to, Serena. And being with Brody, it’s where you belong. But I’m gonna miss you, darling. More than you know.”
Serena shook her head and held up her hands in mock protest. “Don’t go getting all soft on me, Sparks. You’ll have every plainclothes office riding your case if you start sniffling.”
“Yeah, yeah. So…” He sat up and slapped hands on his desk. “When are you leaving?
“A couple of days.”
“You have time to come by the house, bring Brody, have dinner with the wife and me before you go. Robin would shoot me dead if you left without her having a chance to say goodbye.”
Serena laughed. “We’d like that. Thanks, Mike.”
Mike smiled. “You know, it’s not going to be the same without you.”
Chapter Eleven
“Serena, wake up. We’re here.”
She sat up, groggy and disoriented. They’d gotten a late start, their dinner and movie at Mike and Robin’s lingering into the early morning hours. She’d fallen asleep sometime after Kansas City and now she squinted out the window into the twilight as the headlights splashed across scrub pines and a field of corn.
The car clattered across an ancient-looking bridge spanning a narrow creek. Ahead she saw a farmhouse, faded white, the windows reflecting the final rays of the setting sun.
Brody pulled up beside the house. “This is it. It’s not much, but it’s home.”
“It’s secluded, if anything.” There was nothing as far as she could see except fields and woods. A bank of storm clouds was rising in the west, quickly blocking out the remaining light.
Brody smiled. “Yeah, it is. It serves its purpose in that way. Nothing out here but us wolves and a few coyotes, those brave enough to come investigate. We get loud.” He glanced at her and his smile deepened.
“We’ve been known to cut loose at times. And when all of us are here, like now, it can be a little intense.” He turned to her, his look growing serious.
“I hope you know how important it is to have you here, Serena. You’re everything to me. This...” He glanced up at the house. “This is tradition, going back generations.”
Brody reached across the space between them. “But you’re my future. I want this to work…however it does.” He brought her fingers to his lips, kissing them softly.
“I know. I want it to work, too. And it will.” She smiled back, his lips warm on her fingers.
Movement and noise caught her attention and then someone was pulling open the driver’s side door. Brody was pulled from the car and engulfed in a hug by a bear of a man, inches taller and wider than Brody. Serena climbed out of the car as more men came down the steps from the wide porch that surrounded the house.
“You’re late, Sullivan. What the hell?”
Laughing, Brody made a valiant effort to disengage himself from the group, turning to where Serena stood near the front of the car.
“It’s great to see you guys. But there’s someone else…” He reached out, his arm around her shoulder, drawing her close. A few raindrops hit her face and a deep rumble of thunder rolled through the air.
“I’d like you to meet Serena. Serena, this is…everyone. We can work out the names later. Come on. Let’s get inside. Whatever’s coming, it’s here.”
They made it inside just as the rain started in earnest. She listened as it hit against the glass of the living room windows, the world outside suddenly bright with lightning flashes.
“You’re in your old room, Brody.” A huge red-haired man stood at the bottom of the stairs. “Man, it’s sure good to see you here. It’s been too long, you know?”
The mountain of a man pulled Brody aside and enveloped him in a bear hug. “Yeah, it has been.” Brody’s voice was muffled against the man’s shoulder.
Serena turned away to find one of the pack mates watching the two men. He glanced at Serena, pointing to the man.
“Adam’s been filling in as alpha since…well, since Callahan, since Brody’s dad…since it all happened.” He turned away abruptly, brushing his hand across his face.
“I’m sorry. This must have been hard on all of you…” She hesitated.
He turned back to her, his eyes bright. “Sorry. I’m Alex.” He stuck out his hand and Serena shook it.
“We’re a little rough around the edges sometimes.” He gave her a rueful smile. “Not many of our women come to the alpha ritual. You’re either going to run for the hills or think we’re crazy.”
Serena laughed. “I was a cop back in Wisconsin, so I’ve seen some strange things. I think I’ll be okay.”
“Brody mentioned that. I…we all want to thank you for getting Brody back to us. He’s told us what happened and you’re the hero of the day around here.”
“I told you she was pretty amazing.” Brody came to her side and wrapped his arm around Serena, pulling her against him and kissing her forehead.
Serena spent the next few hours meeting the rest of Brody’s pack. Everyone was in high spirits, telling Serena stories about Brody’s exploits as a kid. He was in the middle of defending himself when the room was suddenly filled with a blinding flash of light, an ear-splitting clap of thunder that drowned out Brody’s next words. The room was plunged into darkness. Serena jumped, letting out a startled squeal. She heard movement and muffled grunts and swearing from the men in the house before the soft glow of multiple lanterns and flashlights filled the room.
“We lose power more often than not. Don’t worry; we’ve got a generator out back if we need it. Here though. You’ll need this.”
Serena recognized the voice and looming figure of Adam, holding a battery-powered lantern. She took it, the light pooling at her feet. Brody took her hand and she clutched it the dark.
“I think we’ll turn in. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.” He took Serena’s lantern in his other hand.
Amid more hugs and calls of good night, they finally made their way up the stairs. Brody led her down the wide hallway, opening the last door before ushering her inside.
“My old room.” He set the lantern on the bedside table. Serena took in what she could see: the bed, a few chairs, a desk.
“You lived here while you went to college?”
“I’ve lived here since I was born. This land has been in the family since before Kansas was a state. Some kind of house has always been here.”
Brody moved across the room and pulled her into his arms. “I’ll give you a tour tomorrow, in the daylight. Right now…” He nuzzled her neck. “I want you under the covers.”
Serena smiled as his fingers moved to the buttons on her shirt. “Am I the first girl you’ve brought up to your room?”
His mouth curved into a smile against her skin. “You’re the only one that matters.”
Any other questions Serena had were silenced as his lips came up to hers, his kiss long and slow and deep, his hands seemingly everywhere on her body at once, tugging at her shirt, then her bra, pulling her jeans over her hips. She shivered slightly at the chill in the room.
Brody led her to the bed, pulling back the covers. She climbed underneath them and watched as he turned off the lantern. In the flashes of lightning, he undressed and she caught glimpses of his body, taut and muscular, his arousal clearly evident.
Then he was in bed beside her, pulling her close. He held her for a long moment and they listened to the thunder booming outside, the rain lashing at the windows.
“Serena…” He reached for her hand in the dark, his voice catching slightly. “I’m so glad you’re here with me.”
“There’s no place else I want to be.”
He made love to her then, bringing her to the edge slowly, time and again, until her body was singing with heat and passion. When she came beneath him, she was dimly aware of his muffled, low laugh, quickly lost in the sounds of his climax.
Later, on the edge of sleep, she curled up against him. “What’s so funny before?”
“You. You’d make a fine shifter, with the howls and growls you made tonight.” His arms went around her waist, holding her against his body.
“You’re pretty vocal yourself, you know.” She yawned.
“I am. But I’m the wolf, so it’s expected. You…you’re always a surprise.” He kissed the top of her head. “You’ll fit right in with the pack.”
*
Serena woke up alone in bed. The sun was streaming in through the windows and she lay there for a long time, watching the blue sky, listening to the noises downstairs. The ebb and flow of the house reached her ears: footsteps, an occasional masculine voice, the sound of the occupants stirring to life. Alex was right; she had the sense that she was the only woman in the house. She turned as Brody came through the door, a tray balanced in his hands.
“Hey, sleepyhead.” He set the tray on the bedside table as she pushed herself up on the bed. “I thought you might like breakfast in peace. The testosterone level is pretty high downstairs. They’re all in high spirits.” He handed her a cup of coffee and she took a sip.
“They’re excited about this ritual? What exactly happens?” She took a piece of toast from the tray.
Brody sat on the edge of the bed. “It’s a sign of allegiance and obedience to me as alpha male.”
“Obedience? As in they do as you say?”
Brody shrugged. “It’s never been a question that any of us follow our alpha. It’s the way we’re raised, part of us on a cellular level. The ritual makes it visible, bonds us more strongly.” He settled against the headboard next to Serena.
“We’re like anybody else, in many ways. But as shifters, there can be…issues. As you know.” Brody looked down, a faint scowl clouding his face.
“Callahan was the extreme. He thought the power he’d have over the pack made him somehow better than the rest of us. It’s not like that. We’re pack animals; we do better with a leader. Most of the time it’s pretty mundane things; finding pack members who’ve gone away, finding mates for the guys.”
“You’re a matchmaker?” Serena giggled. “I didn’t think anyone still did that.”
Brody shrugged and gave her a lopsided grin. “We mate for life. It’s sometimes a bit of a challenge to find women who understand our lifestyle.”
“You mate for life?”
“Like wolves in the wild.” Brody turned to Serena, taking her coffee cup and setting in on the bedside table. He took her hands in his.
“It’s something I’ve wanted to talk to you about. I know we haven’t really spoken much about our future. Things were chaotic for so long. But now, here…it’s important.”
Serena’s heart skittered in her chest, her throat suddenly dry. She knew Brody could feel her hands trembling.
“Serena, I want you to be my mate. For life. Will you consider it?” His eyes searched her face. She saw love, passion…and uncertainty. She sat forward on her knees, her eyes meeting Brody’s. There was no question in her mind.
“Brody, you have made me happier than I’ve ever been. I want you in my life…you are my future.” She leaned forward, kissing him softly.
“Yes. I’ll be your mate.”
Brody held her gaze and she watched as the uncertainty in his eyes was replaced with happiness and the soft glint of unshed tears. He pulled her to him, his face buried against her neck.
“You’ve made me the happiest man on earth, Serena.” His words were muffled, but his joy was evident. He pulled back, his hands on her shoulders. “The happiest shifter.” He growled low into her ear, his lips brushing against her lobe, causing her to shiver.
There was a loud knock on the bedroom door. Brody gave Serena a quick kiss, sliding off the bed and moving across the room, laughing over his shoulder.
“They’re starting early.” He opened the door to the massive form of Adam.
Serena couldn’t help but laugh as Adam engulfed Brody in another hug, finally letting him go but keeping an arm around his shoulders.
“Man, we’re almost ready, any time you want to start. Morning, Serena. Sorry.” Adam ducked his head in Serena’s direction.
“We’ll be down in a few minutes. Get everyone ready in the main hall.”
Adam nodded, patted Brody on the shoulder, and disappeared. He turned back to Serena.
“Like I said, they’re pretty pumped about this whole thing. Truth be told, so am I.”
Serena slipped out of bed. “Then let’s not keep them waiting.”
Chapter Twelve
Serena followed Brody down the stairs. Gauging by the noise level in the main room, she estimated there must be at least twenty or thirty guys waiting for them. As Brody came through the archway at the bottom of the stairs, the noise level rose even higher. Serena hesitated in the archway, watching the group engulf Brody. He shook hands, hugged, and was hugged, making his way to the end of the room, finally stopping in front of the bay windows. He raised his hands and instantly the room went silent.
“It’s good to be home. I’ve missed this place, all of you. I know it’s been hard for all of us. But I’m home, and I’m here to take my place as alpha male of this pack.”
There was a round of applause and catcalls. Brody let the noises subside before he continued.
“There’s something else, another announcement I have to make.” He motioned to Serena. The group turned toward her, then parted as she walked past them on her way to Brody’s side. There were scattered murmurs and growing smiles on many of the faces she passed. She finally made her way to Brody’s side. He wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close.
“For those of you who haven’t met her, this is Serena Daniels. She’s the detective from Wisconsin who is responsible for me being here. She believed in me. She took care of my father’s killer.”
A hushed whisper passed through the group. They were silent then, waiting for Brody.
“Today is a celebration, and one of the most joyous days of my life. Serena has agreed to be my mate.”
The applause this time was deafening, lasting for what felt like an eternity. Serena looked out over the room, overwhelmed by the response, by the love that engulfed her. She turned to Brody, a question on her lips, only to be pulled into a passionate kiss. The room exploded into catcalls and whistles. When he finally let her go, she was breathless, her questions forgotten for the moment. Brody held up his hand and the group grew quiet.
“If we’re ready, we can start the ritual.” Brody turned to Serena as the men filed out of the room. “We’ll have our pair bonding first and then you can watch the rest from the edge of the clearing.”
“What do I do? I don’t have anything to wear…”
Brody’s laughter washed over her. “It’s fine. It’s not formal in that sense. We stand before the group and declare our intentions. It’s like saying vows at a wedding, in a way. It’s public, and the pack knows you’re mine, I’m yours, and with that, they owe you the same respect and obedience they owe me.”
“Is that all?”
Brody paused, his eyes scanning her face. “I have to bite you. It will…turn you. Make the transformation complete so you are truly one of us.”
“Will it hurt?”
“Only for a minute.”
Serena’s mouth was dry and all of her questions flooded back.
Before she could speak, he pulled her close. “Don’t look so worried. It’s going to be fine. Are you sure this is what you want though? Once we’re mated…once I’ve bitten you, you’ll always be a shifter. Like us.”
She nodded. “I’m sure, Brody. I’m absolutely sure. You’re all that I want…forever. I’m just…I don’t want to disappoint anyone, most especially you.”
“Serena.” He held her face in his hands. “You could never disappoint me. You’re everything that I have ever wanted and everything I’ll ever need. Do you understand?” He bent, his lips on hers, his kiss firm, reassuring.
She drew a deep breath, held it, then breathed out, smiling up at Brody. “I do, and I trust you completely.”
“Good,” he replied, kissing her neck. “Then let’s make this official.”
*
They walked hand in hand to a small clearing in the pines behind the house. The rest of the pack was assembled, standing solemnly in a semi-circle. All the catcalls, whistles, and applause were gone, replaced with respectful silence. Serena could hear birds singing and the soft sound of the wind through the pine trees.
Brody took his place at the head of the circle and Serena stood by his side. He looked over his pack and met each member’s gaze. Serena’s heart began beating faster as she waited.
“I stand before you, not yet your alpha. I stand before you as a man, and by my side, the woman who has agreed to share my life, including being alpha female.”
Brody turned to Serena, taking her hands in his. “Serena. You’re my love, my life. From this day forward, I devote myself to you, to protect you and keep you safe, to provide for you whatever you need. I will love you with my heart, body, and soul. You’re my mate, forever.”
Tears welled in her eyes and for a moment she was unable to speak. But Brody’s steady gaze and his strong hands gave her strength. She took a deep breath.
“Brody. You’ve given me more than I could ever have desired. From this day forward, I give you my love, my life, whatever you need.” Tears rolled down her cheeks, her voice wavering. But she continued.
“I’ll do whatever…is in my power…to always make you happy.” Her voice broke, the last words a whisper. “I love you.”
Her tears fell unchecked as he pulled her against him, holding her tightly. The group erupted in applause and she turned her head, looking out over the group, taking in their approving smiles. She returned those smiles and straightened, still in Brody’s loving embrace.
“Are you ready?” Brody whispered in her ear. She nodded.
His lips pressed softly against her cheek before moving to her neck. She battled tears of happiness, of love, the last few seconds of her human life slipping away. Yet she felt nothing but excitement for the future that lay ahead. His teeth, now fangs, slid down her neck before gently sinking into her tender flesh. The pain was swift, lasting only a moment before being replaced by a burning heat that engulfed her skin, rippling like a powerful wave across her body. She closed her eyes, feeling his grip tighten, his breath hot against her, his fangs embedded deep, imprinting her, claiming her as his own forever.
*
“We’re going to start the ritual.” He led her to a small rise at the edge of the clearing. She sat down as Brody walked back to the center of the group. They closed the circle around him and there was a moment of silence.
“I stand here before you as the legitimate alpha male of this pack. I accept this honor, this challenge, this role.” His voice carried in the breeze, strong and confident. Serena shivered, chills coursing through her. It was powerful and emotional.
“If anyone here objects, for any reason, step into the circle and state your reason.”
The group was still, the silence complete. Serena held her breath even though she was positive no one had any objections to Brody being alpha male. After several moments, he spoke again.
“Then you’ve given me your acceptance. I now ask for your obedience.”
Serena drew a sharp breath, her hand to her mouth. Brody had dropped to the ground, shifting before her eyes into the powerful brown wolf she’d last seen at the mill house. The change had been so swift, so effortless, that she doubted her own eyes.
Then one by one, each member of the group shifted, the circle filled with wolves. She recognized Adam, now a large roan colored beautiful creature. He was the first to walk toward Brody, his head down, tail held low. As he reached Brody, Serena heard a whine as Adam ducked his head, eyes on the ground in front of Brody, before moving back to the circle.
One by one the wolves came forward, repeated the submissive gestures, and walked back to the circle.
The last wolf made his trek to Brody and returned. Serena watched in awe as, in unison, the pack raised their muzzles to the sky, breaking into joyous howls. The sound was unearthly and Serena wrapped her arms around herself, shivering with emotion.
As a group, the wolves broke the circle, running with abandon into the pines. She watched them, their boundless energy and obvious joy bringing a smile to her face.
One wolf remained though. Brody stood in his place a moment, then turned and trotted toward Serena. She knelt as he approached, her hand reaching for him.
But he stopped just shy of where she sat. She watched in amazement as he lowered his body, his tail held low, just as his pack mates had done during the ritual, swearing their obedience to him. Tears sprang to her eyes as he crawled the last few feet, stopping in front of her, his head resting on his paws.
“Oh, Brody…” She reached for him and he stood, whining softly, head tilted. The sun hit his coat, setting off a golden glow around him. The blue eyes she’d looked into a thousand times gazed back at her. He took one step, then two, toward her and she wrapped her arms around his neck, burying her face in his thick coat.
“I love you. As a wolf, as a man…I love you…for always.”
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Charming The Alpha
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Chapter One
"I'm leaving in a few minutes, Mom," Hannah called out.
Dressed in her favorite outfit for luck, dark skinny jeans, worn brown leather boots, and a light blue chenille sweater with navy and white stars, she peered out the small oval window that faced the street of the old cottage she was born in.
The full moon hung large and low in the sky, lighting the road. She was almost ready to leave and her palms felt a little moist as she thought about it, but she was running out of time if she wanted to see Pea. And seeing Pea was all she could think about.
As she finished braiding her long auburn hair, Hannah Crane wrapped an elastic around the end hoping that if her hair was neat, her grandmother wouldn't give her such a hard time about cutting it. Normally she wore it loose and wild to lengthen her round face. Not that her rounded cheeks bothered her, but she thought she looked better with her hair down. Plus Hannah loved feeling her hair sway against the middle of her back. Unfortunately Pea had a hatred for long hair and Hannah desperately needed her focused on this short visit.
"Here, wear this," Eliza Crane, Hannah's mother said as she handed her a navy and red hooded cloak. "I just finished it and it's going to get chilly tonight."
"Its just going to slow me down, Mom," Hannah said as she slipped her arms into the hidden sleeves.
"I don't want you to catch cold. Plus maybe you can tuck your hair in the back so its hidden. I know she's been on you to cut it. She did the same thing to me when I was your age."
"Did you do it? Did you give in to her? I'm twenty-two, I should have crazy long hair. Short hair is better when you're older," she said as she admired her mother's jet black shoulder length hair. "Besides, I couldn't pull off short hair if I tried. Its too much work."
Hannah was pretty sure her mother had been one of those girls she grew up envying. She thought of the women who could do anything to their hair and still look gorgeous, and knew her mother fit in with them perfectly. Eliza's beauty was a regular topic in the town of Leeds Point, NJ and Hannah grew up hearing about it often, but that never bothered her.
The town folk loved pointing out how she looked nothing like her mom. With Eliza's warm smile and delicate features, Hannah understood everyone's infatuation with her mother. Even dressed in an old t-shirt and sweatpants like she wore now, her mother still looked stunning.
The only time her mother's appearance troubled her was when people started guessing about her father. He was a topic that was never mentioned at home. Hannah hardly knew anything about him and what she did know, seemed too unbelievable for her to accept.
"I did give in," Eliza said quietly, "but it didn't make her happy."
"Why not?"
Eliza swallowed hard before answering. "She said it was too late, the damage had been done."
"What did she mean by that?" Hannah asked.
As Eliza turned away, Hannah knew she had pushed too far. Eliza squared her shoulders back, and lifted her chin before she spoke again. "Oh you know Pea, she's always dramatic," Eliza said with a forced nonchalance to her voice Hannah knew meant her mother was stressed by the topic. "I was pregnant with you when I cut my hair. Pea thinks no one will look at us if we have short hair. She's trying to protect us," Eliza said laughing nervously as she looked at her watch then spun it around her wrist.
"Yeah that sounds about right for Pea," Hannah said, letting the subject drop. It was getting late so she didn't have the time to ask more and she knew from experience that Eliza wouldn't say anything else.
"Are you going to tell her about school?" Eliza asked.
Hannah groaned and rolled her eyes. "College is the last thing I want to talk about, but you know how it is, Mom. I'm...I guess I'm feeling lost. And Pea has always been the one to point me in the right direction."
"Then maybe you should've spoken to her before you started cutting classes."
"Please don't start, Mom," Hannah said as she looked out the window. "Just be glad I graduated. I don't have the time to talk about this right now. Unless you want to come with me. You know Pea would be thrilled to see you."
"No, it's alright, honey. You go ahead. I'm not in the right frame of mind to see Pea anyway. Send her my love though."
Hannah nodded at her mother but didn't say anything. She couldn't remember the last time Eliza joined her on a visit to Pea. Now wasn't the time to bring that up though. She could see just the mention of the past made her mother shut down.
Hannah had a lot of questions about her father, but she never drummed up the courage to ask. Hearing her mom say she cut her hair was the closest she'd come to talking about him in years.
"Don't wait up," Hannah said.
After kissing her mother on the cheek, Hannah stepped outside and leaned against the heavy, white-washed wooden door of their cottage. The tiny home had been in their family since the days of the pilgrims. It barely had enough space for the two women, but Hannah loved it.
Their closest neighbor was near enough that she could see their porch light on, but not so close that she felt crowded in. There were only a few small houses on their street and they all had historic markers on them. That didn't make them very special though. Most of the area had small old homes like these.
The full moon made the grassy path curving between the tall pine trees at the end of the street easier to see, but Hannah didn't need it. She followed the trail like she did every full moon, exactly as her mother taught her years ago. She enjoyed these visits with Pea, even if they were short.
Hannah breathed the cool air in deeply, happy for fall to finally arrive in South Jersey. It had been a very humid summer and running through the woods usually made her easy prey for blood thirsty mosquitos. She didn't have to worry about them tonight though, and she never gave any thought to the other creatures in the forest.
Granted, the last thing she wanted was to run into a "damned wolf", as her mother and Pea always referred to them, but that was only because they were rude, dirty, uneducated creatures. At least that's what they always told her.
Hannah wasn't even sure she really believed they existed. Leeds Point had always been a strange little town with its detailed folklore. Sometimes it was hard knowing what was real and what were simply stories. For example, her mother once told her her father was a werewolf. But she also told her there was a tooth fairy and Santa Claus. Hannah didn't know if when Eliza revealed that detail about her dad, if she was just trying to entertain the then ten-year-old Hannah's young, over-imaginative mind or if she was telling the truth.
As an adult Hannah never asked her mom about her father and especially never asked if he really was a werewolf. The truth was she was too embarrassed to ask. She didn't want to admit to believing it for so many years if it was just a joke. And even though over the past ten years, the people in Leeds Point seemed to believe in the existence of werewolves and other shape shifters, Hannah easily convinced herself it was just more of her town's eccentricities.
Hannah loved her town. She couldn't imagine living anywhere that didn't have the deep history and culture of Leeds Point. But she sometimes wondered if her mother and grandmother took advantage of that.
When her mother and grandmother decided it was better for her to stay home, than go away to college, Hannah simply obeyed. It never occurred to her to ask why they were so protective, because they always had been. Staying home cost her a social life but kept them happy. That's all she really cared about anyway, her family was everything to her. But now she was stuck trying to figure out what to do with her life.
As she approached the clearing, she slowed down to gather stones for the circle she needed to create. Thankful for the unusually bright moon, she found more stones than she usually did and was grateful for that. There were times when she only had a enough stones for a small circle and she had to stand the entire time. She preferred sitting, especially since it sometimes took Pea a long time to arrive.
Placing the stones in the center of the clearing, directly in the moon's path, Hannah waited for the moon to reach the right height. Spotting a frog from the corner of her eye, she remembered how much Pea hated them and quickly carried it to the base of a tree at the edge of the clearing.
With the moon clearly above, she completed the circle with her seated cross-legged inside. Hannah closed her eyes. Next she breathed in deeply and slowly let her breath out, letting everything on her mind go as she focused on a memory of her grandmother.
She laughed to herself remembering the winking game they played from the time she was a baby, until Pea's deathbed six years ago. Even with the monthly visits Hannah missed her grandmother more than she'd ever admit. The small house she and her mother shared wasn't the same without her around.
"I see you still haven't cut your hair."
Hannah smiled hearing Pea's voice before opening her eyes. Pea wore the same yellow housecoat she always wore since her death. It was one of her favorites during her life so it didn't surprise Hannah at all. Pea's hair was still died black and cut short with curls like Elizabeth Taylor's in the fifties. Hannah knew her grandmother would be pleased if she cut her hair that short as well, but there was no way that was happening.
Might as well get this over with, Hannah thought. It was 3am, the witching hour as superstitious people liked to call it, but it was always a favorite time of night for Hannah and the Crane family. Unfortunately it meant she didn't have a lot of time before the sun began to rise and Pea had to go back.
"Come on, Pea," Hannah groaned. "You know how much I hate short hair. Maybe I'll cut it when I'm older."
"You're stubborn just like her."
"And she's stubborn just like you."
Pea laughed, her full figure jiggling just like Hannah remembered and she suddenly longed to be held by her and feel Pea's warmth and softness as her eyes misted.
"Don't you dare do that, young lady! Don't you dare cry. We're lucky. Most people don't get time like this after their loved one has gone to the other side."
"I know, Pea," Hannah said swallowing hard. "I just...miss you."
"I miss you too, doll. You still need to cut your hair though. Let people see that beautiful face. You have my eyes and I like to think mine glow like emeralds," Pea said as she blinked dramatically, her hands clasped by her cheek.
Laughing, Hannah's tears spilled onto her cheeks anyway. Pea had a way of feigning vanity that always made Hannah laugh. Pushing aside her sadness, she figured she should get to what she wanted to talk to Pea about before their time ran out.
"Pea," Hannah said hesitantly. "I finished college--"
"That's wonderful! I wish I could go to your graduation."
"I know, but please just let me talk. I really need you right now."
"What's wrong? You've worked so hard. I'm sure--"
"Grandmother, please!" she interrupted. "I didn't work hard. I hardly went to class. I just didn't care. Now I'm supposed to get a job and I have no idea what I want to do."
"What do you mean? You used to do so well in school," Pea's voice drifted off as if it was time for her to go. She looked up at the moon still brightly lighting the clearing, then back at Hannah with a confused expression on her face. "They wouldn't come here, they know better than to leave their territory."
Hannah looked around. "They? There's no one here. What are you talking about?"
"Hannah!" Pea said before fading briefly. "Please, stop being so damned stubborn and cut your hair." She appeared solid for a moment. "It's for your own good!"
As Pea faded, looks of concern then anger crossed her features. She glared at a point in the trees as Hannah leapt to her feet, staying within her protective circle.
"Pea! Wait!" Hannah called after her. But it was too late, she was gone.
Turning towards the area Pea stared at as she disappeared, Hannah realized it was where she placed the frog. Geez, I know she hates frogs but they never bothered her this much before. She broke the circle and began walking over to the tree she set the frog by, when she stopped. Something was in the woods. She could feel it.
Squinting, she tried to get a better look figuring it was just a deer, a raccoon, or even a skunk. Slowly, she took a step closer hoping to not scare whatever it was away when large yellow eyes suddenly flashed at her from within the trees.
Frightened, she gasped and stepped back. Accidentally landing onto one of the stones she collected, her ankle quickly twisted before she fell fast to the ground. Unsure what the eyes belonged to, she struggled to get up, thinking she should run. As she ignored the shooting pain in her leg, a large grey wolf slowly emerged from the forest, baring its glistening white teeth and emitting a low growl.
Chapter Two
The moonlight reflected on the wolf's fangs and the silver sheen of his coat. It was enough to paralyze Hannah for a moment. She had never seen such an enormous animal before, let alone one baring its teeth. Unsure if she couldn't move out of fear or amazement, she willed herself to stand despite the pain in her right ankle.
"No, sit. You're hurt."
The sound was gruff, like something between an animal's and a man's growl. Whipping her head around towards the wolf, she saw it was gone. In its place was a part wolf, part man creature in mid-transformation. She watched in amazement as he stood on two legs, his snout shortening into a human nose, his ears shifted along his head as they rounded into a human's ears, and lastly his fur faded to skin.
Left in the wolf's place was a man. A naked man. One so handsome and muscular Hannah couldn't help but stare. He was the hottest man she'd ever seen. As her eyes slowly traveled up his long legs, she shyly glanced over his impressive manhood before continuing over his chiseled torso, broad shoulders, then finally his lightly bearded face.
His eyes were no longer yellow but a dark blue the color of the night sky. His dirty blond hair was wavy, cropped close around his ears, but longer on the top. Lastly she noticed the reflection of the moon against his perfect teeth as he grimaced at her. This was the first werewolf she had ever seen and she realized she had missed out on a lot.
"The forest is a dangerous place for a human," he said.
"I'm pretty sure you're the only danger in these woods," she snapped at him.
The man stood shamelessly, as if his nudity didn't matter. Hannah tried but couldn't keep herself from staring at him, especially there.
"You shouldn't be here. Where's your friend? I followed one scent but heard two voices. Stupid humans," he muttered as he looked around.
"You heard Pea?" Hannah asked surprised.
Her entire life she had been ridiculed for the voices and people she saw that others couldn't. It wasn't until she was older that her mother and Pea taught her how to control it and how to protect herself in case others responded when she summoned. That's why she used the circle. But no one other than her family had ever been able to hear the voices she heard before.
"Pea? Whatever. The older woman. Of course I heard her. I hear lots of things," he grinned and flashed amber wolf eyes at her.
"But she's..." Dead.
Hannah couldn't bring herself to say the word. She hoped this rude asshole of a gorgeous man would magically read her mind and leave her alone. Then she would hobble home once the throbbing in her ankle stopped.
"I don't have time for this. I should leave you here to learn your fate," he said huskily as his gaze briefly softened. "Many wolves wouldn't be as honorable towards a lost beautiful human such as yourself."
"I'm not lost!" Hannah replied, trying to stand again. "I know exactly how to get home." Her face flushed slightly as she realized he called her beautiful, but the pain in her ankle quickly brought her back.
"But you can't get home, can you?" He said softly as he stepped closer. Pulling his eyes from her, he looked at the ground and the stones beside her. "Witch," he muttered. "I should've known. The most arrogant and careless of all humans."
"I'm not careless. I wouldn't have tripped if you didn't sneak up on me."
"You don't know what exists in these woods. If you know what's good for you, you won't return."
He helped her onto her feet as if she weighed nothing. His touch sent a shock through her body that ended with a throbbing between her legs. Hannah didn't know what came over her, but she felt a yearning for him, like hunger but worse. As if she didn't have him she would starve.
He inhaled deeply, still supporting her. His eyes flashed yellow and he let out a low growl. "How? What witchcraft have you done?" He demanded as he breathed her in again.
"I...I just talked to my grandmother," she said confused, her head swimming.
"I'll help you home. This is no place for you."
He stepped back as Hannah struggled to keep her balance. Before her eyes his torso lengthened, fur sprouted from his skin, and his angelic face transformed into that of a wolf. Almost the size of a horse, Hannah realized how enormous he really was now that he was standing beside her. Amazed, she stood beside the wolf not knowing what to do next.
The wolf grunted, then lowered his head as he pushed between her legs, forcing her to slide onto his back. Understanding he planned to carry her home, she wrapped her hands into the thick fur of his wide neck and held on tight.
"The small house at the edge of the woods. By the path," she whispered into his pointed, black and white fuzzy ear.
He sprung forward, leaping into the air, then raced along the grassy path she followed earlier. The cool air rushed past her, her heart beat wildly, and she felt like she couldn't breathe. She wanted to pinch herself to make sure this wasn't a dream, but she was too afraid to let go of his fur.
In the back of her mind she thought about him as the man, helping her up, and all her lust came back to her. Pressing her face against his neck, she felt the wolf's muscles working beneath her as he made short work of the long path. Thinking about his muscles flexing and stretching when he walked earlier as a man, she let out a soft sigh. As if in reply, he growled ferociously, bringing her back to the trees racing past.
The wolf slowed down when they reached the edge of the forest. With her hands still clinging to the thick fur around his neck, Hannah sat up, her hair loosened from the ride, and pointed to the aqua clapboard cottage in the middle of the quiet street. The house was dark except for an electric candle in the oval window that faced the street. Hannah knew her mother had gone to bed long ago. She never stayed up the nights Hannah visited Pea.
As she slid off the wolf's back in front of her porch, she used the white wooden railing to steady herself, putting her weight on her good leg. The wolf shifted back to its human form and grabbed Hannah by the arm as he lowered his face to her level.
"Never again, you understand? Stay out of the forest," he growled.
She wanted to speak, to tell him she'd keep visiting Pea no matter what, but his intense gaze made her speechless. The warmth of his breath on her skin made her want to feel the heat of his naked body against her. She felt wanton and lustful, two words she'd never use to describe herself, at least not until tonight.
His dark blue eyes flashed yellow. Quickly pulling her closer, his lips were on hers, his head tilted. As his tongue pushed into her mouth, she reached up to slip her fingers into his hair, hoping he wouldn't stop kissing her. As his silky scruff gently scratched her chin, she attempted to press herself against him.
"No!" He barked before turning away, his eyes still glowing. "Damn human temptress. Stay out of the woods!"
Before Hannah could say anything, he was gone. She stared at the forest, disappointed in his leaving so quickly. Wondering if he was watching her from the shadows, she silently cursed her ankle for keeping her homebound. She waited in the moonlight for a sign, some proof he was really there but none came.
Giving up, she entered her home and hobbled over to the kitchen table where she removed her boots. A lock of her hair fell into her face and she pushed it aside and over her ear like she always did. Wait a second, she thought. Moving her hand in front of her face again, she realized she smelled like him, a combination of the woods and fresh air mixed with his natural musk.
As she thought about him, she smiled. He might have been gruff, but she knew he was just trying to protect her. She couldn't explain it, but there was something about this man she found irresistible. Something more than just his incredible looks or amazing kiss. Removing her cloak, she happily realized it was covered with his scent. She carried it to the couch, draped it around her, and willed herself to dream about the rugged werewolf.
Chapter Three
"Hannah, wake up," Hannah's mom said as she shook her shoulder gently. "Go to bed. The couch is no place to sleep, its uncomfortable."
Hannah slowly opened her eyes as she tried to remember what happened the night before. Did I dream that? Rubbing her eyes she caught the werewolf's scent again and sat up. Her mother paced the room as she spoke, reminding Hannah of a caged animal as Eliza kept her footing within the confines of the faded floral throw rug. Hannah watched her, her hands punctuating her sentences as she rambled on about things Hannah didn't care about enough to listen to.
Glancing towards the picture window that faced the backyard, she wondered what time it was. The sky had the gentle glow of morning. She hated morning. And why was her mom already up?
It wasn't like her mother to wear the same thing twice in a row, but Hannah was sure those were the same sweats she wore when Hannah left to visit Pea the night before. Giving her mom a closer look, she also realized she had traces of makeup on. She never wore makeup unless she went out. Add to that the nervous babble her mother did after every full moon for the past few years.
The pacing confused her too. Hannah couldn't remember when that began, but it was long enough for her to find it endearing instead of worrisome. She wondered if it had to do with her visits to Pea, but she knew what would happen if she asked. As Hannah wrapped her cloak around her like a blanket, she tuned back in to her mother's yammering.
"Pea would've killed me if I slept on the couch. And what's on your cloak? Is that mud? Oh Hannah, can't you be a little more careful? Give it to me and I'll throw it in the wash."
"No! Just leave it alone," Hannah grumbled then realized her mother was eyeballing her suspiciously. "I mean, I'll take care of washing it myself."
"Suit yourself. How was Pea? She solve every problem you ever had?"
"Give it a rest, Mom. Why haven't you visited her? I'm sure she'd love to see you."
"Are you hungry? How about some pancakes?"
Hannah's mother always changed the subject whenever she was asked why she didn't visit Pea. Sometimes Hannah used it to her advantage, but this wasn't one of those times. Today she had something else on her mind.
"Mom, have you ever met a wolf?"
"A wolf? No, of course not. Why? Did you hear differently? Because you know how the townspeople like to gossip. They'll talk about anything. Even if its not true."
"I didn't hear anything, relax," Hannah said wondering why her mother was suddenly acting nervously. "I'm just curious. I mean we've lived here my entire life, I've heard you and Pea talk about them so I guess they're around, but I've never seen one."
"Well you're not missing anything, they're wolves," Eliza said, shrugging. "Nothing more than over sized dogs. And they are dogs, trust me on that."
"Dogs are great. They're faithful, loving, and playful."
"Is that what this is about? You want a pet? We can get a goldfish or hamster if you want."
"Will you stop?" Hannah said exasperated. "I'm not five anymore. And the wolves are more than just dogs. They're people too. But how is that? How is it possible? Maybe I've met a wolf before and didn't even know it."
"Oh you'd know it," she said as she stopped pacing. "Now tell me what Pea said."
"Stop trying to change the subject, Mom. I'm allowed to be curious about the strange beings in our town."
"Well then you're going to have to accept that I don't have all the answers. Werewolves keep to themselves, we keep to ourselves. Its better that way. There are fables and folklore of course, but who knows what's true. All I know is that they're horrible, selfish creatures. If you ever do meet one, just keep walking. Its the best thing you can do."
Eliza wrung her hands together as she finished speaking. Hannah knew something was up but she was too tired to probe. With the cloak still wrapped around her, she kissed her mom on the cheek and smelled something familiar. Her mother smelled like fresh air, like a werewolf. That's not right, she thought.
"You just got home, didn't you?" She asked her mom. "Why would you hide that from me?"
"I didn't want you to worry. I was getting ready for bed when I noticed you were asleep on the couch."
"Where'd you go?"
"Oh, no where. Just met an old friend for drinks."
"And is this old friend a werewolf?"
"What? No! You don't know what you're talking about? And what if it was? But it's not," Eliza said nervously, before studying her daughter's face. "And how would you know what a wolf smells like?"
Hannah wasn't ready for the tables to turn. She wanted to keep her encounter private for a little longer, especially from her mother who would only give her grief.
"Just a lucky guess," she said hoping her mother wanted to drop it as much as she did. "Pinky has told me some things. That's all."
"Oh. Well, ok then. I'm going to bed and so should you. Good night, Hannah."
"Good night, Mom."
Chapter Four
Hannah couldn't stop thinking about the wolf. But if she was going to be honest, she couldn't stop thinking about the naked man. After convincing herself she'd still be obsessing about him even if he was dressed, she grew more curious about werewolves and wondered how she could find out more since her mother was no help. She couldn't believe that after all these years of living in Leeds Point, that she never thought to pay attention to anything out of the norm.
Thinking about her best friend, Hannah knew she was the best person to answer all of her questions. Pinky Smythe immersed herself in the offbeat history of their town and its ties to the occult. Not wanting to hear the horrors of how her ancestors were treated, Hannah purposefully kept herself ignorant.
Growing up in Leeds Point, Hannah was ridiculed and bullied for being part of a witch family. As a child she figured the less she knew about anything supernatural, the more she would fit in. But now she needed to find out about this werewolf. Plus, if she didn't tell someone about him she might explode.
Grabbing her cell phone, she pressed her friend's name without needing to look. Pinky answered with the sound of children playing in the background.
"Hey girlie! I was just thinking about you!" Pinky said.
"You got a minute? I wanted to chat."
"What, Hannah? You still there?" Pinky asked loudly. "I can't hear you over the kids. If you can hear me, just come over."
Hannah hung up and slipped her phone into jeans pocket, and put on a grey hoodie over her orange t-shirt before heading out the door. Pinky lived down the road in an old colonial that dated back to the 1700's. Part of the house was used as a nursery school, the rest of the home housed Pinky, her parents, and her much younger brother and sister.
Pinky's house was Hannah's home away from home. Most of the children in Leeds Point went to the Smythe's nursery school at one point or another, and Hannah and her mother weren't any different. The school was the oldest business in the small town.
Walking behind the pale yellow shingled building, Hannah saw her friend surrounded by a group of small children while she read to them. Pinky was tall, slim, and a bit awkward. People always told her she should be a model, but she'd reply she'd rather have a root canal than be a walking mannequin. Pinky knew when people were just trying to be polite and didn't have the patience for it.
Wearing her usual dark pink high top Converse, jeans, and a loose fitting plum t-shirt, Pinky tightened her royal blue pony tail while she read one of the children's favorite fairy tales. Pinky looked up, pushed her square plastic framed glasses up her nose a bit, and waved at Hannah without skipping a beat in the story. Hannah sat crossed legged on the ground next to the kids until the story was over and they ran to the jungle gym, leaving her and Pinky behind.
"Did you see Pea last night? How's she doing?"
"Same as always."
"Bitch to you about your hair?" Pinky asked as she picked up after the kids.
"Yup! Like I said, same as always," Hannah said grinning, thankful death hadn't changed her grandmother.
"I'm telling you there's a reason for it. I'm sure of it. Why else would she make a big deal about your hair?"
"Well not everyone is as easy going as your parents. I'm still surprised they never say anything about your hair. I see you have a new color of the week already," Hannah teased. "Seriously though, Pea's just nuts and you're superstitious. Speaking of, I want to talk to you."
"Is something wrong? You never say that, we just talk."
"Its just that I know you're into all this weird stuff, like the history of Leeds Point and the strange stuff you hear about in town. You know, like occult stuff."
Pinky laughed. "'Occult stuff', says the witch who visits her dead grandmother every full moon," she teased.
"Yeah yeah, I get it. And I know its crazy that I never paid attention to anything, but I think I've always been so accustomed to my own weirdness and having to deal with that, that I never paid attention to the other strange stuff that's around us."
"Just spill it, Hannah. What are you getting at? And why are you acting so weird?"
"I met a guy last night," Hannah said hesitantly, unable to believe what she was about to say. "Except he wasn't really a guy."
Pinky leaned forward, ready to jump out of her seat from excitement. "What was he? A ghost? A vampire? I haven't heard of any of them around, but there's always a first."
"A werewolf."
"Oooh shifters are so hot! I think the wolves are the best personally, but I definitely wouldn't turn down a bear, or even a lion."
"There are werebears and werelions too? And you've met some? Why didn't you tell me?"
"Jeez, Hannah. You never wanted to hear about anything supernatural before so I just kept my mouth shut. I think Leeds Point is some kind of vortex and all these beings are attracted to coming here. I mean, I don't think there are that many shifters around, there are territories you know. But we've got a decent selection of them. Remember that guy Louis that I was crazy about? He was a werelion."
"Get out! I had no idea! Is that why you never let us meet?"
"Yeah, he was very open about it and I know how you are, you like your bubble. There's even a bar that caters to shifters, Night Shift. But please, tell me about the wolf you met. I'm dying to hear everything! What's his name?"
Hannah blinked. How could she not know his name? And he knew where she lived. What was wrong with her?
"Crap, Pinky. I don't know his name. It's not like you think anyway. He was pissed I was in the woods. Said it was dangerous for me," Hannah rolled her eyes.
"But? Come on, I know there's a but."
"But I can't stop thinking about him or his kiss! He was perfect. Like one of those Greek statues. Except with a bigger package."
"You saw his..." Pinky asked, her eyes opened wide.
"He shifted from wolf to human so yeah."
"Wow. And he didn't try to cover up?"
Hannah shook her head. "My mom and Pea always warned me about them. I'll be honest, I didn't think they existed. I thought it was just another crazy superstition of theirs. But I don't know what it is. I can't get him out of my mind. And he smelled so good too! I need to see him again. I'd go back in the forest, but with the new moon approaching it'll be too dark. I guess I'll have to wait."
"Fuck that, I'll take you to Night Shift. I know the bouncer and he'll let us in. Wolf night is Thursdays. I say we go and maybe if we're lucky your wolf will be there. I know that's a few days away, but it beats waiting for weeks."
Hannah nodded, her mind spun from agreeing. It wasn't like her to hang out at bars, especially not to look for a guy. But this wasn't just any guy. She had to see this man again. And she was damn sure she was going to get his name this time.
Chapter Five
The street was deserted except for a one story shack at the end of the block. The building tilted a bit to one side as if it would collapse with a strong wind. On the front of the dark grey shack was a green neon sign that said Night Shift. Surrounded by auto body shops and a now defunct processing plant, the bar was tucked away in a part of town Hannah had never been to.
Pinky parked her small sunshine yellow Toyota in the lot and stepped out of the car while Hannah quickly applied lipgloss using the mirror in the sun visor. As she exited the car, Pinky took in a deep breath, then huffed it out and smiled as it made a cloud in the air.
"I love when it gets cold like this," Pinky said as she look over at Hannah. "Wait a sec, you're not wearing that cloak are you?"
Hannah looked down at herself, the navy cloak her mother made her billowed around her, hiding her lucky outfit. Normally she wouldn't wear the same thing twice when seeing a guy, but he didn't see her lucky star sweater, so she figured it was alright.
"What are you talking about? You just said it yourself, its cold."
"Seriously, please take that off. We're just a few feet from the door, you're not going to freeze. I'm not wearing a jacket," Pinky said as she twirled in a pair of relaxed fit jeans and an aqua smocked jersey top.
"What's wrong with my coat?"
"Its not a coat, its a cloak. There's no other word for it. Plus, you're wearing that damn thing and with your red hair...dammit, Hannah you don't see it? Let me put it to you this way. I'm not taking Red Riding Hood in to see the wolves."
Hannah laughed and shoved the cloak in the backseat. "Sure it'll be ok in the Yota?" she asked.
"Of course, no one's going to touch a prized vehicle such as this," Pinky said as she tapped the back of the car where it no longer said the full name of the car brand, only 'Yota'.
Watching a group of women walk past in mini skirts, Hannah felt out of place. Each one was more beautiful than the next and each had legs that extended for miles. A couple of them looked at her as they walked past with curious expressions. It only made Hannah feel even worse.
"Maybe this wasn't such a good idea," Hannah said as she folded her arms in front of herself and stroked the soft fabric of her sweater. "I don't know what I was thinking wearing this cutesy sweater."
"You don't fool me, Hannah Crane. That's your good luck sweater. You're hoping to see Mr. Naked Wolfman."
"Of course, but look at those girls. He's not going to give me the time of day with them around."
Pinky shrugged. "They're not that great...ok, so they are. But, you never know. Maybe he likes stars on sweaters and is tired of gorgeous, sexy women."
Hannah shoved Pinky playfully as they walked towards the worn wooden building. The green neon sign cast a strange glow around the doorway and Hannah could feel her heart flutter nervously in her chest. She must have slowed down too much for Pinky's taste, because next thing she knew her friend grabbed her by her hand, yanked open the large wood paneled door and pulled her into the building.
As they entered the bar, a massive man blocked their way. He was easily the size of the door, with tattoos on both of his arms, and his long hair pulled back into a tight braid. Grimacing he looked down at them, then smiled sweetly.
"Pinky! Been a long time. I thought you decided to stop slummin' with our kind," he said.
"Ha, never! You know I love you guys. This is my friend Hannah."
"Ahh a first timer," he said then wrinkled his brow. "You smell...interesting. Half breed?"
"What me? No!" Hannah said shaking her head adamantly.
"Hmm ok, if you insist, but I'd bet at least one of your ancestors was a shifter. If you're from Leeds Point like the rest of us, then its likely. Well, except for Miss Pinky here. She's just special."
"Aww Bubbles, you're too sweet," Pinky said before giving the large man a hug.
"Head on over to the bar. I'm sure Rafael wants to see you," Bubbles said as he stepped out of their way.
The room was an open space with wood paneled walls that looked sticky with use and age. At one corner a group of four muscular men played pool. A stack of dollar bills grew on the edge of the table as they continued betting.
Next to the pool table was a small dance floor with several bodies writhing to the beat of the pulsing song coming from the nearby jukebox. At the end of the room, just beyond several round wooden tables with mismatched wooden cafe chairs, was the long bar.
Still holding her hand, Pinky snaked through the crowded room towards two empty stools at the end of the bar and waved at the bartender. Rafael was a good looking man with dark brown hair and caramel colored skin in a tight black t-shirt that accentuated his strong physique.
"Wow, its like his muscles have muscles," Hannah whispered.
"Mmm he is yummy, isn't he?" Pinky said.
Rafael refilled a couple of drinks before sauntering over with a sly grin and a twinkle in his sky blue eyes.
"I knew you couldn't resist," he said as he leaned over the bar and kissed Pinky on the lips before turning to Hannah. "I asked her out last time she was here. She said she'd never date a bear. Talk some sense into her, will you?" He grinned mischievously before winking at Pinky and walking away to mix a couple of drinks.
"A bear?" Hannah whispered as she leaned in towards her friend. "I thought you said it was wolf night. And look at him! I can't believe you said you wouldn't date him because he's a bear."
"He works here. It's only the patrons who have to be whatever shifter night it is. Just like Bubbles. He's not a wolf either. Anyway I only said that to get Rafael off my back. He was pushing hard for a date and it got me worried."
"Worried? Why?"
"Because I'm human. There are a lot of shifters who date humans just because we're human. They think we're easy. There's no mates or packs or anything complicated like that, so in that sense we are easy. But that's not the easy he's thinking."
Hannah looked back over at Rafael. Even though he was at the other end of the bar, his eyes were still on Pinky.
"And you don't want to sleep with him?"
Pinky laughed. "Are you kidding? That man is fine! No, he's fiiiiiiiiiinnne. I'd love to sleep with him. But I know how I am. I'd get all attached and he'd get over the whole fucking a human thing and ditch me. Then what am I supposed to do? This is the only place anyone can go to meet a shifter without worrying about territory, so I'd have no choice but to see him."
"Wait, step back a sec. You keep saying things I don't understand at all. Mate? Packs? Territory? I didn't realize there was a whole vocabulary to know."
Rafael came back and set down two pink frozen drinks with umbrellas, cherries and hunks of pineapple sticking out of the tall curvy glasses. "Lava Flow. Your favorite, right Pinky? See I remember everything."
"Thanks Rafael," Pinky said as she took a sip. "What do I owe you?"
"A date. That's all I ask. No strings attached," he said. "If you're worried about anything, bring your friend along. By the way the wolves are drooling over her I'm sure she'll have no problem finding a date."
Hannah looked around the room. She noticed how a lot of the wolves gave her the once over, but she thought it was all in her head. Scanning the room she knew they were all shifters, but she didn't know how she knew. Unfortunately the one wolf she was looking for wasn't there.
Rafael leaned in towards the two of them. "Watch for this one," Rafael growled low, under his breath as a man made his towards them. "He's Omega."
Pinky grabbed Hannah's arm and quickly whispered, "I'm sorry, I forgot how little you know. I'll explain it all later but Omega means he doesn't have a pack."
A thin man, on the smaller side of every other wolf in the bar, with wispy light brown hair and tortoiseshell glasses sat on the stool beside Hannah. He put his hand up to order a beer, but Rafael ignored him. Feeling bad for him, Hannah reached over the bar, grabbed a glass, and poured a beer from the tap in front of her then slid it over to him.
"Thank you, but you didn't have to do that," the Omega said with a thick southern drawl before he took a sip. "He would've given in eventually. There's no rule that says you have to be bound to a pack." He looked around as if he was speaking to all the other wolves in the bar, before focusing back on Hannah. "I'm James Renfield, or just Renfield as most people call me."
"Nice to meet you, I'm Hannah and this is Pinky," she said as Pinky turned away.
"Their Alpha knows I'm here," he said to Pinky looking hurt before focusing back on Hannah. "He's a strict wolf, but reasonable as long as you register when passing through his territory. I'm sure you know that."
"Alpha?" Hannah asked. "Sorry but all this is new to me."
"New? Really?" Renfield said excitedly. "Forgive me, I thought you were...never mind. I'm sure you heard I'm Omega."
"Yes, but I really don't understand," Hannah admitted as she felt even more stupid.
"Look around. You see all those strong, beautiful bodies? Those are all grey wolves. They are also all part of the Rowan pack. A pack lives within its own territory and has its own laws and protections. These laws are created and enforced by the pack's Alpha."
"Why aren't you part of the pack? Is it because you're different?" Hannah asked.
"Ah, how nice of you to notice. I am different. I am a red wolf, but no, that's not why I'm not part of this or any other pack. The red wolves are in danger of extinction. Because of that the Shifter Council has seen fit to allow red wolves into packs with grey wolves. I simply choose to not be part of a pack."
"But what about protection? You said the pack--"
"No," he said cutting her short, "I don't need their protection. I respect Caleb as the Alpha so I let him know of my presence. I don't need anything from them and they certainly don't want anything from me. The pack's day will come though. Mark my words." He was silent for a moment when his expression suddenly changed from anger to sadness. "And when that happens I hope you're no where near these shifters."
"What are you talking about?"
"Stay away from them. That's all I can say. You're putting yourself in danger by coming here." Renfield drank the last of his beer and smacked a hundred dollar bill he pulled out of his wallet onto the bar. "Your drinks are on me the rest of the night. After that forget everything you learned about shifters and this place, Hannah. Their day is coming."
Before she could speak, he disappeared into the crowd. Hannah turned back to Pinky who was deep in conversation with one of the waitresses. Rafael took the cash then leaned across the bar towards Hannah.
"Whatever he said, don't listen to him. Red wolves are known to have a few screws loose. They're a lot like coyote. Just relax and enjoy yourself. Look, you and Pinky aren't even the only humans here."
Hannah followed his gaze across the dance floor, towards the tables where a beautiful woman with jet black hair sat. She wore a sparkly white top that made her look ethereal despite the plunging neckline. Seated across from her was a brawny, handsome older man with salt and pepper hair. Hannah couldn't speak. Without looking, she swatted at Pinky.
"Hey, that hurt!" Pinky said, then noticed what Hannah was looking at. "Holy shit! Did you tell her we were coming here?"
"Of course not! She would've freaked if she knew."
"Then why is she here?"
"I don't know, but I'm going to find out," Hannah said as she hopped off her barstool.
Hannah never lied to her mother before, but not saying something and lying we're two different things. Suddenly she realized her mother hadn't been telling her much lately either. Like, why did she smell like a shifter last week? Had she been at Night Shift? Never in a million years did Hannah think she'd see her mother at a shifter bar, or any bar really, yet there she was.
"Mom? What are you doing here?" Hannah asked when she got to the table.
"Hannah?" Eliza looked confused and began nervously wringing her hands. "I suppose I could ask you the same."
"I just don't understand. All these years all you ever said..." were bad things about werewolves, Hannah wanted to finish saying, but couldn't.
"It's complicated. And something we can talk about another time. Not here."
"Fine, whatever. I don't think I even care, Mom. I'm just surprised to see you here." Hannah looked at the handsome man across the table from her mother and then noticed an old photograph she didn't recognize on the table. Whatever was going on, she was done interrupting. "I'll see you later, Mom. I'm going to visit Pea."
"But its not a full moon."
"I know. I just really need her right now. Maybe I'll get lucky. You know I don't need the full moon, it just helps."
Eliza nodded and lowered her head as Hannah kissed her on the cheek. Hannah could tell whatever her mother was going through, it would take some time before she was ready to talk. She also knew it involved Pea somehow.
Hannah returned to the bar where Pinky was flirting with a tall, hunky man with dark brown hair. She hated having to interrupt, but needed to get out of there.
"I'm sorry Pinky, but can we go?"
"One sec, Hannah. I'd like to introduce you to Cade. We were just talking and I think I found your guy."
"What? How?"
Pinky left her stool and moved Hannah a couple of feet away before excitedly speaking.
"Cade was just telling me how there's been some territory problems recently. Some wolves have been found dead and others are missing. They're not sure yet whether its hunters or a rival pack, but the Rowan Alpha has taken it upon himself to patrol the area. Including parts just outside their territory."
"I'm sorry Pinky, its been a long night. Spill. What are you trying to say?"
"That man you can't get out of your head? That's their Alpha, Caleb. That's Mr. Naked Wolfman."
Hannah couldn't explain how, but she knew Pinky was right. Now more than ever, she needed to get back to the woods. She had to see him again.
Chapter Six
The night air was cool, crisp, and still. Almost too still. The other creatures in the forest knew there was an intruder, for good or bad.
The rash of recent killings could have destroyed many other packs, but as Alpha he wasn't going to let that happen. Caleb heard of other Alphas being challenged and even removed for less. He'd be damned if any of his pack was going to take his place. They'd have to kill him first. But that was the risk one took in being Alpha.
Caleb Overstreet had been the Rowan Alpha for the past fifteen years. At the time of his induction, he was the youngest Alpha in history. His age didn't matter to him though, he knew since he was a child that he would one day be Alpha, he was destined for it.
An Alpha was born not made, but to be pack Alpha, certain things had to happen. Either an Alpha died and his child took his place or an Alpha was killed by another Alpha and his pack then forcibly taken over. In rare circumstances an Alpha could be named by the Shifter Council, but usually those appointments were temporary. Caleb wistfully remembered becoming the Rowan pack Alpha.
Fifteen Years Ago
Caleb threw open the metal framed screen door, letting it bang against the weathered shingles as he stormed into the Cape Cod style house he grew up in. The air was thick and damp as many summer nights were, and his grey t-shirt clung uncomfortably to his sculpted torso, but that was the least of his concerns. Followed by his closest friends, Erich the powerful bear shifter with his slicked back dark brown hair, and Joaquin the lean, swarthy panther shifter, he spotted his mother sitting on the small floral Victorian settee with her face in her hands.
Dropping to his knees in front of her, they didn't need to speak. Caleb and his mother always had a special connection. When he heard her say his name on the other end of the phone, he rushed over understanding the pain in her voice, she didn't need to say anything else. He didn't care that he was out having drinks with his friends at Night Shift, his family was more important than anything to him.
She looked smaller to him than usual. Her light brown hair helped cover her face, but he knew her dark blue eyes were red from crying. As he wrapped his strong arms around her, she let out a soft sob before collapsing into his arms, her face in his shoulder.
"I asked him not to go," she choked out. "I knew that pack was nothing but trouble. I should've done more. I should've stopped him."
"Shh, Mom. There was nothing you could do. Nothing any of us could do," Caleb said holding back his anger and pain. "Dad was stubborn and idealistic. He genuinely believed he could reason with them."
"Humph, reason," Erich snorted loudly and Caleb shot him a look to stay quiet. Even at eighteen, Caleb had a commanding presence.
"He's gone, Caleb. He's really gone. I kept hoping he'd come back, but he's not. He's never coming home," his mom said as tears choked her up and forced her into silence.
Caleb could only imagine the kind of pain his mother was experiencing. His parents always told him they were true, or fated mates. He didn't know if he believed in that, but he never saw two people who seemed more perfect for each other than them. There was always a happiness around them. Even when they looked at each other, he could see the depth of love they had for one another.
His father always told him to wait for that kind of love. Wait until he scented the woman who was made just for him. He couldn't tell Caleb much more than he would just know when or if it happened.
But Caleb's father had always been a dreamer. And it was those dreams that made him blind to the fact he was heading directly into danger. Caleb hardened himself so he wouldn't break down. Emotions weren't something he needed right now. What he needed was to be strong for his mother, now more than ever.
After making sure his mother was ok, Caleb pulled aside his friends and took them outside. Filled with anger, he could barely think straight, but he knew one thing--he needed to make things right for his father. This wasn't about becoming Alpha, Caleb was guaranteed to succeed his father as Alpha of the Rowan pack. Caleb was looking for vengeance.
"Listen, you don't have to say a word," Erich said as he put his hand on Caleb's shoulder. "Those fuckers need to be taken care of and you know your dad would want you to do things right and go to the Council, but that doesn't mean anything to these people. With your father gone, you're now Alpha and they know it. You need to make a stand."
"You know I never like to agree with our big friend here," Joaquin said, "but he has a point. Right now they think some dumb kid is going to take over and they have nothing to worry about. They're expecting you to be diplomatic like your dad. Right now they think you're emotional and ready to mourn. But you're not like that, you're stronger."
"You're right," Caleb said. "My dad believed in the best of people, but there are plenty of times people aren't at their best. That Alpha took my father for a fool and he thinks I'm one as well. My father went to negotiate peaceful terms with their Alpha. Since peace isn't what they want, then their Alpha should get what he's looking for."
"I like what you're saying," Erich said.
"What are you planning, Caleb?" Joaquin asked.
"Their Alpha killed my father, he'll pay for that with his own life."
Present Day
Caleb thought back to the night he became Alpha with a mixture of emotion. Now that he was older he didn't know if he would handle it the same way, but without killing that Alpha and taking over his territory, Caleb would have never been able to acquire as many territories as he had. Because of this he had a number of trustworthy sheriffs underneath him managing each territory. Creating this system brought him to the attention of the Kabok Shifter Council and eventually an appointment to the Council.
The real reason he decided to patrol his territories instead of using his sheriffs, was because of that fateful night fifteen years ago. Knowing someone was out there capturing and murdering members of his pack, he couldn't put anyone else in danger. Each of his sheriffs were mothers or fathers. Caleb refused to be directly responsible for putting anyone in his own pack through the kind of pain he and his mother experienced when they lost his father.
A deer dashed through the trees and silenced enveloped the woods. Sitting on a high tree branch in human form, he looked out and below for what the disturbance could be and spotted a small human running towards the clearing, her long, dark red hair flowing behind her.
Just like a human to not listen. He thought to himself as he sighed. Bad enough she entranced him so that she consumed his thoughts. It had to be witchcraft that made him that way he tried to convince himself.
Since he met her, he felt incomplete. He needed her like the air he breathed, without her he'd suffocate. Caleb couldn't forget the weight of her body on his wolf form, and how badly he wanted to shift back and take her on the forest floor. His lips still remembered her softness. And how she tasted of fresh picked berries.
Caleb heard stories of wolf charmers who could not only entrance the wolf but control shifters as well. Some of these tales ended in the old Leeds graveyard where the accused were killed by stoning, pressing, or the common death of burning. He knew these witches were still in existence today, just as his kind had lived then.
But he never heard of such a strong charm to make a shifter, and an Alpha at that, obsess about the caster of that spell. Perhaps it wasn't a spell at all. She did have the scent. Or did he imagine that?
It was the scent every shifter lives for, but few ever find. The scent was their reason for being, the acknowledgement from the beyond that yes, there is happiness for you. It meant not just the completion, but the betterment of one's soul. One's soulmate; the fated mate.
It didn't make any sense though. While she had the scent his mind and body registered as his, the fated mate was to be one of his kind. A shifter. Werewolf to be more exact.
Her scent was one of warmth and sweetness that he could only describe as reminding him of his mother's homemade cookies. It awakened a longing and yearning in him, but also drove his wolf spirit mad with desire. The girl was human though, at best a witch. It made no sense.
Maybe it was part of her charm. She had to be a strong witch to captivate him like this and confuse him enough to think she could be the one. Or maybe she just was.
Using his strong hands to lower himself from the tree, he beckoned his wolf spirit to take over and bring him to the clearing. The cool air rushed past his face as he ran in wolf form. Low branches from the trees and shrubs in the forest whipped against his thick coat until he slowed at the edge of the clearing to spy upon the girl.
She was collecting stones again. Her collection wasn't as large as last time and he could hear her cursing the moon for not being full. Her brazenness made him smile.
Shifting back to his human form, he inhaled deeply when he realized her scent was stronger tonight than it had been last time they met. He wondered why that was. Oddly, she smelled almost like a shifter. But not quite.
Still, her scent made his blood rush. He wanted to hold her, to feel the softness of her skin and her warm body against his. He needed to bury his face in her luscious hair and breathe her in. At a minimum, he had to be near her.
Spotting a large, white stone at his feet, he picked it up and entered the clearing. He knew if any of his pack saw him in such a vulnerable state, it could be his death. But at that moment he didn't care about being Alpha, all he cared about was her.
With her back towards him, he watched her for a moment before stepping closer knowing she had no idea she wasn't alone. It was why she was in danger. Why he tried to warn her. None of that mattered anymore. As he moved closer to her, her scent overwhelmed him and he vowed to protect her at all costs.
"I told you to never return to these woods," he growled at her.
"Yes, yes, oh so dangerous," she said as she turned around then looked at his hand. "Is that for me? Or were you planning on using it to bash my head in?" She grinned wryly at him before picking up another rock.
"It's for you," he said as he held it out to her.
"So now you're helping me?"
"I know your kind. Stubborn, inflexible, challenging. You'll do whatever it is you want despite what I say. Maybe even because of what I said."
"So, you admit there's no danger besides yourself."
She was playing with him, of that he was certain. Growling softly he forced himself to calm down when he wondered if she was right. Maybe he was a danger to her.
"Human, my pack has seen many deaths recently. I've taken it upon myself to make sure even the neutral zones on the outskirts of my territory remain safe."
"Are we in your territory now?" she asked with her head tilted to the side.
"No. This area, and this clearing were spoken for centuries ago by another."
"Then I don't need to worry. If anything, you're trespassing, right?"
He refused to answer. This territory hadn't been touched by a pack for as long as he could remember. There were tales the clearing was haunted, but Caleb didn't believe in such nonsense.
"The danger isn't just for my pack. Your small human mind cannot comprehend the enormity of these acts."
"Stop talking to me like that! Do you realize how much of an asshole you are?"
"How dare you talk to me that way, witch!"
"It's Hannah," she said correcting him.
"Hannah," he said huskily and caught her smiling. "I'm sorry I've been rude. I'm Caleb Overstreet."
"So, Caleb...don't you get cold?"
He laughed realizing she was referring to his nudity. Slowly he admitted to himself that what angered him, interested him as well. Not only did this woman have the scent of his mate, but she wasn't afraid to speak back to him. He enjoyed the challenge.
"Yes, I do feel the cold but not the way you do."
Stepping closer to her, he felt the warmth her body gave off. As he looked into her bright green eyes he felt like he had been struck by lightning, and the world around them disappeared. The wind whipped her hair into her face and he gently pushed it back behind her ear. With his fingers now at the back of her head, he pulled her close to him, slowly tilted his head to the side as he breathed her in, and lightly touched his lips to hers.
Her heat filled him as it had during their first kiss. Softly his tongue traced her bottom lip before he pulled it into his mouth. He wanted to consume her. Pushing his tongue into her mouth, her tongue slid against his and he wondered why a human would smell and taste so sweet to him.
But was she human? As her arms slipped around his shoulders, he noticed she felt stronger than she had when she rode him. It didn't make sense, but she definitely had a stronger scent too. He stepped back, confused and unsure if he would be able to control himself if he did more than kiss her.
Slipping his hand out of her silky hair, he rubbed his cheek against his palm letting her hair slide between. He couldn't get enough of her, but he needed to go. A run in the cold air would do him good.
"I must leave you. It's dangerous and I beg you to go," he said, unsure if he was the danger he warned her about.
"No. I just need a few minutes. I need to talk to Pea. I'm so confused. My mother...and Night Shift..."
"The bar? What were you doing there? That's not a place for someone like you. The shifters there..." he stopped speaking as he realized he was becoming possessive for no reason.
"I was looking for you," she said.
Grabbing her cloak, he yanked it open as he pulled her close once more. He ran his face along her neck, breathing her in. His hands firmly moved over her soft breasts and he felt her nipples harden through her sweater. Growling, he restrained himself, fighting his desire and his hardening cock, before kissing her roughly, claiming her mouth as his.
Quickly shifting into his wolf form, he forced himself away. At full speed he plunged into the woods, his long claws ripping through the earth. He needed this run to clear his head, but he would keep an ear out in case Hannah needed him.
Chapter Seven
Breathless from his touch, Hannah stood there, her panties wet and her body needy and alive for him. Words couldn't describe the effect Caleb had on her. And with how quickly he shifted and ran, Hannah needed to pinch herself to make sure she wasn't dreaming. Ouch! Ok, definitely not dreaming.
Looking up at the sky, she had no idea if Pea would appear on a night like tonight. Hannah usually visited Pea during full moons because that was when she was at her most powerful, not because she couldn't summon her other times throughout the month.
Still holding the rock Caleb handed her as if it was her prized possession, she finished constructing her small circle. She didn't have much time left. The edges of the sky were already lightening into a pale blue.
As she stood in her circle, she closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind of everything except Pea. It was harder than she thought. Caleb kept creeping into her mind, making her smile and her core throb as she wondered where he was and when she'd see him again.
"It's been a long time since I've been in this clearing."
Hannah's eyes flew open when she heard the unfamiliar woman's voice. Standing in front of her, fading in and out as if there was a bad connection, stood a woman, not much older than her, but dressed in the plain clothing Hannah recognized as what they wore in in colonial times.
She wore a long pale green cotton dress with an apron over it. Even with her hair tucked into her white bonnet, Hannah could see auburn wisps brushing against her cheek and spilling onto her neck. Hannah knew her hair would do the same thing if she tried to contain it and because of that, she knew the woman was an ancestor.
"Who are you?" Hannah asked.
The woman blinked at her for a moment, a look of surprise on her face then rushed closer to her circle. Stunned, Hannah resisted the urge to step back, reminding herself she was safe.
"It's really happening! You're really doing it!" The woman exclaimed. "The curse is being lifted. You must be the thirteenth. Oh goodness, where are my manners? I'm Rebekah Crane, but most people know me as Mother Leeds."
"Mother Leeds? As in Leeds Point? The Jersey Devil?" Hannah asked in awe.
She disappeared briefly then looked more vibrant. "I lost faith for so long. The thirteenth daughter. Oh and look, you have my hair and his--"
Mother Leeds suddenly faded and was replaced by Pea.
"Go home, Hannah! It's too dangerous here. And cut your damned hair!" Pea yelled.
"But Pea--" Hannah said, surprised at her grandmother's anger.
"I thought it was Eliza, but its you. I did what was needed to protect you both. Now please cut your hair. Your scent stems from there. It's how he found you."
Pea disappeared. Alone again Hannah tried calling either woman back, but it was useless. There was too much light in the sky. Picking up the stone Caleb gave her, she broke the circle, put the stone in her pocket, and started the walk home.
The sky was an odd combination of blue and pale yellow layers. The sun still hadn't broken the horizon. Noticing the forest was oddly quiet, she picked up her pace. By this time the birds usually began their morning chorus, but there was nothing. As Hannah stroked the stone in her pocket, she exited the woods with the feeling she was being watched.
Feeling anxious, she ran down the road towards her home. She tried convincing herself she was just spooked, but it was no use. She couldn't shake the feeling that she wasn't alone.
As she stepped onto the sidewalk leading up to her door, a thin animal, no larger than a medium size dog stepped out of the trees. Surprised, she stopped and watched it approach as she tried to figure out what it was. One thing was certain, it was a shifter.
The animal had a reddish coat and long pointy ears. It was too big to be a fox. A coyote? No, coyote weren't brave enough to approach alone like this. Slowly it dawned on her. Wolf. Red Wolf.
"Renfield?" she asked, remembering their conversation from earlier.
The wolf walked behind a bush and when he was done changing to human, Renfield stood up using the foliage to cover his private area. Why did he follow her? Something deep inside her told her to run inside the house, but she ignored that and waited to find out what he wanted.
"They look down on me," Renfield said. "They call me Omega. They're Beta. They follow their Alpha mindlessly like sheep. How does that make them better than me?"
"What are you doing here?"
"I caught your scent earlier in the woods, it's too good to pass by and its getting stronger," he said as he stepped forward, forgetting his modesty. "You haven't been claimed yet. I have no desire for a mate, but that doesn't mean I can't have a little fun."
Hannah watched in horror as Renfield quickly shifted back into the red wolf and charged towards her. Frozen to the ground in shock, she willed herself to move, to run into the house, but she couldn't. With her breath caught in her throat as Renfield came just several feet away from her, she managed a whisper, "Caleb."
A strong gust of wind and the coarse hair of a grey wolf brush against her as it collided mid-air with Renfield. The wolves' upper bodies rose into the air as they stood on their hind legs. Caleb easily flipped the smaller wolf, pinning him down on his back, and stood over him, teeth bared and snarling.
The rush of relief that ran through her body enabled her to move once more. Taking a step towards them, she was startled when the grey wolf turned to growl at her. Understanding he wanted her away, she ran up the steps of the cottage and waited.
Caleb focused on the smaller wolf, his teeth still bared, a low growl coming from deep in his throat. In an effort to shake the larger wolf, Renfield bucked and twisted. Caleb's jaws snapped onto his neck.
"No! Don't!" Hannah called out as she left her porch.
Caleb stopped. His teeth having punctured the skin. Slowly transforming back to human, Renfield whimpered, his neck bleeding as he turned to Hannah.
"You didn't have to do that," he said. "I was wrong. I even smelled the Alpha on you, but that didn't stop me." Caleb released Renfield who reached up to check his neck. "I've lived through worse." Taking a step towards Hannah, the grey wolf snapped ferociously, stopping Renfield in his tracks. "Hannah, you're in danger," Renfield said. "My master knows of the Crane curse. His pack has waited centuries for you. Please, go back to your old life."
"What are you talking about?" Hannah asked.
"Your scent. He's going to follow your scent. Even if I tell him nothing, he will find you," Renfield's voice heightened with fear as he turned to the grey wolf. "He will use her to destroy our kind!"
Caleb shifted back and grabbed Renfield's arm. His eyes were intense as he loomed above the smaller man. "Speak! What do you know?"
"Nothing, I swear I know nothing. Just that he's been looking for the emerald eyed witch who can charm wolves. The thirteenth daughter. He hates your kind." Renfield turned back to Hannah. "Your scent grows stronger the more you're with him. Please, save yourself!"
"Is your master behind the slaughter of my pack?" Caleb demanded.
Renfield yanked his arm away from Caleb. "I don't know for sure, but its why I'm here. I needed to find out more when I heard of the deaths. He is not my master by choice. He saved me and for that I owe him my life. You think of me as Omega, but I know honor and respect like my wolf brethren. Something other shifters do not."
"Who is your master?"
"Hawthorn. Coyote."
Renfield turned around, revealing four large misshapen scars that resembled a bear's claw. He shifted back into wolf form, and trotted down the street before disappearing into the woods.
Caleb turned to Hannah and as he stepped towards her, she jumped into his arms. Relieved to be safe and in his embrace, she melted into his strong embrace and let him support her body as she clung to him.
"Thank you for saving me," she whispered as she pressed her cheek against his scratchy beard.
"Hannah, you are in danger. He's right. Your scent grows stronger each time I see you. You're changing."
"I'm not changing. I'm the same as I've always been."
"No, Hannah. I don't understand how but you're changing. You're becoming one of us."
"No! How can that be? You're wrong," she said as she stepped back confused.
"You are. Look at your eyes," Caleb said.
Hannah didn't have to. Deep down, something within her said he was telling the truth. She felt the difference within her as the wolves fought, but didn't understand it. Without needing a mirror, Hannah knew her eyes glowed amber.
Chapter Eight
"How is this happening?" Hannah asked. "A person doesn't just change into a werewolf."
Caleb saw confusion spread across her pretty face. He knew he had to help her control it or as the wolf spirit grew, it would consume her.
"Come with me," he said as he took her hand. "We need to go somewhere safe, where we can talk."
"Then come inside. God only knows what my mother is up to, but the lights are out so I guess she's still at Night Shift." Hannah shook her head. "Don't ask."
She pulled out an old bronze key and unlocked the door. They entered a small hallway which led to an open room with a couch and the TV at one end and a kitchen at the other end. Hannah disappeared through a door then reappeared holding a pair of baby blue sweatpants and a white oversized button shirt that she handed to him.
"I'm sure they won't fit, but you have to put something on," she said.
"Why? Does it bother you that I'm naked?"
Caleb watched as her cheeks turned red. He laughed heartily, then took the clothes and pulled on the pants. They were tight, almost like a second skin and the bottoms of the sweatpants only reached his calves. He held the shirt up to his large chest, showing her how small the shirt really was, shrugged and put it on even though he couldn't button it.
"Do you want anything? Coffee? Hot chocolate?" She asked.
He smiled. "Its very nice of you to be polite, but I know where your head is. You're thinking about your eyes and wondering what's next." As she nodded, Caleb noticed tears in her eyes. "Come sit with me," he said.
"I don't want to be a wolf. It was hard enough growing up as a witch, and that people didn't know just by looking at me. I can't walk around with yellow eyes."
"Relax," he said as he took her hand and closed his large hands around it. "I know you can do this. Just listen to me. You know how you focus on Pea in the circle to make her come?"
"Yes, but what does that have to do with anything?"
"Use that focus. Focus on your eyes and that beautiful green color they used to be."
"You think my eyes are beautiful?" she asked.
He smiled softly at her and stroked her cheek. "The most beautiful I've ever seen. Now concentrate on them. Clear everything from your mind except for what color your eyes were."
She closed her eyes for a minute and when she opened them they were emerald again. Smiling, she slumped back against the couch and let out a long sigh.
"Thank you. Is that how you change?"
"Yes, although it becomes easier the more you do it. You need to control it so it doesn't control you. You never want to meet a shifter who isn't in control of his animal spirit, they're dangerous. There are times when circumstances force it to take control. Like earlier," he said. "When Renfield attacked you, becoming a wolf wasn't a thought. It just came naturally because I had to protect you. I'm sure that's why your eyes turned. Your wolf spirit was ready to protect you too."
"My wolf spirit? Nothing makes any sense anymore. My entire life I've been told werewolves were awful, disgusting, and untrustworthy. I didn't even believe they existed. And then I meet you."
"You feel what I do, don't you?" he asked softly.
Caleb had been wanting to talk to her. Although she didn't know anything about fated mates, he believed she had to feel the same thing he felt.
"I don't know. I don't know what I feel. I'm so confused. I can't explain it."
"I can't explain it either," he said feeling the pull to her grow even stronger. "Let me tell you what I do know. Every time I see you, your scent grows stronger. And your scent..." he shook his head as he thought about the deliciousness of it, "its the most amazing thing."
"Caleb, you keep talking about scents and wolf spirits, but I don't understand. None of that means anything to me."
"No one really understands how shifters came to be. Some say we're just human hybrids, others say it's magic, or a curse."
"A curse? Like from witchcraft?" Hannah asked.
"Yes, exactly. Some of the earliest texts on werewolves link them with witches. There are accounts dating back to the witch trials in Europe accusing witches, both male and female, of being wolf charmers."
"You mean witches that could make the wolves do what they wanted?"
"Yes, like attack a neighbor's livestock. Honestly when we first met I was so drawn to you that I was sure you charmed me."
"Well if I charmed you, I must have done a lousy job. You kept trying to get rid of me," she said laughing.
"It was your scent. You had the scent of a wolf, but it was clear you weren't. The next time we met I thought you might be a half breed, but you didn't have that scent either," he said as he shook his head, still confused. "Let me keep explaining. There are half breeds, but they're rare. A half breed isn't as connected to their animal spirit so they're unable to shift, but they have the senses of that animal. They also don't have as strong of a scent as you do. All the shifters I know can trace their animal ancestry back centuries."
"And the wolf spirit?"
"Most of the packs in Leeds Point believe that our ability to shift into animal form is from our ancestors. We can trace our roots back to people who believed an animal spirit protected and helped them. These spirits were separate from the humans at that time, but there's evidence that they eventually joined, enabling us to transform."
"So you speak to other packs? I wasn't sure since when I was at Night Shift it was wolf only."
"I call them packs, but we don't all exist that way. A pack is more of a wolf convention which is why I speak that way. Other groups, like bears are more solitary but created a similar infrastructure as the pack for protection. There are some who won't fraternize with different species of shifters, but as Alpha I like to keep communication open so we can work together. Like now with the murders."
"Is it only wolves that are in danger?" she asked.
"So far, but you never know. There are other shifters missing. Whoever is at the root of it obviously has a problem with wolves, but from my experience if this pack gets too confident, they'll go after the others. I've been working with the bear and panther Alphas to watch the forest. The woods seem to be at the center of this. That's how I found you. I followed your scent out of my territory into the neutral zone, which is where you live."
"Neutral zone? I can't believe all of this has been going on my entire life and I knew nothing about it."
He laughed. "You have no idea how much has gone on in Leeds Point. As a human you're sheltered from it, but where you live and where the clearing is, are all parts of an abandoned territory. They believe it was once managed by a wolf, but no one knows for sure so the shifter council declared it neutral. We can't figure out where the murders are taking place though. There are no clues, just the bodies left behind. At first we thought it was hunters, but there's been too many deaths and no signs of gunshots or arrows."
"Do you think Hawthorn is behind this?"
"Renfield seemed to believe so. And the coyote has long been an enemy of the wolf. They refuse to accept their place. Many of them let their coyote spirit rule so it wouldn't surprise me. I'll have to notify the council with an emergency meeting. I'll also have to tell them about what Renfield said about you. If the coyote believe you to be a wolf charmer then you're not safe. Your scent continues to grow stronger and they'll follow your scent just like I did."
"Maybe I need to shower more, I didn't realize I had such an odor," she said trying to lighten the mood.
"I'm serious. We're shifters. We're part animal. A lot of what we do is based on scent. Its how we've survived all these centuries," he said, then paused before continuing. "Do you believe in soulmates?"
"I...I don't know anymore. I mean when I thought about my family, none of the women in my family had ever been in a long term relationship, let alone married. So I didn't believe in it."
"Didn't?" he said noticing she spoke in past tense. "I didn't either. Not until I met you. Shifters refer to soulmates as our fated mate and we find them by their scent. No one else will have that special scent and it pulls at every cell in our body once we find that person. You are my fated mate. And I know you feel it too."
"I don't know what I feel," she said. "I've never felt like this before. I can't explain it, but ever since we met you're all I think about. But it still doesn't explain why I'm changing. It doesn't sound like it normally happens this way."
"You're right, it doesn't. Usually the change first happens as children, but they're around shifters all the time. Maybe your wolf spirit was hibernating and I woke it. I don't know, but I'll help you learn to manage it." He smiled and kissed her lips softly then breathed in deeply and sighed. "Its late, the sun is almost up and I'm sure your mother doesn't want to find a wolf in her home."
"When will I see you again?"
"Tonight. Let me take you on a proper date. And I'd like to meet your mother. She should feel comfortable with who is taking you out."
"You don't have to do that. She hates werewolves. At least I thought she did," Hannah said unsure. "I can date whoever I want. I don't need permission."
"Then call me old fashioned. I'm going to come here, knock on the door, and meet your mother," he said as he pressed his lips to hers and felt her body melt against his. "I have to go before I can't stop myself."
She smiled and followed him to the door. Once outside, Caleb put his hand up to say good-bye as his ears lengthened and hair slowly sprouted. He let the transformation quicken and once he was a full wolf, turned towards the forest and ran at full speed. Feeling the cool air against his fur once again, he slowed down enjoying the cold ground underneath his paws. Thinking about Hannah, he wondered if she would enjoy the freedom of running as a wolf as much as he did.
As the sun lightened the forest, he thought about having to call an emergency meeting for the Council. But almost more importantly, he wanted to make sure Hannah had a night she would never forget.
Chapter Nine
Hannah stood on the porch, her arms wrapped around herself for warmth as she watched Caleb in wolf form enter the forest. Picking up the clothes he wore from the porch steps, she held them up to her face and inhaled deeply, enjoying his scent.
Slipping her arms into the button shirt, she grinned thinking about sleeping in that shirt so she could feel close to him. Briefly she felt the tug of her own wolf spirit, but closing her eyes she focused to contain it.
"You'll catch your death of cold out here," her mother said, startling her as she entered the cottage.
As she followed Eliza into the house, Hannah couldn't help but remember her mother sitting at Night Shift like it was the most normal thing in the world. How could she act like that after all the things she said about werewolves her entire life? She needed answers, but she wanted a fight and she knew how to get one.
"I'm going on a date tonight," she said as she followed Eliza into her bedroom where she sat on her bed as she took off her heels.
"That's nice. You don't normally tell me about your dates though."
"He's a werewolf."
"A what! Hannah, you know how I feel about that. You know--"
"No, what I know is what you've said all these years. Yet there you were tonight all dolled up and talking to one. Don't be a fucking hypocrite, Mom."
"Don't talk to me like that! You have no idea what I've been through and why I was there. You'd never raise your voice like that to Pea!"
"Pea wouldn't lie to me. She wouldn't keep things from me."
"Oh? She wouldn't? You want to know why I haven't visited your grandmother all these years?" Eliza got up and pulled a small box from a shelf in her closet. "I found this when I was going through Pea's things after she died. It's full of letters." Eliza paused, obviously upset. "From your father."
"My father? But I thought--"
"That's what I thought too. I thought Knox just left me. He was in the Air Force. Stationed over at McGuire. We met one night at a bar and well, it just clicked. We were together every day for three months."
"Only three months?"
"One night I was out with my friends and when I got back, there was a message from him. He was being deployed that night. I raced over to the Air Force base, but I was a civilian so they wouldn't let me on base. I glamoured the MP and raced over to see him. He said he'd write and call when he could. We even talked about getting married when he got back. But I never heard from him."
Eliza sat back down on the bed. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She held the box on her lap carefully, as if it was fragile.
"Tell me about the letters, Mom," Hannah said as she sat beside her and wrapped her arm around her shoulders.
"Pea never liked him. He was a shifter. A werewolf. She said they were untrustworthy and only interested in one thing. When I never heard from him, that's what I thought too. When I realized I was pregnant, I wanted to reach out and tell him, but I had no way to. I just didn't know how and I didn't know what to think. He had only been gone a couple of weeks, but with Pea in my head constantly, I really thought I meant nothing to him."
"Did he ever find out?"
She nodded and held up the box before wiping away a tear. "There's so many letters. And I had no idea. In his last letter he said he heard from someone that I was pregnant. I guess someone he knew saw me in town. He was sure he was the father, but said if he didn't hear back from me he would respect my wishes and leave me alone. It had been months since he heard from me, months that he had been away, yet he never thought there was someone else. And there wasn't. There never has been since."
Hannah felt bad. She had no idea any of this had happened. Knowing Pea was strong willed, it only surprised her a little, but she was very disappointed that she did such a terrible thing. What Pea did not only affected my mother, but her too. And she was hurt.
"Why do you think she'd do that? Why is she so against werewolves?" Hannah asked.
Eliza sighed. "Pea believes in some curse going back to the seventeenth century. There's some folklore going back to those days that links the werewolves with our family. That's why she's obsessed with your hair. She says our hair is full of our DNA. The longer our hair is, the stronger the scent it creates." She shrugged. "I think its bullshit, but you know Pea."
Hannah remembered what Caleb said about the witches being persecuted as wolf charmers. Wondering if that's what happened to their ancestor centuries before, she needed to push her mother even though she could tell her mom wanted to stop talking about it.
"Have you ever heard of Rebekah Crane? Did Pea ever mention her?"
"No, Pea never did, but I know her name. Come with me," Eliza said as she got up.
Hannah followed Eliza into the backyard and through the vegetable and flower gardens Pea used to spend so much time tending. Behind the gardens was an old wrought iron gate hidden by an overgrowth of ivy. Eliza wrapped her fingers around a thick section of vines and yanked hard, opening the gate.
The section inside the gate was small, around ten feet by ten feet, bordered by the rusted fence. There was an old lawn chair to the side of the entrance and flowers growing wildly. Towards the back, Hannah noticed a slim, tilted gravestone that was darkened with age.
"I started coming here when I was little," Eliza said. "It was a good place to hide and pretend we weren't the strange witch family on the block. As you know, the cottage is very old and has been in our family for hundreds of years. Back then families would bury their dead either in the church graveyard or in a small graveyard on their property. There's only one gravestone here though and I always wondered why that was, but I knew better than to ask Pea."
Hannah walked over to the gravestone and read it aloud. "'Here lies Rebekah Crane, Mother Leeds and unfaithful wife to Jacob.' Well that's just rude."
"I bet that's why she's back here. They considered her a disgrace. I'm sure you know Mother Leeds gave birth to the Jersey Devil, and I suspect that the curse Pea told me about has something to do with that. I'm sure if you wanted to find out more about her you could go down to City Hall on Monday and look her up, see what you can find. And if that doesn't work just call her. You've always been much more powerful in calling than me."
"You never asked Pea about her?"
"No, I wanted my private place to stay my own. Plus, I know Pea. She always felt we should just listen to her and we didn't need to know anything else. I was stupid and never questioned her," Eliza said. "I had a different relationship with her than you did. I always felt she was resentful towards me. To me, she wasn't the warm comforting woman you know."
Nodding, Hannah knew her mother was right. The Pea she knew and the Pea Eliza grew up with were two different women. Hannah hoped if Pea was alive she wouldn't do anything to prevent Caleb and her from being together, but she suspected Pea wouldn't do anything differently.
"Let's go back inside, Hannah. I'm tired and I'm sure you are too. Plus, you have that date tonight. I'm sorry for how I reacted earlier. I just...I guess I'm still hurt about your dad."
"Have you tried looking for him? With the internet and everything, maybe you can find him."
"I've been talking to other shifters, showing them an old picture of us, to see if anyone recognizes him. I don't even know if he came back after his deployment. For all I know, he's dead," she paused for a minute before continuing, "but I honestly don't think so. I've always felt he was close, I can't explain it, its just a feeling. Recently though, something has happened. I feel like he's in danger and that's why I started going to Night Shift. I needed to speak to more people. I have to find him."
Eliza pulled an old photograph out of her pocket and handed it to Hannah. It was the first time she ever saw her father before. Knox had sandy colored hair and a warm smile. His body was built similar to Caleb's, strong and muscular like most grey wolves. Looking at her mother beside him, so young and cheerful, Hannah's eyes misted over when she realized she had never seen her mother so happy before.
"You can ask Caleb tonight," Hannah said. "Maybe he can help. He's the Alpha for Rowan so I'm sure he knows a lot of wolves."
"Thank you, hon, I will. Now go get some sleep. You've never been on a date until a wolf takes you on one," Eliza said grinning.
Hannah could tell her mother was lost in a memory about her love from long ago, Hannah's father. She kissed her cheek and left her alone with the picture and her memories.
Chapter Ten
Dressed in a black, hip hugging pencil skirt and a dark purple wool v-neck sweater, Hannah was early for the first time in her life. She looked out the small oval window that faced the street and wondered where Caleb was.
He wasn't late, she just wanted to make sure he didn't have any time alone with her mother. The last thing she wanted was for them to bond over naked baby photos of her.
Eliza was busy in the kitchen baking chocolate chip cookies, her usual treat for guests. With her mom in a pair of worn jeans and a sweatshirt, Hannah was glad to not have one of those mothers who competed with her for a man's attention. She'd heard horror stories about that from other friends at school.
The loud growl of a motorcycle filled the air and Hannah ran over to the mirror to make sure she looked alright, before looking out the window again. Parked in front of the house was a silver Harley Davidson. Caleb got off the bike, removed his helmet, and ran his fingers through his dirty blond hair.
Unable to take her eyes off him, Hannah watched him strut up the sidewalk in a pair of tight black jeans, with his worn motorcycle boots peeking out from underneath, a grey button shirt with buttons that strained against his muscular chest, and a thin black leather jacket.
She didn't realize her mother had come up behind her and was watching too until her mother let out a low whistle.
"Damn, he reminds me of your father. I swear when I close my eyes, its like Knox is right here beside me," Eliza said.
Hannah turned and hugged her mother tightly. "Don't worry, Mom, we'll find him. I'm sure of it."
As Caleb entered the house, Hannah reached up and gave him a kiss before leading him into the kitchen where Eliza removed cookies from the cooling rack and put them on a plate. She set the plate down on the table and extended her hand out to him.
"I'm Eliza, Hannah's mom. Its nice to meet you."
Caleb shook her hand and smiled, then took the seat Eliza motioned for him to sit down on.
"I have to admit, I didn't think you'd want to meet me," he said.
Hannah sat beside him and took a cookie and split it in half. "A lot has changed since you left last night. I have so much to tell you," she said before nibbling on one of the halves.
"What's going on?" he asked.
"My mom told me my father is a wolf shifter named Knox. Long story short, Pea kept them apart and Mom had no idea until after she died. She's been trying to find him ever since."
"So you do have shifter blood. That explains so much," he said.
Eliza put the old photograph of her and Knox on the table in front of Caleb. "We were hoping you could help us. I've been talking to shifters around town and no one seems to know him more than saying they think he's familiar but from a long time ago," she said.
Caleb picked up the picture. With his brow furrowed he examined it, before shaking his head and putting it down. "Unfortunately he's not familiar to me either. If he was in the area since I've been Alpha, I would know him. Could I take the photo with me? I've declared an emergency Council meeting for tomorrow night, its possible one of the other Alphas might recognize him."
"Yes, please take it," Eliza said. "Let me know what you find out."
"I will. You have my word," Caleb said before standing. "Now if we have your blessing, I'd like to take your daughter on a date."
Eliza grinned at his formalness. "Of course you have my blessing. Take care of her for me, she's my baby you know."
Hannah sighed loudly as she got up and kissed her mother on the cheek. "Don't wait up," she whispered into her ear.
"A mother doesn't want to hear that," Eliza replied, laughing.
Caleb helped Hannah put on the extra helmet he brought with him before she hiked her skirt up to get on the bike. Wishing she wore pants, she held onto him as he took off down the street, the cool wind blowing her hair back. She realized she didn't know where they were going, but she really didn't care as long as she was with him.
After a short ride, the air began to smell like the ocean and Caleb slowed down as he turned onto an old winding road. The seagulls squawked as they flew overhead and the landscape changed from pine trees to tall grass. Eventually they reached an old pier on the Great Bay with several boats on the dock and a restaurant at the end of the pier.
Caleb parked the bike next to the dock and then held her hand as the walked over to the restaurant on the worn grey boardwalk. The water in the bay was calm and other than the seagulls squawking, it was quiet. As they approached the restaurant, the sound of music and people talking wafted over to them.
At the end of the pier, they were surrounded by the Great Bay with the sun glittering on the gentle waves as it set, large and orange into the sea. Without a word from Caleb, the host took them to a table facing the water, away from the other diners.
After they sat down, Caleb reached across the table and took her hand and softly stroked his thumb over her fingers as he looked into her eyes.
"I know this is technically our first date, but I feel like I've known you forever. I don't know if its because you're my fated mate, or if its just something special about you," he said. "Because you are special, you know."
"Maybe I've just charmed you," Hannah teased.
Caleb laughed heartily then leaned close and kissed her. His lips made currents run through and pulse within her. As his mouth left hers, his deep blue eyes plunged into her soul and her heart beat wildly. Still holding her hand and with his eyes still on hers, he gently kissed each of her fingers before turning her hand over and kissing her palm.
Lowering her hand, his thumb rubbed deep into her palm. He looked ready to devour her. With the pressure of his touch on her hand, such an innocent place, she couldn't help but imagine his hands elsewhere on her body. She crossed her legs as her apex began to throb.
"What can I get you tonight?" the waiter asked, but neither Caleb or Hannah could take their eyes off each other.
"We'll start with the caesar salad for two, then the lobster and filet special," Caleb said. "But bring it over to my place in about an hour."
He got up, dropped a few hundred dollar bills on the table, and pulled Hannah to her feet. They quickly left the restaurant, practically running as they made their way back up the pier. She didn't know where they were going and didn't care. Her entire body ached for him and if she didn't have him soon, she was afraid she might explode from the throbbing time bomb in her core that pulsed louder and louder.
Reaching his motorcycle, she followed him onto the dock and to a houseboat she didn't notice before. It was at the edge of the dock, on the corner, with wood shingles and an offset contemporary roof. The deck surrounding it had a redwood stain, and there were several ornamental trees in pots lining it.
"I have to have you now," he said.
Caleb walked determinedly to the house. He pushed open the door, pulled her inside and pushed her against the wall as his lips claimed hers.
Pressed between his strong body and the wall, Hannah enjoyed his tongue hungrily exploring her mouth. Sliding her arms around his back, she pulled him closer, crushing her breasts against his muscular torso.
Leaving her mouth, his lips found a sensitive spot on her neck and she felt her legs go weak. As she ran her fingers through his hair, she lifted her leg around his hip, letting her skirt ride up. Through her thin panties she felt the outline of his hard cock through his jeans.
He continued to kiss her neck, making her want him even more. She couldn't take it and began shifting her hips, letting herself rub against his bulge until she unbuttoned his jeans and pushed them down past his hips, releasing his member.
Wrapping her hand around him, she stroked his long, thick rod as his breath came faster. He pulled her sweater off and tossed it aside. Burying his face in her chest, his lips and tongue slid over her skin as he lowered the straps of her bra, then unhooked it.
"I want you so badly," she said breathlessly.
Moving her hips close again, she pressed the bulbous head of his cock against the wet spot of her panties. His teeth closed around one of her stiff nipples and she gasped with pleasure. Sliding her panties aside, she rubbed his tip against her clit before moving it to her entrance.
"Not yet," he said huskily.
Sucking her nipple hard, his hands went down the curve of her body. He hooked his thumbs into her panties and pushed them down her round ass. His tongue moved to her other nipple and he circled it before kissing it softly before his lips traveled down from her breasts as he slid her panties off her.
Kneeling in front of her, he smiled up at her as he lifted her leg onto his shoulder. He nipped the hip of her opposite leg, then kissed her thigh as his fingers caressed her. His teeth closed around a sensitive area on her inner thigh, near her sex and she jumped a little then giggled.
With her breathing ragged, she looked down at him and he smiled, his eyes glued to hers as his fingers slowly entered her. Moaning, she closed her eyes, her head back against the wall. Her body buzzed with excitement and desire and she couldn't control her hips from rocking, forcing his fingers in and out of her wetness.
When his firm tongue slid over her clit, she cried out and grabbed his hair, keeping him in place. The warmth of his tongue circled her nub and rubbed as her body trembled. She didn't know if she could keep herself standing for much longer, but she didn't want him to stop.
Clutching her ass with his hand, he helped support her as his lips surrounded her swollen clit and sucked gently before his tongue continued.
"Oh, Caleb, I'm so close...but I need you inside me."
He rose to his feet, holding her leg up in his hand. Biting one of her nipples, she jumped and her body shook more, making him smile.
He rubbed his spongey tip over her clit and entrance as his tongue dipped into her mouth, meeting her tongue. Her body pulsed strongly from her core and she couldn't take much more.
"Why are you torturing me?" she whispered.
"You have no idea what torture just being near you is," he said as he rubbed his cheek against her shoulder.
The feeling of his beard gently scratching her skin, made her head swim. Every touch pushed her closer to the edge.
"Then please..." she said gasping as he entered her briefly.
"I just want you to come. And want it to be amazing for you."
"Just fuck me already," she said grinning as she grabbed his ass firmly.
Kissing her lips, he entered her slowly, groaning. He picked her up and she wrapped her legs around him as he filled her with his length. Holding onto him tightly, she didn't think she could take him all in.
A thin sheen of sweat covered them as he began to slowly thrust his hips. Feeling him inside her, every nerve tingled with excitement and pleasure. She shifted her hips and with each time he entered her, his cock rubbed along her clit.
"Almost...so close," she breathed, amazed with how good everything felt.
Moving her hips with him, he continued to stroke her nub before his rod moved deeper into her with each thrust. Her breath grew ragged, and she clutched him hard. His breathing was fast.
Suddenly the pressure inside her released and she cried out as her body shook and pulsed. She felt his warmth release within her and he growled softly.
Carrying her over to the black leather couch, she laid on top of him as they caught their breaths. He kissed the top of her head and then her lips when she looked up at him, exhausted.
The doorbell rang and he groaned, realizing it was the restaurant. "I guess an hour wasn't enough time," he said. "I want more of you. I need it."
She nodded, still unable to speak but wanting more of him too. Taking off his shirt, he gave it to her to put on while he pulled on his jeans to open the door.
Setting the food down on the cocktail table, kissed her quickly and smiled. "Let's eat. Then later I'm having you for dessert." He winked and began opening the cartons then lit a couple of candles. Wondering how quickly she could eat, Hannah couldn't wait to be his final course.
Chapter Eleven
Hannah rushed out of the house in a pair of jeans, a heather grey off the shoulder sweater with a pair of black ballet flats, and headed up the street to Pinky's. Excited to go to City Hall and see what she could find out about Rebekah Crane, Hannah knew if she didn't invite Pinky along she'd never hear the end of it. Pinky never missed a chance to learn more about the history of Leeds Point, especially when it had anything to do with the supernatural.
Hannah heard the children's laughter coming from the backyard so didn't bother going into the house. As she walked around to the back she spotted Pinky in a Mickey Mouse t-shirt with her royal blue hair pulled up into a messy bun. Towering over the children, Pinky laughed and blew bubbles for the kids to chase.
Pinky's mother stepped onto the deck from the kitchen with a tray of vegetables, yogurt, and fruit, placed it down on a table low enough for the children to sit at, then played a few notes on a triangle. She was the spitting image of Pinky but with a platinum blonde pixie cut. Hannah loved Pinky's mom and called her 'mom' as did a lot of children who grew up at their nursery school. As the kids ran onto the deck for their snack, Hannah smiled fondly as she thought back to when she was one of those children.
"Long time no see," Pinky said as she elbowed Hannah playfully.
"I know, I know, please don't give me grief about it. You have no idea all the stuff that's happened."
"Hey, you know I'm just teasing you. You don't have to tell me I don't compare to some sexy werewolf," Pinky grinned and wiggled her eyebrows at Hannah. "So what's up?"
Pinky jerked her head towards the swing set in the corner of the backyard and started heading towards them. Hannah waved to Pinky's mom before following. The swings were where she and Pinky always shared their secrets. It was also Pinky's way of telling her to not say anything until they got there.
After climbing onto one of the swings, Hannah opened her mouth and then quickly shut it. Pinky gave her her patented WTF look and Hannah laughed.
"I have so much to tell you and I don't even know where to begin," she said as she walked the swing back, the lifted her feet off the ground and swung forward.
"Its me, Hannah. Just say whatever comes to mind."
Hannah nodded as she swung. It wasn't that she was afraid of telling Pinky anything, she just had so many huge things happen that she couldn't figure out which she should start with. She chose the thing that was foremost on her mind.
"I'm part werewolf. I'm beginning to change too."
"Get out!" Pinky said as her mouth dropped open. "How are you handling that? I mean you never embraced the whole witch thing until you were older."
"I think I'm still in shock. I mean my eyes turn yellow! How crazy is that? Eventually I'll be able to turn into a completely different being. Really, its pretty exciting. And it ends up its all happening because my dad was a wolf."
"Your dad?" Pinky looked even more surprised. "Seriously, with the number of shifters in Leeds Point, your finding out you're one too really doesn't surprise me that much. But the fact that you got Eliza Crane to talk about Knox--"
"Wait," Hannah interrupted, "how do you know my dad's name? I didn't know it until recently. That's why she was at Night Shift, she's been looking for him."
Pinky sighed and twisted her swing so she could look directly at Hannah. "Please believe me, but I just found out. I overheard my dad on the phone. He said your mom has been looking for Knox and I put two and two together. He thinks he's been taken."
"Taken? Did he say anything else? I don't understand it. How did he know about my mom?"
"Seriously, Hannah. Have you not learned anything from living here? My dad knows everything. Like everything. I didn't hear anything else, but it did sound serious."
"Where is he? I've got to talk to him," Hannah said as she got off the swing.
"You can't, he's not here. He had to meet with the Shifter Council."
"The Shifter Council? That's been coming up a lot lately."
"They're like the police of the shifter world so I'm sure they're trying to figure out who is behind the wolf murders," Pinky said.
"Ok, but what's your dad got to do with them?"
"I really don't know, but sometimes they come to us because they need historical records on people. I've asked my dad about it but he says I'll find out everything when my time comes." She shrugged before continuing. "Whatever that means."
Hearing the kids playing on the jungle gym, Hannah realized she had been at the Smythe's longer than she planned. "I'm going to City Hall this morning so I can look up Rebekah Crane, do you want to come with me? She's buried in my back yard and I met her the other night. I really want to get there early in case there's a lot of records to look through."
"Aww crap, I can't go! Its just me and my mom here today. I can't leave her alone with all those kids, she'll end up tied up to some tree or something," Pinky said laughing. "Seriously though, I wish I could go. Promise me you'll tell me everything you find out."
"Ok, I will. I'll text you later if I find out anything good."
"And don't disappear again, will you? I mean seriously, you're my best friend so I can tell you this, but you have no idea how jealous I am that you're a shifter. I think I'd give just about anything to be something. How is it in a town full of all kinds of crazy shit, I'm the only normal person?"
"Well you realize that your being the only 'normal' person here makes you completely abnormal, right?" Hannah teased.
Pinky laughed, but Hannah noticed a little sadness in her eyes. "Trust me, Hannah. You have no idea how hard it is sometimes being ordinary in such an extraordinary world. Then again, you're just finding out exactly how extraordinary the world we live in is," Pinky said somberly.
After years of being bullied for being a witch, and now having to learn how to manage her wolf spirit, Hannah couldn't imagine why anyone would be envious of her. As she hugged her friend tightly, Hannah realized Pinky felt as dejected now as she did when she was being bullied as a child. She might not understand Pinky's jealousy or sadness, but she knew how hard it was to be an outsider looking in. Whatever happened to either of them, Hannah would always be there for Pinky no matter what.
*
Blinded by the sun's reflection off the marble and stone building that was City Hall, Hannah squinted and kept her head down as she climbed the steps two at a time. After entering through the large wooden doors, she made her way upstairs to the Department of Public Records where a frail, bald man with a pair of thick round glasses, sat behind a desk in front of a room filled with filing cabinets.
With his head down, looking at a stack of papers on his desk, Hannah stood in front of the desk waiting for him to acknowledge her. Shifting on her feet, and lightly tapping the top of the desk, she began to get impatient. She didn't want to be rude, but he was acting like she wasn't even there.
Clearing her throat, she waited for him to look up. Nothing. Not even a glance. She coughed loudly while looking at him, but still no response. Leaning down she put herself directly in his line of sight when he snored. Gently shaking his shoulder, she stepped back when he snorted and shook his head.
"Oh hello there, dear. I must have dozed off. What can I help you with?" he asked, his voice gritty.
"I live in Leeds Point and was wondering if you could give me some information about the house I live in and my ancestors."
"Goodness me. You wouldn't believe the amount of records we have. And its all paper. The original documents are now all public record so if you'd like I can bring you to that area and you can look for what you're interested in."
He hobbled towards the back of the room and Hannah followed him, forcing herself to walk slow instead of running ahead like she really wanted. The area smelled musty and the florescent light overhead buzzed softly. As he tapped the top of an old, taupe filing cabinet dust flew into the air.
"These are them, dear. Unfortunately the cabinets aren't marked. If you need any help just come get me, or ask for Abraham if I'm not around and they'll find me."
"Thank you, sir," Hannah said before he wobbled briefly then headed back towards his desk.
As she pulled open a drawer, the cabinet made a horrible scraping sound. The filing cabinets were so old they rusted years ago. She yanked open another one, letting the metallic groan fill the air.
A long row of yellowed paper greeted her. Pushing back the stack so she could look at the first one, she saw a name that began with A. Close enough, she thought as she skipped ahead several inches of paper to find the C's. Thumbing through the files she saw 'Crane' flip past and went back to find it.
She couldn't believe her good luck. Excited, she pulled out the piece of paper and saw her address on top. It was the original land deed. Rebekah Crane's name was listed with her husband Jacob's, but it was neatly crossed out.
At the bottom of the deed, a notarized portion declared the land belonging to Rebekah after charges of witchcraft and wolf charming were dropped. It seemed her husband accused her of witchcraft after finding out she had an affair.
Hannah thought about the Jersey Devil tales and wondered if they all began because of an angry, jealous husband. Yanking open several other cabinets didn't provide her with the answers she wanted.
She found the Leeds Point bible where all births were recorded and saw Rebekah listed thirteen times, once for each child. The last child had a deceased date next to him. It was enough to make Hannah realize she needed a folklore refresher. She had to find the oldest stories about the Jersey Devil.
After closing the cabinets with a strong shove, she ran through the short maze of files to Abraham's desk. Turning to thank him, she noticed he was asleep again and just kept walking. The public library was a couple blocks away and she couldn't wait to continue her research.
The library stood at the center of a busy block. It was one of the oldest libraries in the state and had been recently renovated. Hannah remembered going there with her mother and Pea when she was a child. The lower level had a blue three story doll house Hannah always admired on their visits there.
She thought about entering on the lower level, just to walk past and see if the doll house was still there and as she remembered it, but she didn't have time for nonsense. Positive the answer would stop the murders of Caleb's pack, she needed to get to the root of Rebekah's curse.
Climbing the sandstone steps up to the circular foyer, Hannah grew anxious. She was sure she would get some answers here. And curiosity had already gotten the better of her.
If she couldn't find out what she needed to there, she was definitely summoning Rebekah in the clearing. Another full moon was already here and she knew that, coupled with her seeing her before meant she could bring her back again.
A gust of warm air and the smell of books enveloped her as she entered the library. The main section was rounded like the building's exterior. At the center was a long rectangular desk with two academic looking people--a man with a tweed blazer, and a woman in a tan skirt with a black turtleneck shirt. Both of them smiled as she entered the foyer with its square stained glass skylights.
"Can I help you?" the woman asked as the man went back to scanning a stack of returned books.
"Yes, where can I find articles about the Jersey Devil?"
The man's head popped up and he smiled warmly at Hannah. "I can help you with that," he said as he stepped around from the expansive desk. "I'm Brian. I'm considered the Jersey Devil expert around here. If you don't mind my talking your ear off, I'd love to help you."
"Ok great, I'm looking for the origins of the story."
Brian led Hannah through a two story archway lined with bookcases. Stopping towards the end of an aisle, he pulled out several books and motioned for her to continue following him. He placed the books down on a long table at the back of the room, near picture windows that faced the adjacent park.
"Anything in particular about the origins?" he asked as he sat down. "As I'm sure you know, there are several theories."
"I'm really looking for anything about Rebekah Crane."
"Ahh, Mother Leeds. Such a tragic story really. Most people don't even know her real name," he said as he flipped through a hardcover book and then slid it in front of her. "This book has a collection of writings from the 1600's all based on the Jersey Devil."
"What's tragic about her story? All I know is she cursed the baby while she was in labor. I imagine she was tired of being a baby making machine."
"That's the tale, but I doubt it's true. There's no evidence, but I always felt she was a victim of her time. Based on research I have done on that time period, women who cared for the land themselves were more likely to get accused of witchcraft. Many of those accusers stood to gain adjoining portions of their property if said witch was prosecuted."
"That's terrible!" Hannah said.
"Indeed. Rebekah was lucky though. Her accuser was her husband. But before his claim was finalized he came down with a brain fever and died. Many people believe Rebekah was behind it, but Jacob Leeds was well established as the town drunk, so most were happy to be rid of him."
"What happened to her after he died?
"Unfortunately there are woefully few accounts of her after his death. I believe she shut herself away from society. Perhaps she was embarrassed after all she went through with him. As time went on though the stories Jacob told came back and grew even more fanciful. It's from these that the tales we know as the Jersey Devil came to life."
"Wow, what a rough life that must have been. It's a shame there isn't more information. So did she really have thirteen children?"
"By all accounts, yes. But her husband didn't believe the last was his. Records of the time say the baby died soon after birth. I've often wondered if Jacob was responsible."
"Oh no!"
"It wasn't uncommon for infants to die back then, but he was a terrible man and there are letters where he said the child would never carry his name."
"So that thirteenth child would really be a Crane and not a Leeds?"
"Yes. There are stories about a curse on the Crane family, but none of them give details. I know it sounds absurd, but I've hired witches in the past to contact her. I would have loved to see if she'd appear to tell her side of the story, but it ended up being a waste of time. She never appeared. I was just trying anything I could think of. There are reports that her husband had her gravestone carved before he died, but no one knows where she was buried. It's a shame. So much history lost."
Ready to burst from excitement from the few things she learned, Hannah nodded and thanked Brian, not wanting to give anything away as she left the library. Excited that Rebekah appeared to her and not some so-called professionals, she knew she needed to call her as soon as the moon was right. Hannah hoped she could get the answers she needed and not only find out more about her ancestors, but finally learn the truth about the Crane curse.
Chapter Twelve
The Kapok Shifter Council was made up of the twelve most dominant breeds in the tri-state area. Councils existed throughout the world and were broken up by number of territories. The Kapok Council was known to be one of the most powerful because of the number and size of the territories each Alpha controlled.
Because of their connection to the past, it was a requirement of all packs within the Kapok Council jurisdiction to use Celtic tree symbolism in choosing a name. The Council believed trees were not only known for their healing properties and wisdom, but to remind the shifters of the days they hid from society and used the trees for protection. Caleb's pack had been named Rowan for their protection and connection to nature.
Council meetings took place in the secret room of the Smithville library. The back of the library faced a wooded area that was perfect for each of their arrivals. From there they were able to descend into the basement, still in animal form and then enter a private room each of them kept a change of clothes in. For over two hundred years, this was how the Kapok Council met and no one wanted to initiate any changes.
Dressed in dark blue jeans, a black t-shirt that clung to every muscle on his chest, and his favorite pair of black motorcycle boots, Caleb entered the room. The wood planked floor creaked with each of his steps. The room buzzed as Caleb took his seat at the antique artisan crafted round table the Council used for their meetings.
Seated around the table were the Alpha from each of the twelve groups in the tri-state area. Caleb's oldest friends, Erich and Joaquin each took their places as Alpha years ago and now sat on either side of him. Erich, the handsome, oversized brute of a man was the grizzly bear Alpha of the Alders. Alder was chosen to remind the bears of their endurance and strength, traits that Erich believed he embodied and would fight anyone who disagreed with him.
On the other side of Caleb was Joaquin, the good looking, dark skinned Alpha of the panthers' Blackthorn. He believed so whole-heartedly in the discipline and control the blackthorn tree represented, that he was known to take things a little too far at times. Focused to a fault, Joaquin sometimes put Blackthorn's overall well being over those closest to him.
Across from them sat Monica, the tall, svelte fox Alpha of Willow. She was the eldest and most outspoken of the Council. She valued the willow's intuition and used it her leadership. She believed it sometimes meant ignoring the analytical, but things always worked out for her in the end.
"This better be good, Caleb," said Erich. "You know I despise these emergency meetings. I'm an important man."
"We're all important, Erich," Caleb snapped at him before looking around the table at each Council member. "Thank you for coming at such short notice. We've all been concerned about the recent murders in the Pine Barrens. Right now, the grey wolves seem to be the only ones who have been killed, but each of our packs have missing members and as we all know, its only a matter of time before one of their bodies is found."
"Get to the point, I don't have all day," Erich growled.
Leaning towards Erich in his seat, Caleb gave the bear leader a long look, matching his gaze, a low growl in his throat.
"Ok ok, that's enough boys," Monica said.
"Forgive me," Caleb said as he cleared his throat. "I have reason to believe the Hawthorn coyote pack is behind the killings and missing pack members. I've learned that the coyote Alpha, Abel believes in an ancient curse that will give him power over wolves, and possibly other shifters as well."
"Are you talking about a wolf charmer? I remember hearing stories about them years ago as a child. I didn't think those stories were more than fable though," Joaquin said. "Whatever your plan is, know that the panthers are behind you one hundred percent."
"Unfortunately I want to be certain. Nothing has happened since we began patrolling the woods, but I believe Abel is waiting because he thinks he's close. A red wolf, an Omega named Renfield, who is in servitude to Abel, said he's after a human. A witch to be exact."
"How will he find this witch?"
"I met her in the woods one night, she knows nothing of the curse or of charming. It seems she has werewolf blood and is slowly becoming one of us," Caleb said wanting to protect Hannah as much as possible, but knowing he had to give the Council some information. "Her scent is growing stronger. I have an old photo of her father, but she knows nothing about him. His name is Knox." Caleb, took the photo out and passed it around for the other Council members to look at.
"I believe I've seen him before," Liam of the Oak lion pride said as he ran his fingers through his blond hair. "He was living within my territory. A quiet man with an air of sadness. Unfortunately he is one of my missing."
"I've heard of shifters of ancient blood, that do not continue their line do not shift until they're in contact with others," Monica said. "I believe its some sort of adaptation within their DNA to protect them. How much contact have you had with this girl?"
Caleb didn't want to respond. He couldn't tell them she was his fated mate. The idea of a fated mate, while important within the shifter community, wasn't something to discuss at Council where they followed their heads, not their hearts.
"Several times. She continues to enter the woods despite my repeated warnings."
"Is she in any of our territories?" Monica asked.
"No, she's in the neutral zone, not far from where the casualties have been appearing. She needs to be protected, especially if Hawthorn is after her."
"I'm sure we all agree."
After the meeting was over, Joaquin pulled Caleb aside and Erich joined them. The three Alphas had taken it upon themselves to secure the woods.
"You look troubled, brother," Joaquin said to Caleb. "Is it the girl?"
"Yes, I'm worried about her. If her scent is growing stronger because of our interaction, then perhaps I need to stay away. Her best protection is for her to not complete the transformation into a shifter. Once that happens her scent will be strong enough for Abel to track her."
"I've dealt with that pack of coyotes before. They're beyond dangerous. We cannot let them endanger humans as well. I'm sure whatever your decision, it'll be for the best."
Caleb snorted. He didn't like his decision, but in the back of his mind he knew staying away from Hannah was the best thing for her. Maybe if things were different, if Abel was caught then it would be safer. Until then, she was living life as a human. She was human. And she needed to be treated as such.
"I'll forgo the neutral zone in my rounds and let her be," Caleb said. "But know this, if anything happens to her I will declare war on the Hawthorn. There is nothing that will stop me from protecting her," Caleb said as he slammed his fist into his palm.
"Finally, something I can get behind," Erich said, an evil grin spreading across his face. "You declare war and I guarantee I will be by your side."
Caleb didn't like having his hands tied, but he knew attacking a pack without proof was one of the worse things any Alpha could do. He would wait and watch the woods. Once everything was over he could return to Hannah again. Until then, he would have to stay away from her, no matter how much pain that caused him.
Knowing he couldn't just leave her he planned to talk with her and explain why he couldn't see her anymore. Her scent and her shifting were increasing and it was only a matter of time before her transformation was complete. He would die before he let his selfishness be the reason Hannah was in danger.
Chapter Thirteen
For the first time since Pea died, Hannah wasn't going to visit her on a full moon. She missed Pea but if she wanted to call on her ancestor, Rebekah Crane she knew it was going to take every ounce of her energy.
Collecting the stones for the circle was hard enough that night. The full moon lit enough of the ground for her to find them easily, but she couldn't help but think of Caleb each time she picked one up. There was the first time they met when she tripped over one and he let her ride him home. Or the time he handed her a stone to help her with the circle.
Caleb took up so much of her thoughts that she refused to wash the button shirt he wore at her cottage. She loved how much it smelled like him and had been wearing the shirt to bed everyday since their date. She almost wore it that night with a pair of jeans, but she had the draw the line somewhere.
Unfortunately thinking about him was all she could do lately because she hadn't seen him in days. He wasn't answering his phone and he hadn't come by since their date. Hannah was beginning to feel insecure about sleeping with him, despite how wonderful it was.
She thought they had feelings for each other, but maybe she was wrong. Maybe her mom and Pea had been right all along. Werewolves really only wanted one thing and she gave that to him the last time she saw him. If it was true, she'd never see him again.
She reminded herself to have hope. Caleb had a lot of responsibilities, after all he was Alpha. He might have gone after that coyote pack Renfield seemed so scared of.
Knowing she promised Caleb she wouldn't go into the woods, made her feel more uneasy. She didn't like breaking her promise, but she needed to reach Rebekah and using the full moon was going to be her best bet. Maybe if she had heard something from Caleb over the past few days things would've been different, but she hadn't so she needed to do what she had to--summon Rebekah. She didn't have a choice. There were only so many full moons.
As she sat in the almost completed circle, her cloak tucked under her, she reminded herself to focus on why she was there. She needed to contact Rebekah about the curse. Whatever Rebekah knew was key to anything Hannah had been able to figure out.
Sitting down on the cold, damp, grassy floor of the clearing, Hannah was just about to close the circle. So much had happened in the last few months that she didn't want to forget and it was all because of Caleb.
Taking a deep breath, she picked up the final stone for her circle when her senses registered the fresh air and woody, musky scent of Caleb. She smiled softly as she put down the last stone without completing the circle and fought every urge within her to run over and be near him.
"I know you're there, Caleb," she said happily.
The leaves rustled and she turned to watch as a large grey wolf stepped out from the woods, his head hung low. Hannah felt sadness wash over her as the wolf came over and pushed his large head under her arm, forcing it around his neck, then rested his head on her lap.
"What's going on? Something happened. You have to tell me," she demanded.
With her hand buried deep into his thick silvery fur, his snout and ears shortened, his eyes turned to midnight blue, and laying naked in the moonlight was Caleb.
"I have to leave you. I've learned that my presence, any presence of a shifter, is bringing out your wolf spirit. Without me around, you'll revert to human and be safe from Hawthorn," he said.
"No! I don't care about being human! I only care about being with you. You can't do this to me," Hannah pleaded. "You can protect me."
"I can't always be here, Hannah," he said as he sat up. The best way for me to protect you is by leaving you. Your scent is growing stronger. It's only a matter of time before you have the ability to fully shift. When that happens the Hawthorn coyotes will track you down at whatever cost, putting your mother in danger as well. I can't do that. I love you too much to do that to you."
Caleb turned away. As he stood to go, Hannah clutched at his arm. "No!" she cried. "Please, don't go!"
"Leave the forest and never come back, Hannah," he growled. "Your father is one of the missing. They're getting close. You're safe if you remain human."
She couldn't let this happen. Every fiber of her being screamed at her to stop him. How could he do this? He didn't look at her. With her still holding onto him, tears running down her face, he quickly shifted back into a wolf and tore through the grass back into the woods.
Hannah reached for a stone and half heartedly threw it at the running wolf before collapsing back to the ground sobbing. Everything hurt. Gasping for breath while her tears blinded her, she wrapped her arms around herself for comfort.
The rest of the stones surrounding her mocked her tears, laughed at her heartbreak. Wishing she was a stone, she stuffed down her pain, ignoring the emptiness in her chest where her heart used to beat for Caleb. It was gone, yanked from her chest and stomped on when she realized he said he loved her too much to stay.
He loved her, but he left her. I am a rock, she thought to herself as she headed home.
Chapter Fourteen
Hannah was grateful for the blue moon as she ran through the woods on the path to the clearing, her cloak billowing out behind her. She didn't care how many times Caleb had warned her of the danger. Danger meant even less to her since he wasn't around. In fact, she welcomed it. Maybe it would put her out of her misery. Meanwhile, Hannah had to get to the bottom of the curse and the only person who could help her with that Rebekah Crane.
Running at full speed, not wanting to miss her window like last time, Hannah felt a sharp tug at her cloak and swung a fist as she spun around only to find she was caught on a barberry bush.
"Dammit, Hannah," she muttered. "Get a hold of yourself."
*
"You haven't been yourself since..." Pinky's voice trailed off.
Hannah knew what her friend was going to say and was grateful that she didn't. As they sat on an old orange print couch at Pinky's house, sharing a double cheese, double pepperoni pizza, a Real Housewife whined about her latest plastic surgery mishap. They were both dressed in yoga pants and t-shirts, not because they planned to work out, but because they just wanted to be comfortable.
With her mouth full from her last bite, Hannah finished Pinky's sentence. "Since the last full moon. That's all I want to remember about it."
"Have you tried calling him?"
"Please, Pinky. The last thing I want to do is talk about him."
"I know but--"
"But nothing, ok?"
"No. Listen, Hannah. You know I know you better than anyone else. I mean we share a brain, right? So please just listen to me. You've never felt this way about anyone else before. I know you refuse to say it, but I really think you love him. How can you just let something like that go so easily?"
"Because I don't have a choice. He ended it, remember? Not me. And it's all because of this damned curse. I mean obviously I don't want people dying because some nut job is out there trying to find me so he can rule the wolves," Hannah said with a roll of her eyes, "but there's nothing I can do about it. I don't even know what this curse is really about. Maybe I can charm wolves and I don't even know it."
"Have you ever tried?"
"No, why would I? I've tried to be charming, but not charm," Hannah grinned.
"Well then you need to go back into the woods and call Mother Leeds."
"She's too removed from me. I need a full moon to make sure I'm strong enough to get her."
"Are you kidding me? Man, Hannah! You're one lousy witch."
"What are you talking about?"
"Look outside. I give you not only a full moon, but a blue moon, ta-da! If you can't call her under that moon, then just give up now."
Hannah looked outside the small window facing the street and was surprised with the amount of light. Not only was this a blue moon, but it was the largest moon she had ever seen.
"Thanks for pizza, Pinky. But--"
"Just go! But be careful out there!"
*
The clearing was just ahead. Slowing down, Hannah wondered if Caleb would show up again. She doubted it. Not unless she was in trouble and that was the last reason she wanted to give him to show up.
Easily finding enough stones for a large circle, Hannah sat down and closed the circle as the moon reached the position she waited for. She closed her eyes and tried clearing her thoughts, but it was no use. She couldn't stop thinking about him.
Taking a deep breath, she started again. Shutting him out of her mind, she thought about the time Rebekah appeared. Her pale green dress with the apron and her red hair tucked into her white bonnet.
Feeling something unusual, like she wasn't alone, Hannah opened her eyes to find Rebekah standing there looking around in awe. I did it, she thought to herself happily.
"Is that a blue moon?" Rebekah asked.
"Yes it is. I wanted to call you during the last full one, but..."
"You poor girl. He left you, didn't he?"
"How do you know?" Hannah asked, confused.
"Because you look just as miserable as I did when it happened to me."
"You mean when Jacob died?"
"Oh, no. Jacob could be sweet when he wanted to, but our marriage was one of convenience more than anything. I honestly think he kept me with child just to make sure I couldn't leave. It was a different time back then. Harsh and rough. A woman didn't have much say. I believe marriages like that are rare nowadays."
"Oh you'd be surprised," Hannah said. So, if you don't mind, who made you miserable?"
"A shifter. A werewolf to be precise. Possibly one of the firsts in the New World and my one and only love. Jacob was a drunk, but he was smart. He managed to get the deed to this land, where we are right now, as well as the cottage, but he was too busy drinking to care for it. I really didn't mind. It gave me something to do besides raise twelve children.
"Back then we had livestock, a couple of cows for milk, sheep for wool. Jacob didn't bother clearing all of the land. Just what's cleared today for the cottage, plus a little more."
"What about the clearing here in the woods?" Hannah asked.
"No, Jacob didn't do that. That was Luke, my love. Let me explain. My family has always believed in prayer and the gifts in nature. I heard of a woman in town who helped others protect their livestock. There was always danger from other animals, or even the neighbors who were very jealous. She recognized something in me and said she could teach me the wolf charm."
"You were a wolf charmer? I didn't think that was real."
Rebekah laughed. "Yes, it is real, just as real as you talking to me right now. There were plenty of wolves in the area, we were keeping them fat with our sheep. So I cast the charm and used some wolves to protect my livestock from the others. I cared for these animals. I gave them food and water, even shelter in the barn when the weather was bad."
"But how did you meet Luke?"
"I didn't know anything about werewolves then. When I went out to cast my charm, I called any wolves in the area. I wasn't specific. One night, Luke was in wolf form and was one of the wolves I charmed. I heard the loud snap of a bear trap followed by the howling cry of a wolf. I ran out, worried that my charm had injured one of my wolves and to my surprise the wolf changed before my eyes into the most beautiful man I ever laid my eyes on.
"I brought him into the barn so Jacob wouldn't find him and I took care of him. But as I nursed him back to health we got to know each other and fell in love."
"How did Jacob find out?" Hannah asked.
"It was my own fault. I wanted Luke to be near so I gave him this part of the land. I didn't think Jacob would care or even notice since he never cleared the trees. Luke made the clearing and built a small house. That path you follow on your way here was originally made by us from running back and forth between houses to spend whatever time we could with each other.
"But then one day, as luck would have it, I got pregnant. Jacob and I hadn't been together in a very long time and like I said, he was a drunk, not stupid. He cursed me."
"What was the curse?" Hannah asked, her heart beating quickly, the closer she got to finding out the truth.
"That I would wander the earth for the rest of my days, living and dead, alone. I'm earthbound. I cannot leave here. And I regret every day of my life and death that I didn't stand up to Jacob."
"What do you mean?"
"Jacob was...abusive," Rebekah said, her voice growing faint. "I was afraid of him but I couldn't leave the children. I wanted to take them with me to live with Luke, but Jacob was too smart. That's when he called me a witch and filed papers against me for the wolf charming. I was pregnant so they didn't put me in jail, but I was being watched closely. I couldn't see Luke or we would both be arrested for adultery. So I ended it with him. To protect him."
Hannah's eyes filled with tears hearing the reason for why Caleb also left her. She tried not to think about him, but it was impossible. He was the only thing she could think of. The only thing she wanted to think about. She never realized how empty her life had been before she met him.
"My biggest regret is never going after him. After the baby died, Jacob created a tale of the baby being a devil and flying away," Rebekah said, her voice catching. "He figured it went along well with his accusations of my being a witch. I was too defeated to fight. I closed myself off from everything and after Jacob's death, I felt so liberated but afraid that I didn't know what to do so I closed myself off from the world. I should've searched for Luke, but I didn't. I figured he was better off without me. Who wants a widow with a bunch of kids anyway?"
"I'm so sorry, Rebekah. That's so sad."
"No, what's sad is I could've changed it. Instead I created my own hell and my own curse by letting Jacob rule me even after his death. And now, the curse will never be lifted. All these centuries of loneliness would've been worth just one more day with Luke."
Tears streamed down Hannah's face. She knew what she had to do. She refused to let herself die alone, broken hearted, and filled with regret like Rebekah. The man she loved was out there and his only reason for not being with her was protection. To hell with that! She'd be damned if she let Caleb slip away from her. She could care less about curses or packs or anything else. The only thing she wanted was to be with him.
Chapter Fifteen
The most important thing Hannah learned the night she summoned Rebekah, was that her hundreds of years of roaming the earth would have been easier if she had one more day with Luke. Hannah had enough of her own mistakes, she refused to copy someone else's.
After unlocking the padlock on the storage shed in the back yard, Hannah opened her grandmother's boxes as she searched for Pea's potion book. Pea never liked talking about it, but she was a highly skilled herbalist. It was a passion she cultivated with her own gardens and tried to teach to her daughter and granddaughter, but they lacked the patience needed to build a strong potion.
Sliding the third box out, she opened it to find mounds of scrap paper with notes and diagrams on them. Jackpot! Pea liked to call it an organized mess, but Hannah knew better. It was really just a mess. Hannah dragged the box over to a nearby lawn chair and sat down.
Hannah had an idea. She remembered how Pea was so obsessed with wanting the cottage to smell like baked goods, that she created a scent potion. She didn't know if it would work on humans, specifically one transforming into a werewolf, but Hannah didn't feel she had any other options. Changing her scent to enter the forest was the best protection she could think of.
She didn't want to cause trouble, but she needed to talk to Caleb. Not expecting him to be on his houseboat, she knew the guaranteed place to find him was the forest. Part of her thought of risking it, of letting the coyotes track her, but she wasn't stupid enough to put herself in danger like that just to hope Caleb would save her.
After sorting through a third of the scraps of paper, Hannah finally found the potion she was looking for written on an index card. She tossed all the paper back into the box, dragged the large box back to the shed, and padlocked the door once again.
Scanning the ingredient list, Hannah recognized the herbs from being in Pea's garden. Luckily none of them were poisonous, but that didn't mean much. Simply combining two nonpoisonous plants didn't mean the result wouldn't be deadly. Either way the potion would taste like crap, she wondered if it would work cosmetically.
Easily grabbing the herbs she needed, she brought them into the cottage. Happy to have the place to herself while her mom ran errands, she followed the recipe to the letter. She didn't want to waste time with careless mistakes. Experimenting with a small dose brushed on the window sill, the house suddenly smelled like freshly baked bread.
Used correctly, the scent potion only lasted a day. She had no idea how long it would last on a person. Especially one whose werewolf scent was growing stronger.
Pouring the elixir into a shot glass, she admired its deep green color. Taking a sniff, she was surprised it didn't have a scent. As she caught her reflection in the window, she noticed her hair.
Pea always hounded her to cut it. The last time she saw her she said it was the source of her scent. If that was true, she didn't have to drink the potion, she could just cover her hair with it.
Pouring the contents of the shot glass into her palm, Hannah worried if she had enough. She decided to start at the top and go down to the ends. If she ran out of the potion she would cut off the rest of her hair. Getting to the woods and talking to Caleb was more important than her stupid hair.
Somehow she had enough of the elixir, and when she sniffed her hair it smelled like bread also. She had to be safe. But if something happened, at least she could say she tried.
Changing into a pair of dark blue jeans, her old brown leather boots, and her lucky blue chenille sweater, she then put on her cloak and ran towards the grassy path that cut through the woods. The moon had begun to wane but she didn't need the light, Hannah knew for her to find Caleb she would have to rely on the senses of her burgeoning wolf spirit.
Hearing a noise up ahead she stopped. A man called out to another, then footsteps. Hunters? Reorienting herself based on the moon in the sky, she realized she wasn't far from the clearing. Quietly she made her way to the clearing. A large pick up truck, its lights on and motor running, sat by the tree line not far from her. She didn't see the men but sensed other wolves close by.
Keeping within the tree line, Hannah made her way over to the truck. As she moved closer, she was able to make out the outline of cages in the flatbed. Focusing on them, she heard the metallic scrap of paws on the metal.
She stepped out of the trees and into the clearing beside the truck. Four cages took up the flatbed and inside them were grey wolves. She couldn't tell if they were werewolves, her senses weren't developed enough yet. But she knew what she could do to find out.
Taking a deep breath, she focussed on her wolf spirit. Specifically on the deep yellow her eyes changed to when it wanted to be known. She let the wolf take over and flashed her yellow eyes at the wolves. It worked! They flashed their eyes back at her.
Returning to herself, she opened the cages realizing these men had to work for the Hawthorn pack of coyote. She opened the cages to release the wolves, wondering why they didn't let themselves out when the men disappeared, but the wolves didn't move.
Spotting a glint from one of their necks in the moonlight, she reached around the neck of the closest wolf and felt a collar made from leather, silver, and other items she didn't recognize. It was the work of a witch.
The collars had a secret clasp she didn't have time to figure out. She opened the truck door and spotted a toolbox. At the bottom was a folded buck knife. Carefully using the large blade, she cut through each of the collars and the wolves leapt out of the cages and into the forest. One shifted into human form, a girl probably not much older than Hannah, with short dark hair.
"Thank you, but you should run. I don't know how you did it, but I'm sure they'll take a human too," she told Hannah.
"Wait," Hannah said as she sliced a lock of her auburn hair off and handing it to her with one of the collars. "Give these to Caleb, your Alpha. He'll understand."
The girl nodded, quickly changed back into wolf, and with the collar and her hair in her mouth, dove into the forest. Hannah was alone with the truck. She couldn't understand why hunters would need a witch to capture wolves especially when the coyote had been killing them. Then she remembered Caleb saying her father was among the missing.
She realized the Hawthorn must have grown impatient waiting to find her. They turned to other witches who claimed they were wolf charmers and tested them with captured wolves. As she turned to leave, the two men masquerading as hunters in jeans, work boots, and field coats, stepped out of the forest.
"Well what do we have here?" said the smaller of the two men.
"She's probably one of those tree hugging activists who also saves wolves," said the taller man. "Awfully pretty too. I bet Abel would love her."
Her back was against the truck. The two men closed in. Hannah ran, hoping to get away, knowing if she could just make it back into the woods she'd be ok. But the taller man quickly grabbed her.
She kicked and flailed but it was useless. Still holding the knife, she plunged it into his bicep.
"Fuck!" he yelled as he let her go.
She ran again, but the smaller man tackled her, throwing her onto the ground where she hit her temple on one of her circle stones. The clearing went black.
Chapter Sixteen
Waking up, Hannah felt the cold, wet cement against her cheek. Slowly she opened her eyes and let them adjust to the dimly lit stucco room. As she sat up she realized she wasn't alone.
By a large, rusty iron gate stood several naked people. Each of them dirty and bruised. Werewolves.
Without any windows or furniture, the room looked like a crypt. The only entrance into the room was the gate. Walking over to it she pulled then pushed against it with all her might.
"It's locked. They might be ineffective, but they always remember to lock it."
The voice came from a man kneeling in the corner, as dirty and abused as the others. He had sandy blond hair with grey at his temples. He reminded her of Caleb, except this man was older and not as muscular.
Moving closer to him she felt an air of familiarity even though they had never met. She was sure this was Knox, her father.
"I'm sorry, have we met?" he asked. "You're awfully familiar, but its been a long time since I've interacted with humans."
"No, we haven't met. I just have one of those faces I guess," Hannah said, not wanting to introduce herself as his daughter while they were trapped.
"Well I'm Knox," he said, keeping himself covered.
"I'm Hannah. Any idea where we are?"
"No. I know we're near water, but that could be anywhere." He inhaled and tilted his head, looking confused. "You're hiding something. Something on you doesn't smell right."
Hannah looked at him with worry. If he was able to tell she didn't smell right, it was only a matter of time before the other shifters in the cell realized it too. As long as everyone thought she was human, she was safe, or at least safer. Not knowing how much longer the potion would mask her hair, she knew her time was limited.
"Please don't say anything," she whispered. "I'm going to try to get us out of here. There are people looking for you and once they realize I'm missing they'll be looking for me too."
"No offense, but how do you think you'll be able to get us out of here? You're just a human. I've been here for weeks."
"I'm not sure, but maybe I can call someone," she said.
"They're not going to let you use a phone."
"Can you keep an eye out? Make sure the others don't see what I'm doing and if anyone comes stall them."
"Sure, not like I'm doing anything else," he said. "Plus those shifters won't notice anything, their minds are gone from the torture. Now they're like dogs at a pound waiting for rescue."
She looked back at the door and saw the shifters were still looking out, waiting. Hoping they'd stay distracted and block the doorway from anyone who passed, she looked around for something she could make a circle out of, but didn't see anything. The room was completely bare.
She knew she could summon the dead to speak to her, she couldn't see why she couldn't summon the living the same way. She had to at least try, it might be their only way out of there. Frustrated, she put her hands in her cloak and felt the stone Caleb handed her not so long ago. She removed her cloak and gave it to Knox.
"Here, I'm sure you could use something to wear," she said.
He slipped it on and smiled at her gratefully. "If we do get out of here, there are others. I've seen them brought in. There have to be more like me who survived the coyotes' torturous experiments. I need to free them too. Do your thing and hurry. I don't know what's going on but your scent is changing quickly."
Hannah nodded and took a deep breath. Just what she needed, more pressure. Her heart fluttered in her chest and she bit her bottom lip as she wiped her moist palms on her jeans. This has to work, she thought.
Crouching down, she drew a circle around herself on the floor with the stone. With it still in her hand, she closed her eyes and thought about Caleb handing it to her. Then when he arrived on his motorcycle to pick her up for their first real date. Lastly she couldn't help but smile as she remembered them running out of the restaurant on their night together.
"Hannah? Where are you?" Caleb said.
She opened her eyes to find the room dark and empty except for the soft glow of Caleb. In his hands were the collar and her lock of hair.
"The coyotes got me, Caleb. I don't know where we're at but there are a lot of shifters here. Even my...I mean...Knox."
"Your hair doesn't smell right. I can't find you if I can't smell your scent."
She was quiet for a moment. He couldn't help her if he couldn't find her scent, but if she had her scent she was in even greater danger. In the distance she heard a bell dinging insistently. It was a familiar sound but not something she heard everyday. Slowly it dawned on her that the ringing was the drawbridge. There was only one like it in the area.
"Caleb, the drawbridge. I can hear it! And we're in a cement room that's wet."
"I know where you're at, Hannah," Caleb said. "I'm on my way."
Hannah opened her eyes and found herself back in the cell. Knox blocked the door with the others while a man yelled from the hallway. His voice was familiar and turned Hannah's blood cold.
"Where's the human! I know its her, I recognize that cloak. Let me through!" Renfield demanded.
Chapter Seventeen
"Where is she?!" Caleb roared at the young girl who brought him a strange collar and a lock of hair he recognized as Hannah's. The hair didn't have her scent, but he'd recognize it anywhere. "Answer me!"
Caleb was in a back room at Night Shift. He, Erich, and Joaquin had offices there. It was a central location they could use safely with the bar as a front. The office was stark with little furniture except for a desk and a couple of chairs. Caleb didn't see the need in splurging like some of the other Alphas he knew. His office was for utility. If he wanted comfort, he'd go home to his den where he had privacy.
"I...I don't know! I told the human to run. We were so frightened, no one else even stopped to thank her. She released us from the cages and removed those collars. I don't know what happened after I left. I came straight here to give you those things like she asked."
"Leave!" he growled.
She ran out the door as he paced the room, his boots thudding against the Formica floor. What happened to her scent? She couldn't have lost it so quickly. Something else had to be going on. Caleb wished he knew what and he blamed himself for not knowing.
Hawthorn was definitely behind this. Just from what little that girl was able to say, and the stench of coyote on her, it was enough to go after them. But with Hannah in their clutches, he had to be extra careful.
Caleb couldn't go full steam ahead to Abel when Hannah could be located somewhere else. The fact that shifters had been missing for all this time, without a trace meant that Abel was more conniving than he thought.
He'd have to head out to the clearing, where the girl said Hannah rescued them and see if he could find a traceable scent. Sending a quick text to Erich and Joaquin to join him, Caleb pulled on his black leather jacket and opened the door to leave, still holding the collar and Hannah's lock of hair.
Pain shot through his head. Clutching it, he leaned against the wall to steady himself unsure what happened. With the light of the room searing his eyes, he shut them for relief. When he opened them next, the room was dark with a single light that lit Hannah who sat crossed legged on a cement floor.
"Hannah? Where are you?" Caleb said.
"The coyotes got me, Caleb. I don't know where we're at but there are a lot of shifters here. Even my...Knox."
"Your hair doesn't smell right. I can't find you if I can't smell your scent."
She was quiet for a moment before she spoke. "Caleb, the drawbridge, the bell! I can hear it! And we're in a cement room that's wet."
He knew exactly where she was. There weren't many drawbridges in the area that clanged a bell when they rose. And he knew from his youth of an area dubbed 'the catacombs' that was a defunct shelter during an early war.
"I know where you're at, Hannah," Caleb said. "I'm on my way."
Driving his motorcycle at top speed, Caleb arrived within minutes of speaking to her. He descended the pier near the drawbridge like he did in his youth, and entered the catacombs from the back. He knew Abel well enough to know exactly where he'd be--in the great hall.
The corridors were empty. He tried to find Hannah's scent, or even that of the other shifters, but they were masked by the strong salt air of the ocean. As Caleb entered the great hall, Renfield slipped out of the room. No matter, Caleb would deal with him later.
"Where are they, Abel?" he growled.
Abel Barlow was a small, balding man with hunched over shoulders. There was nothing Alpha about his appearance anymore. His looks had wasted away as the coyote spirit inside him grew stronger. But what Abel lacked for physically, he more than made up for with his intellect and cunning.
With a smug look on his face, Abel sat back on his mock throne, an oversized chair with a tall back. "Took you long enough to get here. What was it? The human? Did you not care enough about your own people to try to find them until now?"
Caleb kept his head knowing Abel was trying to manipulate his anger. As he circled Abel, Caleb counted the number of coyote shifters in the room. Five. He could count on that number at least doubling once he attacked. He could take them.
"Release them all now and I promise not to kill you," Caleb growled, his teeth clenched.
Abel chuckled. "Such a sense of humor! I know you're alone, Caleb. And I have my entire pack here. What is that? One versus one hundred?"
"I like those odds."
Hannah's scent suddenly came over Caleb. Glancing to his left he saw Renfield leading her and a small group of shifters down the corridor. Hannah saw him, her face filled with relief then fear as her large green eyes scanned the room. She grabbed Renfield and spoke hurriedly, but before Caleb could tune in to hear her, the first coyote attacked.
Caleb quickly let his wolf spirit take control. As a wolf, he dwarfed the coyotes and smacked the smaller animal out of the way with his large paw. The coyotes attacked at once. One by one he eliminated them, teeth sinking into fur or a swift shake to break a neck. One by one the coyote bodies were tossed like garbage at the wall. Keeping an eye on Abel, he made his way closer to his throne as the coyotes slowed their attack out of fear.
"I saw how you looked at her, Caleb. She's the witch isn't she? I had her all along, but she tricked me. What a powerful charmer she must be to control the likes of you."
Filled with rage, Caleb charged towards Abel. He didn't care if Abel chose to remain in human form, he'd take his life anyway. As his powerful paws brought him within reach, he felt a sudden sharp pinch in his shoulder. Slowly a throbbing pain radiated down his shoulder, stopping him.
He fell to the ground before reaching Abel who jumped out of the way and ran to a beautiful woman with long blonde hair and bright emerald green eyes. In her hands she held a bow with another arrow cocked.
"Bet you didn't expect me to have this kind of back up," Abel said as he grinned at the woman beside him. "This is my Faith. Just wait until you see what she can do."
Wearing a dark flowing dress, she looked like she stepped out of the 19th century, but while the soft wrinkles at the corners of her eyes hinted at her age, Caleb didn't know anything else about her. He was certain the Council didn't know about her either.
Baring his teeth, Caleb stood and slowly took over for his wolf as he changed back to human. His adrenalin held back the worse of the pain from his injury, but he knew he needed to be careful now.
As he yanked the arrow from the thick muscle of his shoulder, a group of shifters entered the room to help him as they changed into their different animal forms. Hannah was behind them. Caleb recognized some of his missing pack members, as well as a few panthers and lions. The rescued shifters entered the great hall in small groups and Caleb guessed they were slowly being freed. As their numbers increased, they fought the rest of the coyotes while Caleb kept his eyes on Abel and Faith.
Hannah ran over and touched Caleb's shoulder where blood trickled from his wound. Her eyes glowed amber and Caleb knew the fighting was too much for her. She wouldn't be able to control her wolf spirit much longer and could change at any minute. If he was going to protect her he needed to capture Abel quickly.
Changing back into wolf form, Caleb charged towards Abel, easily avoiding Faith's second arrow. Beside him appeared a large bear and a panther, his friends had arrived.
Abel shifted into coyote and ran down a nearby corridor, leaving Faith behind. Erich roared and Caleb let the bear chase after the coyote Alpha while Joaquin cornered Faith with his teeth bared.
"Hmm a panther," she said seductively. "I haven't tried charming one of those yet."
Faith stared at the large cat and slowly Joaquin lowered his head. Caleb shifted back to human form, then sat at Abel's throne and wiped the blood off his skin. The wound was already healing. Stunned to see his friend being charmed by the witch, he almost didn't realize Hannah had knelt beside him to look at his injury.
"It'll be fine, it's hardly even bleeding," she said.
"I heal quickly. Hannah...the panther."
She looked in the panther's direction, her eyes narrowing. "I've had enough of this!" she said angrily as she got up.
Hannah, her eyes glowing yellow from her wolf spirit's growing control, stormed over to the blonde witch where the panther laid at her feet, purring contently. Caleb watched intently as the wolf took over his mate.
"Charm this, bitch!" Hannah said before her fangs sprang forth.
Hannah jumped on top of the other woman and snapped at her neck, scaring her. The blonde woman screamed, cutting her charm over Joaquin who shifted back to human and sat confused with his head in his hands.
Caleb smiled, recognizing the strut of the werewolf when Hannah stood up and smiled. The blonde reached up to grab Hannah's hair but she spun around and punched her in the jaw, knocking her out cold.
Hannah closed her eyes briefly and when she opened them, they were the green eyes Caleb fell in love with. He was wrong to think staying away from her would protect her. Letting her wolf spirit come forward was the best protection Hannah could ever have.
Chapter Eighteen
In the month since the Hawthorn pack had been captured, Hannah and Caleb had spent every moment together. Busy enjoying life in the present, she hadn't even gone to the clearing to speak with Pea or Rebekah.
Caleb said he needed to take care of some business, so she went home to visit her mother, Eliza. While doing some of her laundry, Eliza came out of her bedroom humming happily. Hannah had never seen her mother so happy and knew it was because of Knox.
"Its a beautiful night, Hannah," Eliza said before she walked over and kissed her daughter on the cheek.
"You seem even happier than usual."
"I asked Knox to move in and he said yes! I'm so excited, I feel like a kid again."
"That's great, Mom! I'm happy for you," Hannah said. "But I guess if Knox is going to move in, then maybe I should move out and give you two some privacy."
"You're barely home anymore as it is. Not that I don't understand of course. I'm just saying that you don't need to move out. Besides, he's your dad. Don't you want to get to know him?"
"I have plenty of time to get to know him, but I'm an adult. I don't need a dad I've never had. Right now I think its more important that you two have some alone time together. You know, make up for lost time. Besides with my job and Caleb, maybe I should look for something closer to town."
"How is that going? I'm sure the kids love you."
Hannah had been working for the Rowan pack as a child counselor for the past couple of weeks. After growing up feeling awkward and insecure for being a witch, and recently going through the transformation into werewolf herself, Caleb told her she would be perfect to talk to the kids and help them deal with bullies and learning how to accept themselves. He was right.
"And I love them. Its really great! I never thought my growing up differently would help in any way, but the kids and I can really relate to each other."
"That's great, hon. I'm so proud of you. Are you staying over tonight?"
"Actually I want to see if I can summon Rebekah by her grave."
"You're not going to the clearing?" Eliza asked.
"No, I feel like Pea is waiting to see me and I'm just not ready yet," Hannah said. "I know she was just trying to protect us, but I'm really having a hard time dealing with her keeping Knox from us for all those years. I grew up without a father because of her. Ok, I didn't need one, but what about you? You lost the love of your life for all those years. Pea was always so sweet and loving to me, I'm having a hard time reconciling it. I'll talk to her eventually. I have to. And I do miss her. I have to see what she'll say for herself. But right now, I just need some space."
"That's fine, whatever you feel is best."
Hannah pulled on a heavy sweatshirt and stepped out into the backyard. The moon was high in the clear winter sky and as she breathed in the cold air, she could taste snow in the air and wondered how many inches they would get later. Snaking through Pea's old gardens, she yanked the wrought iron door to the small graveyard open.
Picking up a long stick, she drew a circle in the dirt around her and focused on Rebekah's gravestone until appeared smiling and clasping her hands together happily.
"I've been waiting for you!" Rebekah said. "I didn't want to leave without thanking you."
"Leave? Where are you going?"
"You did it! Just like I knew you would. You freed me!"
"But I didn't do anything," Hannah said.
Rebekah sighed. "I couldn't tell you exactly or the curse wouldn't lift. When Jacob cursed me to be earthbound and alone, he said only when the thirteenth witch of my clan charmed a wolf of her own could I be freed. He was sure it would never happen and he chose thirteenth to remind me of my lost child with Luke."
"But you're wrong, I didn't charm Caleb at all. I wouldn't even know how to if I wanted to."
"You don't need to, my dear. The strongest of all magic is love. No one can teach you how to love, it just happens. When you and Caleb finally accepted that you were made for each other, and that nothing should keep you apart, my curse was lifted."
"Then what about Luke? Have you been able see him?" Hannah asked.
"Everyday. He's been waiting for me for all this time. And for you too," Rebekah said as she smiled at something in the distance.
A dark haired man appeared next to Rebekah and slipped his arm around her waist. His body was strong like a werewolf's, but he glowed like the halo around a full moon. Hannah had never seen anything like it. Slowly Luke took his eyes off Rebekah and faced Hannah. She was surprised to see emerald green eyes exactly like her own staring back at her.
"Thank you, Hannah," he said. "Thank you for opening your heart to one of my kind. And please thank him for me too. Because of you, I'm able to spend eternity with the woman I've always loved. Never take a moment with each other for granted."
He leaned towards Rebekah and kissed her forehead. Rebekah blew a kiss at Hannah, then waved before she and Luke turned and walked away, slowly disappearing into the moonlight. Hannah smiled, waving at them, happy everything worked out.
In the distance she heard Caleb's motorcycle approaching. She left the graveyard and walked through the cottage to look out the oval window facing the street. Caleb had just pulled up and as she watched him, she wondered how she could've gotten so lucky to stumble upon such a hot wolf that night in the woods. Catching her at the window, he waved and she came out to greet him.
"I heard Knox is moving in," he said before pulling her close against him and kissing her lips. "What are you going to do? I know you, you'll think you're intruding on them."
From the moment Hannah felt the first rush of his touch, she worried about losing that feeling. She didn't have to. The thrill of him, and her desire for him grew stronger daily. That was the real reason she was moving out. If her mother felt half as strongly about Knox as she did about Caleb, then she didn't want to disturb that.
"I haven't decided yet. Maybe I'll get an apartment closer to town."
"I want to show you something. Come with me," he said.
He undressed then shifted into wolf form. She climbed onto his back, holding onto his jeans and t-shirt for after he changed back. Wrapping her fingers into the coarse fur around his thick neck, she held on as he bolted into the forest.
Following the path, Hannah knew they were heading towards the clearing. Sighing, she got annoyed but knew she never told Caleb how she was still feeling about what Pea did to her and her mother.
Caleb slowed down before reaching the clearing and shifted back into his human form. Curious about what he was up to, but not wanting to spoil whatever surprise he had planned, Hannah handed him his clothes.
Dressing quickly, they entered the clearing and Celeb flicked the switch on a generator, turning on small, white lights he hung in the trees surrounding the area. The clearing looked magical, like something out of a fairy tale. It took Hannah's breath away.
"What's going on?" Hannah asked.
He slipped his hand to the back of her neck, and pulled her closer then kissed her forehead, then her lips. Taking her hand, he kissed her fingers then smiled.
"I know you haven't been here in a while because you're upset with Pea, but you've always loved this place so I couldn't think of a better place," he said as he looked into her eyes. "I also know how you find some traditions silly, like getting down on one knee."
"What are you talking about?"
He pulled something out of his pocket and held it between them. It was a beautiful antique diamond ring with a glittering diamond surrounded by smaller ones bead-set along the intricate hand-crafted band.
"Since the moment I met you, I knew you were the woman for me. It wasn't just that you were my fated mate, but you're strong, sweet, and not afraid to talk back to me," he said laughing. "I love you, Hannah Crane. I love everything about you and I can't imagine another moment without being able to tell the world that not only are you my mate, but my wife as well. Move in with me. Spend the rest of your life with me. Marry me."
Hannah's heart thumped in her chest and she couldn't wipe the smile off her face. Of course she'd marry him, but she couldn't help but notice he didn't ask. She wanted to remind the Alpha who was the boss.
"Is that a question?" Hannah asked giggling.
"And you said you weren't a wolf charmer," he said laughing, then kissed her. "Miss Hannah Crane, will you do me the honor of being my bride?"
"Well since you asked...yes!"
Caleb hugged her tight and Hannah held him wondering how every time she thought she was the happiest she had ever been, she got happier. She wasn't in a rush to get married, she was just starting to figure out her life, but she knew Caleb was who she wanted to be with for the rest of her life and if she was lucky like Rebekah, for an eternity after that.
The End
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Change for Me
Graduation came way, way too early.
Of course, none of us thought so...
We thought we were ready. Ready to get out and make our ways in the world, to try to be grownups and do whatever it was grownups did. But most of all, about ninety-five percent of us were just ready to get the hell out of Fort Branch. This little town, on the intersection of Nothing, Arizona and Nowhere, Arizona, was just holding us all back.
The guy talking at the podium, some speaker that I guess the principal of our school knew had been going on for what seemed like the glimpse of eternity you see when you fall off the edge of a black hole. Right before you get sucked down to the middle and turn into spaghetti, pulled apart to your atoms – that’s about what it felt like.
Looking around the tiny auditorium, there were at least four people with faces in various stages of irritation. Beside me, I recognized get-me-the-hell-out-of-here on Aaron Critten’s face. Aaron had been my boyfriend for about a month. It was freshman year when we got together, so it wasn’t anything interesting, but still, he was a nice guy.
Next to him sat Caitlyn Hodges, who was proudly wearing her this-place-is-a-mile-beneath-me look, which had come into vogue the instant she got accepted to Harvard. The attitude made sense, I mean, Fort Branch in the wilds of northern Arizona, half desert and half forest with the weird bottom part of a mountain chain isn’t exactly Cambridge. Still, it got old seeing that scowl on her face for most of the last two years we were in school.
Come to think of it, those two words – tiresome, but understandable – explain a lot about this place.
About four seats down from Caitlyn was her boyfriend, Devin Cline. Devin’s the guy who can win any girl’s heart with about four seconds of a glance. But even he, even unflappable Devin with the dimples, Devin who drives a motorcycle and parks it in the teacher’s parking lot sometimes, he even had a look. I couldn’t decide exactly what it was, but I thought it was somewhere between I-drank-too-many-screwdrivers-at-the-party and what-the-hell-happens-now?
Rocking back and forth behind the podium, our guest speaker bellowed, “And that is the whole crux of life, isn’t it? Following passion, making a difference. A real difference.” He only distracted me from looking around for a second.
Sitting here, in this basketball gym, it was hard to process my actual feelings. Yeah, I wanted out of town, of course I did, but there was a nagging feeling in the back of my mind that there was nowhere for me to go. It was easier to keep that stuff at arms’ length.
Trying to distract myself from reality, I looked back to Cat and Devin. I never liked Devin. Not really. He seemed always to be just a little too far off the edge. Don’t get me wrong – yeah, he’s hot and he’s got the muscles and the attitude and everything, but he’s just so, I don’t know, loud? He’s got a real unchained id thing going on, and I just can’t keep up with that type
“Wake up to your true calling!” the speaker said, taking a moment to wipe a drip of sweat off his cheek. “Life is hard and long and you can either fight for what you want, or you can shrink down, afraid to do what’s right.”
The collective eye roll was almost audible.
Oh, and two rows up from Devin was Craig Willis, the single guy in our school who both really seemed like he fit in with Fort Branch, and who I actually liked. He’s got a big beard, always wears plaid shirts over his big belly and huge, like, impossibly huge arms. One of the jokes is that he spends his off-time from the football team practicing by tackling trees. I’d almost believe it if I didn’t know how much of a hippie he was.
Craig had his patented I-wish-my-beard-covered-my-whole-face-so-I-could-sleep look. This involved one closed eye and one open one with a cocked eyebrow over top. Also, he usually had his massive arms crossed over his chest, and his head resting on his beard. He looked a little like a turtle, but when he saw me looking his way, he shot me a glance. I puckered my lips, pulled them back over my teeth, and made a sucking sound that was maybe just a little louder than I thought.
Everyone. Turned. And. Looked.
And I mean everyone. Every single head in that tiny little auditorium turned and stared at me at the same time. Though a few of them seemed relieved that my teeth sucking had made the guy on the stand be quiet for a second.
The only face that wasn’t on me is the one I wished was. But Damon King, the one who got away, was nowhere to be found. Of the boys I dated through high school, he was the one who was the least like a high school boy. Stubble was growing on his jaw by the start of freshman year, and he’s got this long, wavy, dark brown hair that’s either in a ponytail or falling around his shoulders. Damon’s bigger than a high school guy has any right to be, but he never got into sports.
Aside from that, Damon’s a strong, chronically silent kind of guy.
Spends his time fixing motorcycles and being stoic. We were together for a year, almost all of sophomore year then through the summer, and every single move was mine. I asked him out in the first place, I kissed him first, everything.
Our relationship was a long stretch of me trying desperately to get him to like me as much as I did him. Every now and then, his shell would crack, and he’d do something just incredible – like the time I went into a really bad place over my parents, and he took a week away from school just to sit in my room with me.
But then, days later, he was back to normal. Eventually it just got to be too much up and down and I called it quits.
Podium guy broke into my consciousness again with a loud, fake laugh. “Am I up here for fun? Am I up here just to have attention and feel important? No! I’m up here because I believe in the class of double-aught-eight!”
I shook my head.
Okay, wait a minute. Back up, back up, back up. If this were a movie, the film would screech and get all spotty and then go in reverse before a montage played with some cheesy music laid over it. Probably ‘Working for the Weekend’. I think I should probably explain a few things. Graduations are usually huge, right? Big basketball arenas full of people staring around and falling asleep.
Yeah, sure, that’s pretty much what they’re like. In any normal place, that’s true. Fort Branch though, isn’t anything remotely approaching normal. This town used to be a military town; an Army town, actually, back in the ancient days before I was born.
When the base closed, most everyone – almost all of them veterans – moved away. There really wasn’t any reason to stay unless you worked in one of the desert vineyards a half-hour out of town, or unless you didn’t have anywhere else to go. My parents were in the second category.
My grandpa and grandma moved here when the base opened. He worked as a mechanic for pretty much his whole life, until he managed to save enough to call it quits, and never wanted to leave. He likes it here.
The few, the proud... no, nevermind.
Long story short, my parents were gone and I lived with Grandpa Joe. We took care of each other. He was smart and wise and way stronger than I could ever be so when I’d have my intermittent breakdowns, Grandpa Joe helped me get over them. As for my part, I made him feel young. That’s what he said, anyway. He always got these funny looks on his face when I got in trouble, like me having a hangover the first time I drank two entire Bartles & Jaymes wine coolers.
But as much as I liked him, and as pretty as this place is, I never wanted much more than to leave it behind. Not even in a realistic way, either. I didn’t have any job prospects or dreams of marrying wealthy. I just had the vague idea that leaving was what I was supposed to do.
“And that! That is what you will do, class of two-thousand-eight, is just what you’re going to do. Go forth, and conquer!” The man behind the podium slammed his hand on it so hard his toupee flopped a little. Aside from comic relief, the banging also woke everyone up. All fifty-six of us started awake from our stupors all at the same time.
Noticing that no one was applauding yet, he repeated his closing line. The second time, it was more clear what we were supposed to do, and in a great act of mercy, the students began to clap, and the guests who sat in metal folding chairs in mismatched rows around us joined in a few seconds later.
As soon as the hats were thrown, and waves were made, Aaron Critten got my attention.
“You coming to the party tonight? Someone rented out that old barn on the edge town for the night, and supposedly, after graduations, cops never go out that way. They just let us run wild. I’m sure there’s gonna be all kinds of...”
Beer, pot and groping is probably what he meant to say, but really, he was right to stop. If anything could get me to not bother with a party faster than the promise of drinking a bunch of beer and smoking with the same people with who I spent most every day of my formative years, I haven’t found it yet.
“Uh, no,” I said with a grin. “You?”
“May as well,” he said. “Can’t think of much else I should be doing. Say, did you hear about Paul?”
Paul Cates, I guess he meant. Paul was kind of a prick, but the funny kind. He was another of my short-lived boyfriends.
Aside from Damon and Paul the last of them, and most recent, was Aiden Mayfield, a dreamy-eyed guy who moved here from California in junior year. He was the opposite of Damon in every way, and the reason we broke up is because where Damon went too slow all the time, Aiden went too fast.
“No, what happened?” I asked absently. “Did he get hit by a bus or something?”
“Yes. It was horrible. Brains all over the street.”
My mouth slammed shut. “Holy shit, are you serious?”
“No, Lily, no I am not.” He got one of those half-grin things on his face.
I hit him square in the stomach. “You’re a real dick, you know that? Jesus, Aaron!”
“You shoulda seen the look on your face!”
“Yeah, I’m sure.” I pursed my lips. “Anyway, no, what happened to him? Couldn’t have been anything bad because he’s right over there,” I turned and waved to Paul, “you asshole.”
Aaron was still laughing. “Oh it’s pretty bad. Nothing quite that dramatic though, as getting hit by a bus. Oh my God, the look you had!”
My eyes fixed on Aaron’s forehead. Briefly, I tried to bore my way through with laser beams, but that didn’t work out.
“Anyway, no,” he said, finally getting ahold of himself. “His parents found a bunch of pot in his drawers. Apparently, his dad was so pissed he threw the, uh... whatever that stuff is he messes with all the time, uh –”
“Clay? You do have a whole brain, right? Aaron, sometimes I swear...”
“Disconnected hemispheres,” he said. “I’m mortified that you’d make fun of my crippling injury. Or maybe I was just... Caitlyn might be basically the most obnoxious girl on the planet, but that ass –”
“Anyway, pervert, what is it?”
“Sorry,” he said, looking back at me. “Yeah, his old man threw all that clay out, including everything that was waiting to get baked. Or kilned, or whatever you call it.”
I shook my head. “That’s awful, but why are you telling me this? He doesn’t look that upset.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Of course he doesn’t. He’s high. So you’re not coming to the party later?”
We had already started to drift apart, Aaron slowly backing away and obviously waiting for a response before he turned and talked to someone else. “No,” I said. “I think I’m gonna stay in tonight. Not really my scene, you know?”
He nodded. “Yeah, I get you. Listen, call me, okay? I’m not leaving for Arizona State until like the day before class starts, so you better not be a stranger. You get lost out there at your grandpa’s place and no one hears from you for months at a time.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Sure, I’ll call.”
“Leroy!” It was my grandpa, beaming and walking toward me with open arms. It was like he’d never seen anyone graduate before. “Leroy, come here and give me a hug. God, I’m so proud of you, little girl!”
He told me he calls me Leroy because that’s what I was going to be named, except I turned out to be a girl on accident. I’m pretty sure reality is just that it’s a Grandpa thing. Still, hearing it made me feel safe, like I was home.
I sniffled when he pulled me tight. Even though he’s about as old as most of the mountains around here, Grandpa Joe’s still tall and strong enough to surprise me every single time he jerks me in close with one of his bear hugs. “Thanks, Grandpa,” I said, my nose stuffed against his sweater.
“Going to that big party at the barn tonight? I expect you’ll want a ride, especially if you plan to tip back a half of a wine cooler. Or,” he narrowed his eyes so that they almost disappeared beneath his heavy eyebrows, “a whole one?”
“Ah, no,” I said with a grin. “Aaron wanted me to go, but... Sorry, no, Aaron asked, but I dunno, I don’t think I want to do anything. I’m just not really feeling that sort of—”
“Say no more, Leroy.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulder, squeezing my arm. “To the house it is. We can order in.”
“We can?”
“Oh, well I suppose that pizza place closed, didn’t it?”
“Yeah, about six years ago? Maybe seven?”
I hooked my arm around his and lay my head on his shoulder. Parties aren’t for me, not at all. Neither is uncertainty or confusion about boys or fear about what I’m supposed to be doing with my life.
Once again, I couldn’t help but think about Damon and his stoic, cold-but-somehow-caring looks. I never really got over him, I don’t think, but he made it clear he wasn’t interested. Or maybe I had just been over-sensitive about his android-like attempts to talk about feelings?
Grandpa grunted a laugh. “Well, I suppose we’ll have to figure something else out. Oh will you listen to me? I’m just rambling along. It’s your big day, Leroy, what do you want to do?”
The school gym had more or less emptied out by then, just a handful of them, none of whom I was ever close to, were still around. Ollie, the kid who juggles, was over with his parents, and Aly Smith had the bridge nose pinched between her fingertips to stave off what was almost certainly another in a long series of fake headaches.
Still no sign of Damon, though.
“Hey, Grandpa?” I turned back to him. “Did you ever see Damon?”
“Oh, uh... remind me. He’s the big one, right? Real tall guy with the hair that went halfway down his back? That kind of muscled...”
“Yeah, you used to call him ‘meathead Donnie’.” I couldn’t help but laugh a little, despite never actually getting that joke. “Real tall, black hair, dark eyes, and –”
A light flickered in his eyes. “Oh yeah, sure, sure, yeah. Meathead Donnie. You dated him for almost a year, huh? No, didn’t see him. Hope everything’s okay.” Even though grandpa pretended he didn’t remember, he always liked Damon. The two of them got along probably better than Damon and I did, from how they’d sit up talking.
That hung between us, heavy in the air for a second before Grandpa spoke up again. “Hey, I’ve got an idea. How about that deli across the square from the jail? Want to go there?”
That’s another thing about Fort Branch. Everything is measured by its proximity to the town jail, which also serves as the courthouse and offices for the county sheriff, the mayor and all the other ‘city importants’ as Grandpa Joe calls them.
“That’s it? You graduate high school and all you want is a sandwich?”
I grinned. “I don’t know if I’d call a Reuben with a fried egg, grape jelly, coleslaw, horseradish and garlic juice just a sandwich.”
The scrunched nose and curled lip that I got at mentioning my regular favorite was absolutely priceless and at least half the reason I never got anything different.
“Yeah, I’d say I wouldn’t call that a sandwich either, but... well, it’s your stomach, I guess.”
One of the ushers, who also happened to be my science teacher and the coach of both the girls’ volleyball and the baseball team, waved to us from the door. “Time to go, folks!” he said. “We gotta clean this place up. Only rented it out for the morning.”
“Well there you go,” Grandpa said. “We better do what he says, or we’ll be running laps.”
I giggled. “Yeah, or doing worksheets. So, the deli and then, how do you feel about a movie? There’s one of those new blow-up-everything movies you like so much.”
Grandpa furrowed his fuzzy eyebrows. “Now, Leroy, let’s not pretend I’m the only one who enjoys cartoon violence and muscled up men screaming at each other.”
He never failed to get me smiling. Everything around me was changing, and in a way, felt like it was leaving me behind, no matter how hard I tried to pretend it didn’t bother me.
Caitlyn going off to Harvard, Hell, even Aaron was going to college, but here I was plan less and adrift, and dare I say it – clueless. Not only didn’t I know how to get where I was going, I didn’t even know the first exit to take to get there. I didn’t even know which highway to take.
“You okay, Leroy? I’m hungry.” Grandpa Joe’s voice shook me back to life.
“Yeah, sorry,” I said. “Got lost in my own head for a second. I... is it okay that I’m not excited about this? I mean I am, but—”
“Hey, hey,” he turned me around and crouched down so we were eye to eye. He had one hand on each of my shoulders. “Everyone gets scared,” he said. “Everyone’s afraid right now, no matter what sort of face they’ve got on. You’re supposed to be all giddy and excited and, if you were listening to that fellow who spoke for upwards of an hour, ready to conquer a small country. But the truth is, every single one of the people sitting around you, they’re all scared. And their parents are scared for them.”
I nodded, intent on keeping myself together. “Were you?”
“Me? Scared? I was so scared of graduating that I never did it. Seemed a better idea to me to join a club that sent me to Europe to get shot at for a couple of years instead of graduating high school. I was so terrified that I lied to get out of high school early. Lots of people did.” He pushed one of my short curls out of my face. “Everybody gets scared, Lily. It’s what you do afterwards that makes you who you are.”
I sniffed and looked down for a second, blinking furiously. He only calls me ‘Lily’ when he’s really serious. “Okay, yeah. Sorry, I’m fine.”
“No more apologies,” he said, holding me tight. “Everything’s gonna be fine. We’ve got each other, and you’ve got your whole life in front of you, which is probably more terrifying than it is anything else.”
I laughed a little. He always knew what to say. Always had.
“Sandwich?” I said, wiping my eyes with my thumb, very careful not to smear my eye shadow.
“Are you wearing makeup?” Grandpa asked with a quirked up eyebrow. “Were you trying to get a date, Leroy?”
“No,” I said, laughing and sniffling all at once. “I mean yes, I’m wearing eye shadow. What’s so weird about that?”
“Nothing at all, it’s just... you’re so beautiful I didn’t even notice until I was right next to you. Here.” A handkerchief got stuffed in my hand. “Now. About that awful thing you want to eat?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Thanks. You’re the best, really. I don’t know where I’d be without you.”
His answer was a shake of his head. “Come on, we’re getting kicked out by Mr. Stimson, I think.”
Grandpa pushed open the door and held it as I walked through.
Was he telling the truth? Grandpa I mean. Was everyone really as scared as I was about everything? Even Caitlyn with that smug, obnoxious half-grin she always had? She was moving all the way across the country to go to a school that people go crazy trying to get through.
Aaron hadn’t ever been away from his parents for more than a weekend, and he was moving to Flagstaff, two hundred miles from here. Must be pretty horrifying.
Somehow, knowing that everyone was just as creeped out about the future as me gave me a little bit of perverse comfort.
“Hey, grandpa?”
The ancient Bronco’s engine roared to life. “Yep? What’s got your gander, Leroy?”
I shook my head. “Nothing, I just wanted to say thanks. That’s all.”
“Anytime, little girl,” he struck a match with his fingernail and touched it to the top of his pipe-full of vanilla flavored tobacco. “I know what it’s like. I might not remember much, but I sure remember all the little things that make life interesting.”
As we made our way down the skinny town road to the middle of town, neither of us said much. The only sounds were the air hissing through the tobacco in grandpa’s pipe and the rhythmic, gentle pop of his lips.
I closed my eyes, happy for a few moments of repose, and let my head roll back and forth against the window with each little bump in the road and rumble of the old engine.
Two
“You know, Leroy, someday you might look back and wish you’d paid attention to my rambling old-man stories instead of fiddling with that phone all the time.” Grandpa whistled and rocked back in his chair.
He stuck his finger in the end of his pipe a couple of times then touched another match to it, blowing a big puff of sweet, vanilla-scented smoke.
“Why not tell me a different one, grandpa?” I smacked my gum. The candy shell crunched for the first couple of chomps. Little bursts of mint filled my mouth and my nose. “If all that stuff about the wild packs of monsters running around the forests and the mountains is true, why do you only ever tell me the same story?”
“They’re true,” he insisted, taking his pipe out of his mouth and pointing it to the horizon. “See that?” He jabbed the stem in the direction of a weird plateau jutting out. “One of them lives in a cave near the base of the mountain. Goes up there to survey the land and make sure everything’s on track. You can see him every night. Well, almost every night. He’s a little old too, but it’s different for them.”
“So,” I said, pulling my knees up to my chin against the growing desert chill, “there’s a... would you call him a werewolf up there? If I sit out here all night, I’ll see him? This isn’t some story you just made up?”
“Stay out here and find out,” he said. “As for me, there’s a game coming on, and I’d rather sit in there instead of out here in the wind. Anyway, when are you getting married?”
I laughed so hard I snorted. “Married? It’s been at least a week since you asked me that, Grandpa. And just like then, I’ll say that I haven’t even thought about it.” I put my bare foot up on the table, wiggling my toes.
“Well you should, you’re getting pretty old there, too Leroy. Just like me and Po—” he cut himself off with a draw on his pipe.
“Grandpa,” I chuckled, “you’re the old one! Anyway, why does it matter? I’ve got my whole life in front of me. What’s the point in worrying about all that stuff now?”
The truth was that I hadn’t stopped thinking about settling down and getting married for as long as I could remember. I guess growing up the way I did – with no one around but myself and my grandpa to rely on – made me crave stability and security. That, and I’d just never found anyone I liked enough to really get serious about.
Except, of course, the guy who wouldn’t have anything to do with me if it required talking about subjects deeper than motorcycle repair.
“Soul mates,” he said absently then shook his head.
“What?” I said. “Soul mates? What are you talking about?”
Grandpa coughed into his hand. “Well, you wanted a new story, huh? So here’s one. Wolves, they’ve all got spirit mates. Soul mates, fated lovers, whatever you want to call it. You can see them picking one another. In the pack, the alpha, he picks his mate, right?”
I nodded, not sure where the story was going.
“What you don’t know, and what they don’t say on those nature documentaries you watch all the time, is that they have souls. Their souls speak to each other. It isn’t random chance, or the result of a fight or anything as simple as that.” He lit his pipe again, and took another long draw before setting it down and letting it go out. “They search. Those ones that live on the bluffs, you call them werewolves, but that’s not... anyway, they search for their mates. The whole pack goes from place to place as the alpha looks for his mate.”
“I’m sorry,” I said with a laugh. “Did you say werewolves? Those aren’t real. They’re monsters in books, movies, whatever. They’re not...”
“Nineteen years old and knows the world, this one.” There was a hint of a tease in his voice. “They’re not werewolves. That whole business about the full moon and all that, you’re right, it’s a bunch of hogwash. But there’s something out there, and they’re certainly real. Huge men who run in packs, turning back and forth between wolf and man,” he tapped his fingernail on the side of his pipe bowl and trailed off.
“Oh, one other thing I forgot,” he said, startling me. “They get caught. Sort of, er, stuck.”
A look of disbelief crossed my face, and a chill down my back got me to pull my knees tighter against my chest. “Stuck?”
“Yeah, halfway. Partly transformed. I don’t know, it never made much sense to me, and I’ve never seen one in such a state, but –”
“Seen one?” I said. “You’ve seen these things?”
“Never a stuck one, no. But those wolves we see sometimes? Ever wondered why they come through and then vanish? They’re looking for a mate. One of them’s looking for his soul mate.”
“This sounds like some kind of weird destiny-prophecy stuff.”
Grandpa reached across the table and smiled, patting my hand. “I’m old,” he said. “I’m sentimental. I’m sure it’s probably nothing.”
But that wasn’t what the look on his face said, not at all.
Almost on cue, a howling wind swept across our little stretch of land, kicking up a dust cloud some thirty yards away. It had a bite to it, but summer was setting in, and the desert nights stopped cooling off so much. I stared off in the distance where he pointed. The lingering, relaxing smell of his smoke followed my grandpa inside. The screen closed behind him with a long squeaking sound, then a clatter of metal on metal.
I swept my eyes from east to west, squinting. By then, full darkness had descended. Another wind swung through, gusting then breathing softly, putting the towering radio antenna on top of the hand-built house to a gentle sway.
Judging from the speed with which the wind came in, a storm was probably coming. Whenever it rains out here, it’s strange. We go so long without any that the ground gets too hard for the water to soak in very much, so it pounds off the cracked dirt, then pools up for a time and if there’s any left in the morning, it evaporates before it can do much. That’s storms anyway. Long, slow, patient rains, they make the desert come to life for a few short days.
“Where are you?” I said into the darkness. “Shouldn’t you be here by now?” My gaze fell on the spire-like plateau that grandpa pointed out as his words replayed in my mind.
There was something about it, how Carey’s Bluff just stuck out of the ground, defiant and proud. Then again, it was just a rock. A big one, sure, really big, but just a rock sticking out of the ground; there was no magic about it, no ley-lines or whatever... vortexes. None of the stuff they talked about on the radio show grandpa listens to every night.
Behind the plateau rose a hazy, fat moon. It was a little orange, the sort that always preceded a storm.
A shiver rolled through me. When I looked away for a moment, to check my buzzing phone, I thought I saw a shape climb the on the edge of my vision, but when I looked back it was gone.
Old wives’ tales and the weird, almost alien landscape went together perfectly. Although a wide ring of desert – ten miles or so – stretched past our house, it quickly turned to brush, then woods surrounding the mountain bluffs, the biggest of which was Carey’s.
Laying my head on the table, I felt the cool metal latticework press into my skin. Cold and biting, it gave me a little bit of a shock before I relaxed. I closed my eyes and let the whistling wind and the chimes in the background of my mind carry me away.
“What was that?” I started, first lifting my head and then standing and peering into the dark. “Someone there?”
It was something like a howl, but not like any I’d ever heard. Coyotes aren’t rare around here, and every now and then a pack of red wolves will lope along and carry on some before moving on to better parts. I looked all along the horizon. The moon rose higher, framing the top of Carey’s Bluff in a halo of pale yellow.
Something moved.
I squinted, leaning forward.
Nothing. When I stared directly, there was nothing to see. But then, the instant I looked away, to another of the rocky spires, I saw it again.
Movement. Something was moving, and I saw it. That time, I saw it.
But still, I couldn’t focus. It was as though something purposefully blocked my sight. A hazy circle on top of Carey’s Bluff kept my attention.
Soul mates. The alpha has a mate that’s meant for him – and who he is meant for – and he searches far and wide until he finds her.
The thought sent a hot wave snaking down my stomach. A brief sound pierced the night, somewhere between a cry and a screech. Briefly, I wondered if the stuff grandpa said might be true. How horrible, to be stuck partway between two lives, between two beings.
I shivered again, a chill rattling me all the way to my core, followed by a wave of warmth when another howl pierced me straight through.
“What is that?” I asked myself, clutching my arms around my chest. As the beast – or whatever it was – went on making that powerful, half-howl half-cry, I couldn’t help but envision the sort of mouth it must come from.
Half a man and half a wolf, Grandpa had said.
The images that came were horrible, but fascinating. Would this great monster be fully man, but with teeth like a wolf, and long, hard muscles like one? Or more bestial, with an elongated face and terrible teeth and dead, black eyes?
It howled again, and that time the warmth I felt was further down, in a place that made me first smile, and then blush, hoping that no one was around to notice.
The teeth, the claws, snapping and tearing and pulling, all took my imagination in a different direction. I imagined long, dagger-like teeth scraping my throat, then snapping shut inches from my face. Phantom claws painted a hot, red streak down my back as the beast, infuriated with lust, ripped my clothes, forcing me to the ground.
Whoa there, cowboy. That’s certainly a different thing to imagine. There’s a bunch of wolves on a bluff and the first thing you think is about one of them ravaging you? Time to go find myself a man, I guess.
I made a hollow laughing sound, the sort that a person makes when they want to convince themselves something is funny. Biting down on the wad of gum in my mouth, I noticed it had gotten hard with how long my mouth had hung open – apparently a whole lot longer than I realized.
After another few seconds spent staring at the figure on the bluff’s peak and having wave after wave of goosebumps and heat on my skin, the sound seemed to grow closer. That was impossible, the bluff was twenty, maybe thirty miles from where we lived, but even so, it just felt closer, like the wolf’s voice was carrying across the distance and stroking my face.
With that, I got up and went straight inside, fell on grandpa’s couch and wrapped myself in a red and black checked blanket so tightly that I couldn’t move.
I was vaguely aware of his voice, calling ‘goodnight, Leroy’ from down the hall, but I was so lost in my own head that I didn’t even think to respond. It was like some kind of a trance fell upon me as I closed my eyes.
I didn’t even want to close my eyes. They were forced down, as though something outside of me wanted me asleep.
“They choose their mates, soul mates, and they’ll go anywhere to find them,” grandpa had said.
A shiver went through me and when it went, my consciousness shuddered. I felt myself sailing through the air on dream-wings that took me through the desert, over the top of raspy brush, then through a maze of trees that scraped my hanging feet.
“Open your eyes,” a distant, but strong and booming voice commanded. “Open your eyes, Lily.”
“What am I looking for?” I replied. “I can’t see. I’m groping in the dark.”
“Here,” the voice said as something moved under my hand. Hard, wiry fur, thick and heavy, pricked my palm and warmed my fingers. “My... my mate.”
With that, a dark spiral slid through my vision. All sight was gone, replaced with warmth and sensation. His fur in my hand, his hot breath caressing my sweaty chest, and those hard, sharp, dangerous teeth scraping their way down my arched neck to my collarbones.
When he moved against me, his skin on mine, his heat on me, all I could think is how badly I wanted this creature, whatever he was – beast or man, or something halfway between.
As strange as it was, the beast’s menace ravishing me gave me no sense of fear, rather I was overwhelmed with belonging, like I had been... claimed?
“Yes,” his voice was a whisper, but an urgent one, as he entered me in my dream. “Let me take you, let me have your everything.”
He shuddered against me, and in the dark of night, the dead dark of night, my muscles clenched. He groaned “Lily” in a seductive, desperate voice.
My breath quickened, my chest tightened, and the world exploded into a swirl of savage lust, uncontrollable desire. I clutched his back as he pushed against me with increasingly powerful, hard thrusts of his hips, his thickness stretching every inch of my constricting, tightening sex.
“I... yes!” I screamed. Grabbing handfuls of the monster’s fur and feeling it melt away in my palm until my hands rested on lean, hard muscle. “I’ve never felt anything like this, like you. I can’t... oh, oh yes, I’m...!”
As my climax shook me to the core, something bound us, holding our bodies tight against one another as he trembled. Only moments later, my legs collapsed to the ground of the bluff, but instead of hard packed dirt, I felt cushions.
“Huhn?” I opened my eyes, looking around in the dark, rubbing away the grogginess with the back of my hands.
For a moment, I lay in the still silence and listened to myself breathe in and out heavy, quick breaths. My clothes clinging to me, I threw back the blanket and peeled off my shirt, and my shorts, letting the overhead fan cool my skin as I massaged two sore spots deep between my legs.
When I drifted off the second time, I had no more wild dreams, no more crazy fantasies.
The last thing I remember before sleep completely overwhelmed me was looking out the big bay window across from the couch, through the slight part in the curtains, all the way to Carey’s Bluff.
“My mate,” a voice that was too real to be a hallucination but too unbelievable to actually be real, said. “Not long, and we’ll be one... forever.”
A howl somewhere far off in the distance rattled me.
Then sleep took me, warm and safe.
Three
“Lily?”
A soft tapping sound, followed by another whisper, shook me out of troubled sleep. I rolled over and opened my eyes. “Dark! It’s... oh, the couch.” Pursing my lips, I wished that just for once I could wake up and not have a micro-panic to start the day.
Pulling my sweat-soaked shirt away from my chest – one of my other charming features was my ability to pour about four gallons of sweat during a night if I had a good enough dream – my eyes adjusted to the light.
“Lily?” Another knock. The voice was more urgent. “You in there?”
I sat up, board straight and looked around, front door, then back. No one was at either. Then I looked out the sliding glass door in front of me and screamed when a huge, looming figure with disheveled hair and a torn up jacket knocked again.
A gust of air from the fan hit my skin and shocked me with cold, which of course made my entire body bristle to life. I’m sure my disheveled visitor would’ve loved a glimpse of that, but I pulled my blanket around my shoulders and got a little closer.
As soon as I was able to process the voice I heard, my mind went in two directions. I’m usually pretty good about controlling my mood swings, but some people get me so worked up that my head gets all twisted up.
“Damon?” I said. “Is that you?”
My tentative steps got a lot quicker when I recognized my absconded ex-boyfriend looking like absolute hell on the porch landing. He was leaned on one of the chairs, heavily, as though he was supporting an injured knee or ankle with the chair. Both his pants legs were torn on the knee and one of them had a trickle of blood in the corner, soaking the cotton threads hanging down from the flap.
One of his jacket sleeves was ripped – no, not ripped, kind of split like it burst or something – and underneath his skin was scuffed with something akin to road rash. My first thought was that he was hot rodding like an idiot and wrecked the bike he just finished building. I should’ve known better though.
“Oh my God! Are you okay? What happened to you? Why weren’t you at graduation?” I reached through the door and grabbed his hand, pulling him inside. “Where were you? Everyone was asking about you, even my grandpa, sort of.”
He put his hands up like he was deflecting a punch. “Whoa, whoa,” he said with a laugh. “It’s... it’s nothing. How you doing, Lily? Long time no see, sort of.”
An easy grin spread across his bowed lips, just enough to make the dimple on his left cheek stand out.
“To tell the truth, I’ve had uh,” Damon looked down, indicating the laceration on his knee. “It’s been quite a time. Was Devin there? Devin Cline?”
I stared at him blankly for a second. “Well, yeah. Why wouldn’t he? Everyone was there except for you. Are they even gonna let you graduate?”
Damon didn’t answer for just long enough for me to get uncomfortable.
“Want some coffee?” I’d already started on my way to the kitchen by the time he called out that he’d love some.
There was a fresh pot. Full, too, probably not even an hour old. Grandpa’s keys weren’t on his pegboard and when I looked out the window, the Bronco was gone. It wasn’t like him to leave and not say anything, even if I was asleep. Hell, especially if I was asleep and it was late, which, judging by the sun, it was.
“That’s weird,” I said out loud.
“What’s up?” Damon said, coming into the kitchen behind me and putting a hand on my shoulder. When he touched me, his fingers seemed to burn through the flimsy sheet. “Somethin’ wrong?”
“I... no, no,” I said, pulling away from that weirdly wonderful thrill his fingertips sent snaking along my spine. Even as I did, I kinda wanted to stay right there and let it get the rest of the way down.
That got me giggling first, and then almost immediately after, started blushing like an idiot.
“Did I do something wrong?” he asked again, a little more pointedly. “I’m sorry if I’m bothering you,” Damon had a smile in his voice, a little bit of a laugh. He was mocking my being dumb, but in an indescribably friendly way. “Thanks,” he said, taking the cup of hot coffee out of my left hand – the one I got for myself! – and smiled as he sipped.
“Two things,” I said. “First, that one was mine and I’m pretty sure you knew that since you looked in the cup and saw how much cream was in it.”
That got another grin.
“And the second?”
“What?” I said, staring.
Damon’s shoulders shook with laughter. “You said there were two things and then—”
“Ugh! How do you always do this to me?” I put my foot up on the table and leaned back, very thankful for my covering blanket. “It was just like this when we dated too. You’d always manage to show up at exactly the worst possible times, and get me all flustered. Then, like five minutes later, you had me wrapped around your finger.”
“I’m sorry, Lily,” he said. His voice was lower and serious. “Really, I didn’t mean to get you upset. I’ve just... missed you is all, I guess.”
“The second thing,” I said, nipping that right in the bud before he turned me into a puddle, “is that you still haven’t told me why you’re here. We haven’t really talked in months, and the first time we do, you show up all scraped up. You wake me up at whatever time it is – the clock got stuck at quarter past three, I guess – and then you say a couple cryptic things and clam up.”
By the time I took a breath, it was a deep one, and let it out real slow.
“You done?” he asked.
“Yeah, why?”
Another smile, that son of a bitch, always ready with another smile. “Just wanted to make sure you weren’t going to need CPR.”
“Great, Damon. Real great. Ha-ha, you’re just about as funny as a knot in my toast.”
He cocked his eyebrow.
“Anyway,” he mercifully said, “yeah, about what happened. It’s a long story, and not one I’m really sure I can tell you. It’s a little unbelievable.” Damon opened his mouth to say something else, but reconsidered.
The red on his jeans caught my attention again when a drop fell from the cotton strands and hit the tile. “Oh we need to get you cleaned up. Stay there,” I said, running off to the bathroom.
Moments – and just enough hissing and wincing to make up for his poking fun at me – later, his hand was back on my shoulder, right where it was before. He gave me a little squeeze, just a tease of a massage, right where my neck turned into my shoulder.
“Why did you come here?” I said, barely above a whisper.
He didn’t answer for a moment, just left his hand there, squeezing gently. “I had to,” he finally said. “Had to see you again. I can’t explain it exactly, but something made me come here, to you. I woke up this morning and, well, you can see what sort of state I was in.”
“Did you have a wreck or get drunk or something?”
“No, it’s nothing like that. I almost wish it was.” Damon was clearly worried, and also clearly not telling the whole truth. It was like he was protecting me from something.
I didn’t want to be protected. I wanted to do whatever he needed me to do.
“I don’t know why I’m saying this, because it’s totally not like me at all.” I took a much bigger sip of coffee than I intended to take, and swallowed it with a gulp. “Whatever you need, you tell me, okay?”
“I will, I promise.” He pinched his fingers on the bare skin of my neck. “Right now though, I just needed to see you. I can’t explain it, I really can’t. Is that okay?”
What aren’t you telling me?
“Yeah, of course,” I said softly, tilting my head so he could massage deeper. I put my hands on his knees and looked up. “I think you’re all cleaned up. Cut was... it looked worse than it... that feels really good.” My hair fell over my shoulder. He brushed it away and kneaded his fingers deeper, then started on the other side. “I’ve really missed this.”
He chuckled softly. “Yeah, I imagine so.”
“Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?” I protested, but I wasn’t stopping him. Back and forth I rolled my head, until I finally let it fall forward.
Damon dug deeper, his thumbs tracking along my shoulders, dipping down just below my sheet-toga. They slid up my backbone then spread out along the bottom of my skull. It was one of those massages where all the nerves along my whole back, even way far away from where he was touching me, flared up and tingled.
“God,” I groaned in a drawn-out way. “I needed this more than I knew. It’s like as soon as you started with that, cricks I didn’t even know I had started going away.” Every word I said probably came out all muffled and funny with my chin sitting on my chest.
The soft sound of his fingers sliding against my skin, rasping gently over the hair on the back of my head, was all I could focus on. All I wanted to focus on. At least until he suddenly stopped.
Bending over and kissing the top of my head, Damon said, “I gotta go.”
“You haven’t done that since like three months before we broke up.” I was blushing furiously, and so relaxed that it took a concerted effort to lift my head up enough to look at his deep green eyes. “Wait, did you just say you have to go? Why?”
“Because...” Somehow, even with his clothes all torn up and his leg bleeding again, his short, wavy, brown hair fell right back where it was. Once again he opened his mouth and closed it right away.
“Come on, Damon,” I urged. “You’ve got me nervous with all this double-talk and avoiding questions. What kind of stupid tease is this?”
He stood up and helped me to my feet. “It’s not a tease,” he said. “I’m sorry. I really am, but... I just can’t... I gotta go.”
Quickly he moved to the door and put his hand on the knob. “Lily?”
“Yeah?”
He turned and was back next to me much faster than he should have been. Before I knew it, Damon’s arms were around my waist and he pulled me close, pressing his lips against mine and kissing me so deep and sweet that it took the breath right out of my chest.
Clutching me, holding me tight, he kissed me over and over, his tongue parting my lips and exploring my mouth, then swirling against my tongue before he pulled away. When he did, we were both breathing hard. Damon’s heart pounded so hard in his chest that I could feel it, and those thick, strong arms held me right against him.
Right where I’ve always wanted to be... apparently?
“Why...” I swallowed. “That’s the first time you’re the one who started the kissing.”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Lily, you don’t deserve this. You really, really don’t. I can’t say anything else. I shouldn’t have come here, but I just couldn’t stop myself.”
Damon’s head slumped forward and I put my hands to his cheeks, pushing it up and looking him in the eye. “Don’t apologize for coming here,” I said as stern as I could manage. “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t been thinking about you, too.”
He had a look of such passion, such power and gratefulness in those green eyes that it almost made me cry. Almost.
“Thank you for... for the coffee, and the Spongebob band-aid.” He had to laugh, and I went along with him. His breath caressing my neck where his hands had been, his kiss still sweet on my lips, I craned my head up toward him and tasted him one last time.
“Are you sure?” I asked as he pushed me to arms’ length. “You’re sure you can’t tell me anything?”
“Y – yeah,” he said, and separated from me.
Suddenly, something snapped. “Then you know what? Get out. Get out right now.” My voice was a low growl that I barely even recognized.
“What?”
“You heard me. You come here and act all fucking lovey-dovey with me, like you knew I wanted a year ago, and then what, you’re just gone? You can’t tell me why, you get to act all mysterious? Huh?”
I shoved him. I’ve never shoved anyone in my life, but I put my hands on Damon King’s chest and pushed him toward the door.
“No, no, Lily that’s not it,” he protested, but kept backing toward the sliding door as I shoved him, popping my hands against his chest harder and harder. “Really, I, I didn’t mean to—”
“Yeah, I’m sure you didn’t. I’m real sure you didn’t mean to do whatever it is you did. I’m real sure you didn’t just show up and rub me and get some long-overdue kisses and you totally didn’t expect it to hurt me! What a surprise! What a dumb, idiot thing to think, that your ex-girlfriend, who only dumped you because you wouldn’t make any moves on her, would be hurt when you finally did.”
He opened the door, still backing away slowly. “All I can say, Lily, is that I never meant to hurt you. I really didn’t. I hate this more than you can know. But I can’t drag you into this. Seeing you made me realize that I couldn’t.”
Damon started to shut the door, slowly sliding it closed. I finished it for him, a lot harder than I probably needed to, but it felt good. “Get out.” I clenched my teeth so hard it hurt.
I guess all that stuff about never knowing which version of Lily you’re going to get is true.
It rolled around in my head, all the stuff people said about me at school for so many years. That I was two people in one body. Well guess what? They didn’t understand. They didn’t get what it was like to have two dead parents and live in a town you hated with your grandpa who you loved more than anything in the world.
Not my friends, not the assholes who made fun of me for having hair that ranged in color from bright blue to black and purple. They didn’t get it.
I sat down, hard, back on the couch where my sweat reminded me of the dream I’d had right before Damon showed up. Damon, king of the assholes, king of the people who hurt me without even thinking about it, broke my heart for the second time.
“Leroy?” Grandpa Joe called from the living room. I hadn’t even heard the door close. “You awake?”
He came into the room and beheld me in all my sweaty, mussed up glory, just as I was sniffling. I had something in my eye.
“Wh – what happened? Are you okay?”
“Yeah, grandpa,” I said. “Thanks for the coffee. I saw Damon.”
“You did? When?”
I shrugged, trying to act like I didn’t care. Because that works so well when your cheeks are puffy red and your eyes are bloodshot. That look just says ‘cool’. “He just left, came by all messed up, looking really tired and like he got in a wreck or a...” I trailed off.
A fight? No, that’s ridiculous. Damon’s never fought anyone before, not since he moved here anyway. Devin, sure, he’d fight anything that moved, but Damon’s different.
“He did? I didn’t see him.” Grandpa sat down and put a wrapped up bacon and egg sandwich from the deli down on the table. “All I heard was the door slam, no car or anything. And I sure didn’t see him.”
“You must’ve just missed him then, because... wait, did you say you heard the door slam?” I opened my sandwich and stared at it. Even in my rage, the thing was glorious. Thick, perfectly scrambled egg, crisp bacon.
Grandpa nodded. “Yeah, door slam, then nothing.”
I sat there in silence for a moment, wondering if maybe I’d imagined the whole thing. I thought maybe it was one of those ultra-real hallucinations people have. I looked over at the kitchen. “He was drinking that coffee over there, so unless I poured them both, drank them both, and then slammed the door, I’m not imagining it.”
“Huh,” he grunted as he stood up and slapped his knees. “Well, I’m old, I’m sure I just didn’t notice him. My eyes aren’t what they used to be. Eat that thing before it gets cold and the fake cheese stuff they put on it you seem to like so much turns into jelly.”
I didn’t have to hear him a second time. The first wedge of sandwich was halfway in my mouth. I sank my teeth in, thick, buttery toast, and the sharp bite of whatever it was they called garlic-cheese at the deli.
Perfect.
“You’re sure he was here?” Grandpa was shaking his head, hands on his hips. “Hmm.”
“Yeah,” I said around a mouthful of egg. “Whatever though, fu – forget him.”
I blushed, and grandpa chuckled. His eyes though, the pinched look on his face, it told a different story. A worried one, though I didn’t know what it was about.
“Something wrong?” I said, crunching down on some bacon.
Grandpa smiled with the left corner of his mouth, but his down-turned eyes told a much less happy story. “No, I was just thinking back. Old man reminiscing about long-gone times. Anyway, you enjoy that sandwich. I’ll be out back.”
I barely even heard him say ‘out back’ before I took another bite.
I don’t care. I don’t need him, don’t even want him.
I took another bite with lots of egg.
And if I keep thinking this stuff, eventually it might even be true.
Four
“Who is this?” A tiny, almost inaudible voice tittered through my phone. The person on the other end said something about an article, but it took a minute to register.
It was almost a week since that weird visit from Damon, but I was still feeling kinda wonky about reality.
Everything had been so stupid crazy that I’d completely forgotten about the pitch I sent to the New York Times three months before. I sent them this long, rambling abstract about a story idea based on all the whacky stuff my grandpa tells me all the time – about the werewolves, and the ghosts or whatever they are that wander Fort Branch in the darkest hours of the night. Real spooky stories some of them, but it’s all based on old folk tales, ancient magic, the kind of thing that really gets ahold of you and won’t let go.
“I’m sorry. Did you say you’re from the Times?”
“Yes, ma’am, this is Lily Kyle, right? You sent a story abstract?”
My breath hitched in my chest. “Ohmygod let me go outside. Reception is terrible in the house.”
The door slapped closed and I noticed that grandpa was gone again unannounced. Weird.
“Okay, sorry, I live in this really old house out in the desert, and I dunno, I guess the cell signal gets so used to not being interrupted by anything that it can’t even get through regular old walls. That’s how it works, right? Kind of like working out, you know, how it never has to try to do anything so it never... Jesus. I’m nervous,” I admitted. “When I get nervous, I blabber.”
The person on the other end of the line laughed in a non-mocking, warm way. “It’s fine. I’d rather have you ramble at me for a minute rather than just hang up like most people do when they get worked up.”
“Really? People just straight hang up on you?” I giggled nervously, coming out of my shock a little.
“Yeah, more than you’d expect. Anyway, so, Miss Kyle, I’m—”
“Just Lily,” I said. “No one’s ever called me ‘miss’ anything before.”
“All right, good. So, Lily, you sent us this,” she paused for a second, and I heard papers rumpling. “You sent a story idea about some incredible, unbelievable things. Monsters and ghosts and magic and all that, and I have to tell you, we get this stuff all the time, but something about your submission caught my attention.”
Whoever this woman was, she had a crystal clear voice with practiced enunciation. She wasn’t the type to start throwing around ‘ain’t’, or to call the capitol ‘Warshington’. Then it struck me – I didn’t actually know who she was. “Ma’am? What’s your name?” I said.
“Oh God, I’m sorry, I always forget that part. Jolie Evers, I’m the assistant editor in charge of cultural interest stories here at the Times.”
“Wow,” I whispered. How cool would that be? Picking stories to run in the biggest and, well maybe one of the only, papers left.
Ms. Evers laughed again. “It’s not as crazy as it sounds.” Both her voice, and the practiced non-regional accent started to loosen up, probably to get me to relax a little more. “Basically I’m in charge of the weekend thing that tells people which shows to go see and which movies suck. And call me Jolie. I can tell I like you already. Okay,” there was another few seconds of shuffling papers. “Graduation’s coming up pretty soon, huh?”
She was filling time.
“Yeah,” I said. “Or well, it was last weekend.”
“Oh!” more shuffling, “congrats, then. Have you picked out a college?”
I bit my lip. That was the question I learned to avoid at all costs. “No, well, there are a few that I’m looking –”
“It took me a few tries. I went to Rutgers for six weeks, stopped going to class, the old story. Eventually I ended up in New York, took some community college credits and finished a degree at NYU. But, it took a whole lot longer than it was supposed to. I was on the seven year degree track.”
I liked her. Really liked her. She had this cadence that was nice. And, Jolie’s quick then slow then quick rate of talking was a lot like mine, so that made me feel right at home.
“You have no idea how nice it is to hear that.” I had somehow relaxed, and I never relax on the phone. “I’m not gonna lie, it feels like everyone expects me to go to college because I’m not like... a giant lunk, you know? But I just don’t really know.”
“Well, if it helps, I can tell you’ve got a good head on your shoulders. Morons don’t send – okay, that’s not true. Plenty of morons send story ideas to us, but they aren’t this cool. I swear I had my notes around here somewhere, I’m sorry to waste your time like this.”
I couldn’t tell her how nothing had been such a waste of my time as sitting around and pining for Damon had been. This short and strange little conversation was really welcome. Just a couple of minutes on the phone with this lady had me almost half-way back to normal. Or, normal for me, anyway.
“Oh shit, here they are. Sorry. I swear out of the blue a lot too, another of my better features.”
I couldn’t help but laugh a little. “Happens to me all the time. Grandpa says I remind him of some of his army buddies.”
“You live with your grandpa out there? What’s that town called?” She asked.
“Fort Branch, and yeah, I live with my Grandpa Joe. My parents died about ten years ago and he fought for me. One of my aunts wanted to raise me – she’s got a bunch of kids – but he wasn’t going to have any part of that.” I stopped for a second. “Sorry, I’m just going on and on about shit that doesn’t matter. Oops. See?”
It was her turn to chuckle. “No, not at all, this is all great stuff. Your story idea was about the desert folk legends and the magic and mysticism that your grandpa tells you about.” I heard tapping, like she was taking notes or maybe writing a distracted email. “The story is as much your story as it is about werewolves and ancient spirits and all that. So, no, this is important.”
I didn’t really know what else to say. It’s easy for me to babble when I’m nervous, but suddenly, my nerves weren’t on edge so the words didn’t come so easily. “What else do you need to know? Oh and what was it that you thought was so cool about the story? You never said.”
“Ah,” she sighed. “Yeah, I do that too. I can’t find... oh, okay here we go. Right, what hit me about this is how real it is.”
“Real?” I said. “They’re just stories.”
“No, that’s not what I mean. Most of the things like this that come across my desk are from whackjobs with an agenda. Yours is very, uh, earnest? By real, I mean it’s about real people and real things, not necessarily that the subjects of the folktales are real. Make sense?”
“Yeah, I think so. You want to run my story?” I was getting so giddy I had almost started vibrating.
More tapping on her keyboard, then Jolie said, “Yeah, but you gotta get it written first. Now, the way this works is that you write the piece and send it to me by the deadline. I look over it and tell you if there’s anything that needs re-writing, like if something doesn’t make sense, or whatever. Then we run it past our editing team who fixes comma splices and a bunch of other things I don’t care about, and we run the story.”
“Wow,” I said again in another whisper. “I can’t believe this.”
“Yeah, I remember when I got my first story run. Wait. Is this your first one?”
“Uh-huh,” I said. “Well I worked on the school paper, but nothing like this, ever.”
“Good. Okay well first of all, there’s nothing to worry about. We don’t have any space for your piece for like three months, so there’s no rush. How about we put the deadline at the end of the summer? That way we’ll be able to go back and forth and get it just perfect before it goes out to millions of readers across the planet.”
When she said that, my stomach at once tied in a knot, fell, and landed about a quarter-inch above my bladder. A heavy feeling settled right above the lump in my gut. And for all the stupid times for my mind to swerve back to Damon, it just had to be right then.
More than once, when I’d been in a bad mood, or I wrote something that I thought sucked, he always told me it was good. There was one time that stuck in my mind when I spent like a month writing an article about water usage in the desert that I was sure was the most boring thing on earth. He sat there and read it, and actually asked questions afterwards. For all his weird distance, he never made me feel bad about anything I wrote.
“Uh-oh,” Jolie said. “I didn’t mean to freak you out. You okay?”
My phone beeped. A text came through, but I wasn’t about to stop paying attention to this for a text from anyone. As soon as I was able to realize that I didn’t have a future, I’d started fretting. That was about two years ago. Jolie, calling me from the Times, about to run my story, was the first time I’d actually felt like maybe there was a way out. If I did a good job, maybe they’d run another and another... maybe end up in New York? I had to snap myself out of that rabbit hole.
Again, my damn phone beeped and again I ignored first the second, then the third obnoxious little chiming sound, and blinked hard. I had to focus. This was the opportunity I’d wanted for as long as I could remember.
“No, sorry, someone keeps sending me texts so my phone is making that noise. To be honest though, when you said millions, it kinda hit me that this whole thing was actually real, you know?”
“Ha, yeah, I get that. It’ll be fine, I promise. That’s why I want to make sure you’ve got plenty of time for editing and everything. Now what I’m going to need from you is...”
Jolie told me all about the deadline, the word count and everything else she required from me, but the whole time all I could think about was the strange stuff that happened with Damon, despite my attempt to pay attention.
I was just... a mess. I was sitting there on the phone, listening to the biggest opportunity of my life and I couldn’t make myself pay attention to her. She kept going on about werewolf this, ancient magic that, but none of it could get through the feedback loop in my head.
Damon and me, that’s all it was, all that went through my mind. The way he kissed me after so long, and those words he said – that he wanted to tell me, but just couldn’t to protect me – and asking about Devin. It was all just so confusing and so strange.
I shook my head, starting to get annoyed with myself.
“And that’s all there is to it. Any questions?” she asked.
God did I ever have questions. So many I hadn’t the first clue where to start. So instead, I just said, “No! That all sounds great. You’re emailing me all the instructions, right? I don’t want to miss anything.”
More like ‘I haven’t been listening to you for the past five minutes’.
“Yeah, and I’ll send you the contract, too. It's standard stuff. We just have to write up a thing that says you understand that if someone wants to publish it in a book or whatever, it will go through us. You’ll get the five-hundred bucks on publication of the article, and if it does end up going into a book, you’ll get half of the proceeds and we get the rest.”
“Fine, yeah, that’s all great,” I said. My head was a thousand miles away.
I started feeling hot, then cold, then hot again, like some kind of energy was passing through me, radiating from the middle of my body to my fingertips and my toes. I had no idea what was going on, but it was vaguely pleasant, if a little frightening.
Jolie said something else, and we both said our goodbyes. I’m sure mine sounded very distracted, but with the way I was feeling, I needed to sit down, and fast. The weird sensation inside me wasn’t letting up. It just kept getting stronger and stronger until I had trouble keeping my breath going.
When I finally made it back inside and flopped on the couch, I sat there for a second before reaching for the coffee I had poured right before Jolie called.
My hand is... it’s shaking. What is going on with me?
I wrapped my fingers around the handle of the mug, squeezing until they were still. I braced myself against as a wave of force slammed into me – a force with nothing to see. There was nothing visible, nothing to hear or taste or smell, just energy pounding against my stomach.
Without warning, the strangest damn thing in the world happened. I heard static – no, I felt it. My nerves and my mind both went a little hazy, like I was right on the verge of fainting, but instead of slumping over and blacking out, a voice broke through the interference. But... no, calling it a voice isn’t right. It was more like a feeling put to words.
Slowly, I sipped my coffee, but my hand was shaking so hard a little spilled on my chin and I gave up.
“What is this?” I said out loud to no one, “what’s happening to me?”
Somewhere in the back of my mind I heard a wailing sound, high-pitched, off and on, like a voice that I couldn’t understand. But then, just when I thought there was nothing else that could surprise me, an incredible feeling of peace overcame me just as I saw his face.
Damon. I reached out, like I could possibly grab the hallucination, and to my shock, I felt the stubble on the vision’s cheeks. I caressed him with the back of my hand and stroked his bottom lip, letting the warmth of his being course through me.
And then, just like that, it was gone.
My pulse was a short thud set against the long, unchanging, droning sound in my head. It was real though, the sound was real.
I turned my head left and right looking for some kind of anchor, something to hold. I felt like my being was slipping away.
“Leroy!” It was Grandpa Joe coming through the clattering screen, his voice distant.
And then everything went black.
Five
“You took quite a spill,” Grandpa said, dabbing my forehead with a cloth. “Seem okay now, though. What happened?”
“I...” I rubbed my eyes with the back of my hands. They were wet from the cloth. “I don’t know. How long have I been out?”
He checked his watch. “Not very long. Couple minutes maybe? I came in just as you were checking out.”
Grandpa wiped my forehead again and sat down in front of me, watching closely. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I just... I dunno, felt all weird and then passed out. It was like my head was humming, and then I saw what I guess was a dream or something, like when you’re half asleep, you know?”
“Hmm,” he leaned closer. “What was it?”
“The image? It’s kind of embarrassing, but I saw Damon’s face right before everything started vibrating or whatever. I tried to... coffee. I had coffee, where is it?”
Grandpa shook his head. “No coffee that I saw. No nothing.”
“No, that’s impossible. I poured a cup of coffee, then the woman from the Times called and as soon as I got off the phone with her, I sat down and all that stuff happened.” I chewed my lip.
There had to be some way to know whether it was all yet another stupid hallucination. Ever since Damon had apparently vanished right after leaving the house, it was hard to prove anything was real. “Could you hand me my phone?” I tried to sit up, felt weird again, and then just pointed. I hated being helpless, but it was better than splitting my head open.
He handed it over, kind of grimacing as he did. “You were really pale when I came in. Maybe that’s not a good idea?” I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but I grabbed it and unlocked the screen.
The first thing I did was check to make sure the call from Jolie wasn’t a hallucination. Immediately after ascertaining that I wasn’t totally insane, I flipped to my texts.
It wasn’t just the two messages I thought I missed, there were eight of them. Every single one, of course, was from Damon. The weirdest thing though, is they all said the same thing. “Forget about me, Lily, I’m sorry I went to your house the other day, I never should have done that.”
Eight times, he sent the same message. Strangest of all is that I know he sent it eight different times, because the time-stamp was thirty seconds apart on each one. Like he pushed send on the first one, then just sent the rest of them one after the other.
While I sat there with the phone in my hand, it buzzed again. Closing my eyes, I pushed the button to open the message. When I looked again, it was the next in a line of really bizarre surprises.
“Caitlyn?” I said out loud. “What the hell do you want?”
She’d been dating Devin off and on for what seemed like eternity, but the last thing in the world I expected was for her to text me asking if I’d seen him. Briefly, I considered sending some snotty ‘of course I haven’t you smug bitch’ message, but very quickly chose not to be quite so awful.
Then, just when I was about to send back a diplomatic ‘no’, Damon’s strange questioning from last week struck me. When I told him that Devin had been at graduation he’d been both confused and a little irritated looking, but he never expanded on his question. Never told me why he asked.
I guessed maybe that was part of what he just couldn’t tell me for whatever bullshit reason. I let out a sigh so loud that it made grandpa jump.
“Bad news?” he said.
“No,” I shook my head. “Not really. Not actually news. Just Caitlyn asking if I’ve seen her boyfriend. Apparently, she hasn’t seen Devin in a few days. Damon mentioned him when he was here last—”
Grandpa Joe cocked an eyebrow.
“Never mind,” I said, looking down at my slightly-swollen toes. I didn’t need another reminder of my apparent insanity.
“What were you about to say?” He finished wiping my forehead, then the back of my neck. Though the towel had gone from cool to tepid, the sensation of it rubbing across my cheeks was strangely reassuring. “You’re looking better. Color’s back in your cheeks anyway.”
I clenched my eyes shut, rubbed them with the back of my hands and slowly opened them up again. Shaking my head, I said, “No, it’s nothing. It’s just that Damon mentioned Devin when he was here, but he wouldn’t tell me why. And anyway, we don’t exactly agree on whether or not he was here.”
My phone started up again, two more texts buzzed through. “Ugh, why can’t...”
Damon’s message was the last thing I expected pretty much in the entire world. “I can’t bring you into my world. I just can’t. I’d never do that to you. But I need to see you one last time. Follow the map I’m sending. Won’t be here long, come fast.”
The next text was a picture of a little piece of paper, a napkin maybe, with a hand-drawn map. A little square showed my house, and then a line from it to the woods marked ’10 mi.’ which then turned left, was labeled ‘3 mi.’ and then ‘cave’.
My first reaction was to tell him no. I didn’t feel like chasing rabbits into the woods, not after fainting and the news from Jolie and probably worrying my grandpa half to death. I didn’t want to go, but for some reason, I had to go and see what he wanted. Call it closure or whatever, but something tugged at my mind.
Just like the wave of pressure that put me flat on my ass on the couch a few minutes before, there was nothing I could do to stop myself. All the reason in the world, all the sensibility, wasn’t worth anything as soon as Damon crossed my mind. It was like I had some kind of spell cast over me.
Couldn’t possibly just be love, could it? No of course not, that’s way too normal.
I didn’t want to say what I was about to say, but my will didn’t seem to exist. “Grandpa?”
“Yeah?” he said back. “You look like you’ve seen a—”
Pushing myself off the couch, I steadied my legs for a second and blinked hard. “I need the keys. I gotta go, uh, Damon needs my help.”
I handed him the phone, intending to show him the message, but I guess I brushed the screen at the last second, because he sucked in a breath and said, “You don’t have any idea where this map is leading, do you?”
“Should I? Just some little cave out in the foothill woods, isn’t it?”
A grim look came over his face. “In a way, yes... I don’t know what to do. No, no you couldn’t know, I suppose.” He had the strangest, distant and concerned voice. I’d never seen him get like this before, except when he told me my parents didn’t make it after the crash.
“About what? You’re scaring me, grandpa.”
He cupped his hands around my face, staring straight into my eyes. “I want to keep you from going. I really do, but I won’t.” He shook his head slowly from side to side. “It’s probably nothing. I hope it’s nothing.” He repeated that – I hope it’s nothing – a couple of times, like he was lost in his own head, echoing his thoughts.
It certainly didn’t do anything to ease my worry, that’s for sure. Scared or not, I had to go. I still didn’t know why exactly, sometimes, why doesn’t matter.
“Are you sure you can drive?” he held up a couple of fingers. “How many do you see?”
“Grandpa,” I said softly, “I’m okay. Three. I don’t know what he needs or anything, but maybe he’s hurt and needs me to get him out of that cave. That’s the thing, I just don’t know, but I’m going to do whatever I can to help my friend.”
Absently, fishing them out of his pocket, Grandpa Joe handed me the keys to the Bronco. “He always was the one you liked the best,” he said. “Out of all the boys you dated, he’s the...”
“I’m sorry,” I said, “I gotta go. See you soon?”
Wordlessly, my grandfather nodded, and might have started to say something else in that detached, spaced-out voice, but I was already gone.
*
It’s a good thing the map was easy to remember, because in all the excitement and confusion, I accidentally left my phone with my grandpa. Ten miles north to the foothill woods and then three miles west, I repeated the directions in my mind over and over as I slowly drove along the hardscrabble to the woods, and then turned off, carefully avoiding the sparse trees.
Only a couple miles in, the ash trees were still distant enough from one another that weaving my hulk of a car through them wasn’t much trouble. Eventually though, about a mile from the spot Damon told me to get to, I couldn’t go any further.
When I turned off the ignition, the old warhorse Bronco kind of whined and coughed then shut off with a jerk. Nothing out of the ordinary, though it never failed to churn my stomach a little when it made all the noises and I was out in the middle of nowhere.
All right, one more mile.
Taking a big breath, I turned away from the car and took that first step. I don’t know why but it felt momentous, like I was making some kind of dramatic stride toward fate or, or maybe destiny. Whatever it was, there was a sense of tension and tightness in the back of my mind, the sort I used to only get right before opening an essay exam test booklet.
The second step was easier, and by the third I was jogging. Looking up, I made a note of exactly where the sun was, and stopped for a second to jot a note in the book that I always had with me... except I’d left it in the car.
Briefly I turned back to the old car, but the urgency of Damon’s message, and that one part of it where he said he needed to see me one last time, stuck in my mind like a thorn in the side of my wrist. I didn’t have time. No time to turn back, no time to do anything but go forward in a straight line and hope he wasn’t crazy, or leading me off into some trap or a prank or a joke.
“Lily?”
The voice I heard was weak, almost shattered sounding, but with a certain strength behind it.
“Damon? Is that you?”
I’d lost track of how far I’d come. The cave he had marked loomed in front of me, but there was at least a hundred feet between where it opened and where Damon sat, leaning against a tree. The first thing I noticed about him was the trickle of blood running down the side of his face from a wound I could barely see where it matted his hair.
He shifted his weight and hacked a ragged, syrupy cough that made my skin crawl. “Y – yeah, it’s me. Good to see you again.”
In spite of his obvious agony, he had one of those huge damn grins plastered on his face. “Really, I didn’t think you’d come, but I hoped.”
“Jesus Christ, Damon!” When I got closer, it was easy to see just how much of a mess he actually was. The side of his head was bloody, one of his lips had a big, cherry-red split down the middle, his clothes were torn to shreds – and he was still wearing the same ones I saw him in a week ago – and it looked like someone punched him straight in the eye about forty times.
“Are you, no wait, that’s just about the dumbest question anyone’s ever asked. Of course you’re not okay. What the hell happened to you? How are you still alive after being... Jesus Christ.”
A huge gash opened across his chest, like a claw or a knife tore through his shirt and the flesh underneath.
“I’m fine,” he said, his eyes twinkling and reflecting the sky. “Just fine now that you’re here. How you doing? Things okay at home?”
I just stared at him, my mouth hanging open and going dry. Damon put his hands on the ground and started straining like he was going to get up. “Uh, no you don’t,” I said, gently pushing him back to the ground. “You’ve lost a lot of blood.”
When he crouched again, I followed a tear in his jeans down his huge, muscled thigh to his knee. Something was missing.
“Where’s that cut? That big, gross cut on your knee, what happened to it?”
He shrugged. “First you’re worried then you bring the inquisition back. You said it wasn’t really that bad last time I talked to you. Must’ve healed, I guess.”
I squinted. “Uh yeah, no, Damon, I told you it wasn’t that bad the same way a doctor tells a person who comes in with a piece of rebar through their chest that it isn’t that bad. You had a cut so bad it had flaps Damon! Flaps!”
He put his hands up in an ‘okay, okay’ gesture. Afterward he glanced down at his knee and ran his finger over where the cut was. “I suppose that did vanish a little more quickly than you’d expect.”
“What’s going on here, Damon? This has been the weirdest day and I’m—”
“Why? Tell me. It’s important.” His voice was earnest. That wasn’t a request.
It sent a little chill down me when he talked like that. So forceful and powerful and... memories tugged at the edges of my consciousness, but nothing specific, just weird sensations. “I, uh, I got a call from the New York Times and they want me to write a story about grandpa’s werewolf stories.”
“Oh, great!” He smiled huge. “You’re a great writer, you know.” He was already starting to speak more clearly, and I swear that a cut I saw before was gone. “Anything else?”
“Yeah,” I said. “But, hey wait a minute, what’s going on with that scrape?” I pointed to a place on his elbow that had been bright red and horribly painful looking when I happened upon him, but when I asked, it was shimmering, and by the time I finished, it was gone.
“What else happened, Lily? I have to know. Did you pass out? Or, like faint?”
I scrunched my eyes and put my hands on my hips. “How did you know? Yeah, after I talked to the lady from the Times, I was sitting on the couch and it felt like a—”
“Felt like something hit you in the stomach?” Damon interrupted and finished my sentence for me, but it was a sort of a question. “Is that it?”
“I mean, yeah, I guess. I’ve never fainted before so I figured it was normal.”
“No, that’s not normal.” Damon pushed himself to his feet and groaned in pain as he stretched his shoulder. “Not normal at all. I’ve gotta go, there’s someone I have to see.” He brushed past me, like he was going to leave me standing right there in the middle of the damn woods.
“Damon? I think you owe me some kind of explanation. You made me come out here. Sent me the most dramatic text I’ve gotten in, well at least a week or two, and now you’re just leaving me standing here? What is this bullshit?”
“I,” he paused and swallowed. Another of his cuts started shimmering, and then closed right as I was looking at it. “I’m really sorry about all this, but I’m as confused as you are. I keep blacking out, like, since the last time I saw you, I remember two or three hours out of the week. I’ll wake up, I’ll be like... like this, you know? Torn up and hurt.”
His shoulders began to shake with what I could only guess was fear. I closed the distance between him and wrapped my fingers around his wrists. “Let’s get you to town and to a doctor. You shouldn’t be blacking out for no reason, Damon. And how did you know what happened to me with the fainting spell? None of this makes any sense, but I’m pretty sure you aren’t well.”
Damon pushed me back slightly, holding me at arms’ length and staring into my eyes. “There’s something I need to tell you. I know, or, I knew about this, but I guess that I wanted to think it was all... well, that it wasn’t going to happen so soon.”
“What, Damon?” I was getting insistent. “What is it?”
He put a finger to my lips. “If I make you a promise, will you believe me?”
I took a deep breath and let it out through my nose. “Do I have a choice?” That’s the first time I realized my voice was wobbling a little, like I was scared of something. “I just want you to be safe and I want some answers.”
“You already have them,” he said. “You just have to believe what you’ve been thinking about.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
His hands went up my arms, those big hands wrapped around my biceps. God he’s so strong, so huge, how can anyone be this big? He squeezed so hard it hurt, just a little. “I don’t know. I’m sorry, but I don’t know how to explain it. Have you seen Devin?”
“Jesus!” I struggled in his grip, but he held me tight. “What is it with you and Devin? I got a text from Goddamn Caitlyn about him too. Are you two sneaking off in the woods together? I thought you couldn’t stand him.”
He shook his head. “No, no, it’s just that the first time this happened, right before graduation, he was around, I think,” he paused to swallow. “I can’t believe this is happening. Not right now. It’s not supposed to be now.”
“Now what?”
Damon was already turning around. “I’ll be back for you,” he said. “As soon as I know for sure that—”
“Don’t you leave me, Damon!” I shouted at his back.
And then, as he was walking into the mouth of the cave in front of him, Damon fell to the ground, suddenly, like he’d been shot or tripped, but he landed with his hands down, and started running like that, straight into the black hole.
In disbelief, I rubbed my eyes, but then he was just gone without a trace.
A scream, not of anguish or fear, but of pure pissed-off fury boiled up in me, but just as I was about to let it out, I happened to look down and see something glittering in the leaves where I found Damon.
Bending down, I picked it up and turned it around in my fingers, examining my own class ring in the sun.
“Shit,” I swore under my breath.
It was my ring all right, the one I gave him when we were dating.
The one he said he’d lost.
As if my spacy-headed walk back to the Bronco wasn’t bad enough, as soon as I got in and gave the engine its six requisite pumps of gas and it finally turned over, the drive home felt even slower.
And on top of all that, when I finally pulled in to the driveway hoping for a few minutes of quiet before I could sit my grandpa down and ask him a few questions, there was a car sitting out front.
So much for getting started on the story.
“Lily! Why didn’t you ever answer me!” smug, irritating Caitlyn Hodges was sitting in the swing outside the house. In my swing. “Devin’s gone, I haven’t heard from him in a week – ever since graduation – and you’re not talking. What’s going on, Lily?”
Great.
For once, I wished that those dying clicks as the Bronco went to rest lasted a whole lot longer.
“Hey Cat,” I said, trying my best to keep from rolling my eyes too hard. “Why do you think I have any idea where your boyfriend is?”
Six
Damon
“Christ,” Damon swore, standing up for the first time since he went to all fours for a reason he didn’t understand, and ran away from the girl he’d loved for the last two years. He didn’t know why he’d done that, either.
As broken and bloody as he was when he woke up that morning, every single one of his cuts, scrapes, bruises and blisters was gone. His skin was perfect, untouched; his muscles larger than they’d ever been, but not sore even though he just ran about three miles in a bear crawl.
Life for him was up and down, as it can be. Since he and Lily split last year, it had been mostly down. When his parents moved to Fort Branch, they never said why exactly, just that it was closer to “home” whatever that meant. Only weeks after they’d moved and four days after he and Lily first laid eyes on each other, he met the man he was going to see.
At first, he went to the shriveled, ancient man who went only by Poko from time to time, mostly when his father insisted. Slowly, he’d been told about his people, and why he was different from all his friends. Poko became kind of a rock for Damon, in the years when nothing else helped.
He’d come here – to this cave – and hear stories and tales and parables.
But why was he going to see Poko? Why now? The last time he saw the old man with the tight, dry, leathery skin was almost six months ago. And back then, Poko said he’d call when the time was right.
None of it made the first damn bit of sense, but there he was, pulling himself off the ground and plucking little sticks and bits of pine nettle and tiny rocks out of the skin on his knees – skin that not long ago, was cut so deeply it was hanging open.
The ancient man sat in the dark, next to a fire, deep in the belly of a cave that was a whole lot bigger inside than it looked from the outside. Damon made his way through the winding path and followed the orange flicker until he found where he was going. Sitting down, he watched Poko stroke the faded lines tattooed on his cheeks.
“Sit,” he said. “Look at me.”
Wordlessly, Damon did what he was told. He learned the first time he was brought here that questioning Poko was the quickest way to get hit on the back of the head with a board that he’d ever found.
The cave was orange with the fire’s glow. Poko’s membranous, tanned skin pulled tight over his cheeks and around his eyes, but hung loose under his chin. He sat in this cave, and every time Damon had ever come, he’d been waiting for him.
I wonder if he ever leaves? Or eats?
A smile drifted across Poko’s lips, then vanished with the next lick of flame on the rocks near his feet. His eyes remained closed, which made Damon feel at least a little at peace. As much as he looked up to the old man, those eyes, they did things to Damon he didn’t like.
“You’re here about the,” Poko drifted and turned his head to one side, listening to something Damon couldn’t hear. “Ah, yes, that.” He chuckled softly. “That’s why they always come at first. This one is different though. He’ll make it.”
“I—”
“Quiet,” Poko whispered. “I’m listening to wiser souls than mine. If you want to interrupt them, keep on chattering. Otherwise,” he flattened his palms against the floor of the cave, pushing a bit of straw nearer the fire. “Good.”
Poko turned his head back and forth, leaning each way in time with a rhythm only he could hear.
“You’ve been fighting,” he finally said. “Do you know this?”
“I – what? I don’t remember anything, that’s why I’m here. I think. I don’t know why I’m here actually, I just got the feeling I should be.”
Poko bounced with a dry, rattling laugh. “I remember. Yes, I remember not remembering. Not knowing why I would wake up in one place cut up and bleeding, and go about to different... What?” He asked the air. “This one...? No, no, that can’t be. He’s a cub.”
God I wish this would just stop.
“You’ve been fighting.” That time it wasn’t a question. “You’ve been fighting and even more than that, you’ve been fighting over your mate. You know this?”
“I’ve been what?” Damon’s jaw dropped open. “Fighting who? And my mate? What are you talking about? I came here to find out why I kept blacking out and waking up in places I didn’t remember going and you’re talking about mates?”
“Hush.”
That whispered words clapped Damon’s mouth shut. The old man had the power to close his mouth for him if he chose to keep on, but he never required that level discipline. Not since the first time, anyway, when Poko clapped his mouth shut so quickly he’d bit his lip bloody. He stared in wonder at the living mummy before him.
Poko’s body was weak with age, but he could transcend that without a second thought.
Damon knew what he was for his whole life, but the changes hadn’t started until he turned fifteen and they’d never been this bad. The first time his dad dragged him down into this cave to meet Poko, it was a week before his fifteenth birthday, and the old man told him everything that was about to happen to his body. If not for that, he would have been lost.
“Who is,” Poko turned his head almost all the way around. “What did you say?” Returning his attention to Damon, he said, “What do you know of Devin?”
A heavy silence hung between them as a plume of ash tree smoke curled upwards and a leaf popped as it caught.
“I... he’s just a guy from school. Never liked me much. I keep having visions of him and I don’t know why.” He took a deep breath to calm his shaking hands. That’s the other thing Poko always did to him; frazzled his nerves. “It’s always during my blackouts. I have these visions of him when I wake up, but I don’t have any idea why.”
The old man rocked back and forth. In the firelight, Damon watched his eyes dart back and forth beneath the lids. “Well?” He asked impatiently. “Why do I keep seeing him and why can’t I get him out of my mind?” He didn’t bother to ask how Poko knew.
Poko swallowed and his throat clicked. “You need to go, Damon. The girl, your mate, she’s—”
“Wait, what? You keep saying this stuff and I don’t know what you mean, Poko, just use names. Are you talking about Lily? Because I ruined any chance of that happening.”
“No,” Poko whispered. “Destiny isn’t something you can ruin. Even when you want to go down a different path, it isn’t possible unless something prevents it from coming true.”
Damon squeezed his fists so tight his knuckles went white. “I’m so tired of this. All I want is to be a normal guy. I want to stop blacking out for a week at a time. I missed graduation! I don’t know who I am or where I am half the time.” He stopped for a breath.
After clucking a laugh, Poko said, “I remember these things, too. It isn’t an easy path we must go weather. Especially not those who are like us.” The word had a deep gravity that made Damon uncomfortable.
“Please just tell me about Devin and why I can’t get that jackass out of my mind.” He was practically begging by then, but it had no effect on the old man, who was going to go at his pace, no matter what.
One time, he’d told Damon that time only matters when you’re young enough to see things change. Maybe that was true.
“What do you think these visions are telling you?” Poko said.
“Ugh,” Damon scratched his knee through the torn fabric, where he used to have a cut. “I don’t know. I don’t... I don’t even know if they are visions. Is that what you’re getting at?”
Poko cocked an eyebrow, and Damon’s rage boiled up even as he sat there fuming. “Why won’t you just tell me?”
“Breathe, Damon,” the old man said in that voice that was so calm it made Damon even angrier. “You are one of the forest, Damon, that’s why your mother and father brought you here. You’re almost grown. You’ll be halfway between man and wolf, and soon, unless you claim your mate, you will be stuck as such without her touch. You recall Devin because... because he aims to claim her too.”
“No,” Damon groaned, the blood pounding in his head. “No that’s impossible, I’ll... I’ll kill him first.”
“You will not.” Poko spat, his voice suddenly harsh. “You will not kill him, nor anyone else. If you do, you’ll be outcast. We of the forest may live on the outside of what normal humanity understands. But you must never kill. People might not understand us, but murder, that’s for the others. Not for us. Skarachee protect. Carak... they’re the uncontrolled ones.” He opened those horrible, sightless eyes, those grotesque white orbs, and stared into Damon’s soul.
“Do you understand?”
“Y – yes,” Damon replied, hardly able to contain his rage but knowing well he best not cross the elder.
The old man coughed. “You’re my young. You are the young of my pack, the next of my line. We, the Skarachee, do not kill. The others, though, they have less control over their emotions.”
“Others?” this was the first Damon had heard of anyone – anything – like himself that wasn’t Poko’s pack.
“Ah, I see I’ve neglected to mention this to you. Come closer, my voice, it’s weakening.”
Damon leaned in, reticent to get any closer to the old man, but knowing there was nothing he could do to stop it.
“There are other packs, and they converge here. Your friend, your rival, I mean, he is Carak. The others.”
“Whoa, whoa, wait a minute,” Damon put his hands up and gnawed on his lip. “Devin? The greaseball from school with the motorcycle and the horrible attitude... is one of us?”
Poko shook his head emphatically. “No, he is Carak. We are Skarachee. Now go. Go to your mate, I fear something is happening she can’t control, but you must.”
Slowly, the old man fell into a back and forth rocking, moaning and inhaling the scent from powder he tossed into the fire. When Damon tried to rouse him, there was no response except the fluttering of his eyelids, and a slightly louder chant.
As he turned to leave, the old man spoke into his mind, not through his ears. “Remember what I said, Damon. If nothing else, you must never, never kill. The only thing that keeps us from becoming like them – like your rival... is that we won’t... kill.”
And then his voice faded.
*
Damon reached the brushy shrubs around Lily’s house just as the sun had started to set.
For several minutes Damon lay on the ground and stared at the house, intent on seeing what he could before charging headlong into some sort of danger.
And that’s what he was convinced awaited him. After all, the elder told him he had to go to her right then without a moment’s delay. She was in danger, he said, though he hadn’t been exactly clear about what sort of danger it was. When Damon’s eyes adjusted to the dark, he wasn’t quite sure what he was watching.
Two women, one of whom he knew was Lily, though the other had her back turned, were arguing. He wished for one of his spells of heightened senses, so he might have listened. Damon strained to hear whatever he could, wondering if this was what the elder meant.
“How many times do I have to say it?” It was Lily talking, and from the sound of it, she was pissed. That was a tone Damon was quite familiar with. He couldn’t help but wince and grin every time she delivered another punchy, accusatory question. “Why would I know where your boyfriend is?”
Is that Caitlyn Hodges? What the hell are they doing together? They can’t stand each other.
Caitlyn looked so defeated that Damon felt a little bad for her.
“I don’t know,” she said. “All I know is that I haven’t heard from him in over a week and the last time anyone saw him, Craig Willis said he was drinking at the barn party after graduation, and saw your ex-boyfriend beating the shit out of him.”
“Well, no, Caitlyn, I haven’t seen him.” Lily put her hands on her hips. She was serious. “And just so you know, I haven’t seen... what did you call him? My ex-boyfriend? Whatever. I haven’t seen him in almost a week either.”
Damon furrowed his brow at her lie. Why would she say that? What did she have to hide? Unless she was trying to protect him from whatever might happen if his connection to Devin was made clear. But how could she possibly know about that? Had all those texts he sent gave it away? Why would she lie though? How could she know?
“Look, Lily, I’m not trying to start a fight with you, all I want—”
Lily crossed her arms. Even from his distance, Damon saw the slouch in her shoulders. God she’s mad. I’m glad it’s not at me.
“You came to my house, and you accused me of running around with your boyfriend. When I asked you why the hell you’d think me and Devin of all people, who I can hardly stand, mind you, would be running around behind your back, you start spewing stuff at me about my boyfr – my ex-boyfriend beating him up? What are you?”
Her slip of the tongue wasn’t lost on either Damon or Caitlyn. Lily edged toward the house. “You know what?” she continued. “I think you better just go, Cat. I think it’s best if you went on your way. I’ll tell you this though, I promise that if I see or hear or anything, of Devin, I’ll let you know. I might not like you very much, but I can tell you’re worried, so I’m not gonna be queen bitch and keep things from you if I hear them. Okay?”
Damon laughed under his breath.
“That’s... yeah, I mean,” Caitlyn was obviously terrified. “I can’t ask for anything else. Th – thanks.”
As Caitlyn ran back to her BMW, Lily’s scowl deepened and she went inside, slamming the door.
When everyone was gone and the world went quiet again, something horrible started running through Damon’s mind. If Craig Willis saw he and Devin fighting, and if no one had seen Devin since, was his worst fear possible?
“No,” he said, pounding his fist into the dirt.
“No, no, no,” he grunted, scratching the ground.
Blood pounded in Damon’s head, his temples throbbing and his forehead full of pain, of fury, of rage. It was too much. The stress, the worry over Lily and over Devin; it became too much right at that second.
Damon’s legs twisted, his head bent back and hard, wiry fur sprouted from the pores covering every inch of his skin. He scratched the ground until his hands – his claws he realized when he looked down – ached.
And then a moment later, Damon King began to shake, and collapsed.
As his consciousness faded into oblivion, the last thing he thought as a human was of what Poko told him. Without his spirit bond, without the mate destined for him from before either of them was born, he would be lost to the rage, the fury, the darkness, forever.
Seven
“Where are you going so early?” I asked grandpa as he blew some steam off the top of his so-sweet-it’s-tan coffee. “Sun’s barely up.” That was a little bit of a stretch. Clock on the wall said half past nine.
I still shook from the battle I had with Caitlyn Hodges the day before, and no matter what I did, I couldn’t get her out of my head. Then on top of that, the dreams I kept having – if that’s really what they were – never left me alone for long.
There was another one last night, though a little different. I was in a cave, or a grotto or something, and there was the one wolf, I kept seeing, but also a very old one. The two seemed to be talking, or, I dunno, discussing me.
They kept glancing over in the direction where I lay or, I guess hovered, a few inches off the ground. I wasn’t able to move, but it wasn’t a fearful sort of paralysis, mostly just a present one. In the dream it all made sense, like there was some kind of ritual that needed to be done.
No fear, no uncertainty, none of the normal things that bothered me on an almost daily basis. That was something at least.
The last frame, or scene, or whatever you want to call it of the dream was frenzied and wild, just like the first one, except it felt more natural to have this massive wolf push me to the floor. Only that time the monster didn’t go quite as far as he did the first time... or he didn’t before the kettle whistled and woke me up.
Life’s full of little regrets, I guess. I giggled to myself.
“Business in town,” grandpa said after a few moments’ pause. “Farmer’s market, then going to the YMCA for a few hours, you know, to loiter and be a general no-good.”
No good... so good. Something stirred in my brain, but it was gone as soon as it appeared. I rubbed my eyes. “Sounds fun, are you –”
“Nope,” he slid the keys across the table. “Evelda’s picking me up in three minutes. No, four minutes. Although probably she won’t show up for eight.” Grandpa cracked a wry grin.
We sat in silence for a moment before he pushed his coffee toward me, into a semi-circle made by the keys spreading around its base. “You look like you need this more than I do. You were carrying on all night, sounded like nightmares. Runs in the family, I think. Sorry about that.”
“Sorry?” I asked. “For what? I didn’t –”
“It was a joke, Leroy. I used to get horrible nightmares, and last night you were moaning and groaning just like I always did, so I apologized.”
“Oh,” my voice sunk into my chest as more memories surface. Memories of the werewolf, or whatever I was supposed to call him, with his teeth on my neck, his claws dragging my skin. A hot flush crept up my back right where he’d scratched, almost like it was real.
A horn honking outside broke my trance. “Oh!” I sat up and opened my eyes as wide as they’d go. “I drifted off there for a second. But no.” I patted his hand, softly rubbing the thin, aged skin. “Everybody gets nightmares, right? I doubt you had anything to do with mine.”
He stared at me with a strange, knowing look. “Gotta go,” he said as he stood. “Be careful on those back roads, Lily. They get wet this time of year. It’s easy to lose track of the ground and take a tumble.” I swear I heard his voice quail when he kissed the top of my head, but it wasn’t until he was out of the door and halfway down the driveway by the time I figured out what he’d actually said.
Careful of what?
With no conscious thought, I collected the keys and headed straight for the Bronco, which I was reasonably sure was older than me. A name touched the tip of my tongue as I turned the key and the ancient engine groaned, sputtered, and finally kicked to life. That’s all it was though, a hint of a name that faded as soon as I focused.
Fading as soon as I focused? It couldn’t be, could it? I shook my head, still not sure why I was doing what I was doing, but kept on nonetheless. My tires crunched over a flat bit of desert. The ground was so hard there wasn’t much use for a road, so I just drove straight to the woods, ignoring the asphalt.
All because of a vision I had, a ridiculous fantasy that I never would have had if I just went and got myself a boyfriend! No, it wasn’t a vision, I don’t have visions – no one does. It was a dream.
If it was a dream, and that’s all it was, then why had I driven all the way out and up Carey’s Bluff, twenty or thirty miles, with no reason for doing so? What was happening to me? Something as unavoidable, as invisible and as powerful as gravity pulled me out of my car and as soon as my feet crunched on the dry grass that rimmed the bluff and I started up the hiker’s path to the top, that sweet, familiar tingle rose up again deep between my legs.
It felt like something was pulling me, calling me, toward the top of the bluff. It all felt very unreal as I moved along the path, as though I were in a waking dream, not in control of my actions.
A sound – no, not a sound, a sense – followed me for a time. Every time I turned when I heard a rustling of sage brush, or a crunch of gravelly sand, there was nothing.
Nothing. There’s absolutely nothing out here. No birds, no lizards, no people.
The only thing accompanying me on my slow descent was a broken memory... strange memories, of the night before, and of the wolf on top of the bluff.
And then another rustling sound caught my attention, but that time when I turned, two pale yellow eyes that seemed to materialize from nowhere pierced my very soul.
“What... what are you?” I reached out my hand with open, shaking fingers.
His fur slid between them, copper, then black, then silver as the sun struck his back, he turned slowly and pulled his lips back in a silent snarl. I jerked my hand away, terrified at his sudden aggression, and he did the same. Again his lips pulled away from terrible, finger-long teeth, but I didn’t feel fear that time like I had when he did the same thing a moment before.
“May I?” I reached out again, but tentatively kept my groping fingers a few inches form his fur.
The beast lay down and cocked his head.
What am I doing? There’s a wolf... staring at me, and I’m asking his permission to have a feel? What’s going on?
Another snapshot of my dream rolled through my mind at just that moment. It was just one word, mate that came to me, and I didn’t know why. Not right then, anyway.
He let out a soft whimpering sound and tilted his head in the other direction. I don’t know why, but it seemed like he was giving me permission. I reached out again, my trembling fingers warmed by his flame-and-copper fur. Through my fingers, it almost burned with warmth. I curled them, scratching him gently, and then flattened my palm against his back.
Pure, hard, muscle.
“They travel as far as they have to go to find their soul mates, or whatever you want to call them.” Soul mates rolled around in my head and I felt a quick swoon before I braced myself on the monster’s back and he stood to support my weight.
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “This isn’t possible. You can’t exist, you can’t be real.” My lips started to quiver just like my fingers had moments before. But no matter how hard I tried to convince myself that the wolf – the unearthly large, powerful wolf – under my sweaty palm wasn’t real, there he was, staring at me with those big, pale, soulful eyes. “Grandpa said... he couldn’t possibly have known about you. He was just making up a story.”
The wolf, standing then, with his head almost the same height as my shoulders, groaned and then nipped softly at my hand a couple of times. I giggled, moving my hand just at the last second, and stroked his snout.
“You’re not supposed to be this big,” I said. “Something’s not right here...”
That’s when I first had the chance to look straight into his eyes. Mesmerized for a second, when I came back to myself, I saw that they weren’t really anything like I’d witnessed. Up close, there were flecks of black, gold, and brown in the yellow discs of his irises. I’d seen wolves before in zoos plenty of times, so I knew they had weird eyes, but these were... different. Like flames that sparkled in the sun.
I drew closer, bending my head just to his level. The scent that wafted off his fur – the smell of dust and raw, animal musk – along with the tensing, flexing muscles of his legs and shoulders were just too much. It was all too much, too unreal.
He pulled away, dragging my open palm along his heavy fur, and took two steps further up the path. I followed, and when I was nearing, he took three more.
“What is it?” I asked aloud. “Do you want me to follow? Is that what you’re trying to say?”
At the end of a short sprint of not more than ten or fifteen yards, the wolf looked back at me and let out a short burst of sound, not a bark, not really. It sounded like a mixture of a grunt and a howl and even a little bit like a word, like when someone coughs and says ‘hey!’ at the same time.
I trotted along after him, oblivious to the surrounding world. Another vision I had the night before came to me then. I remembered feeling the monster in my dreams, and how at the moment of his climax, his fur shrank away revealing a hard, muscled body, more man than wolf.
Up, up, up we went. Sweat ran down my chest, wetting my white undershirt and making it stick.
There was nothing at all in the entire world except for me, and the unnaturally large wolf that I followed up the hill. He’d run, look back and pause, wait for me to follow him and get almost close enough to touch before darting away again and starting all over.
On and on until half the bluff was underneath us. Always going up, though sometimes fast and sometimes slow, but always up.
Until he stopped.
Turning to face me slowly, the great wolf stared at me, driving holes through me with his gaze.
“What is it?” I asked as I trotted to a stop only a few feet from him. “Is something the matter?”
His answer was another cock of his head, followed by a groaning howl that chilled me to the bones. The sound bashing my ears was so loud, so powerful that I could hardly stand it. That is, until the pain in my ears turned to warmth in my belly that trickled down further and further.
“What are you doing to me?” I said in a breathy whisper. “How are you making me feel like... no,” I said. “This can’t be real. This isn’t possible. No, no, no!”
Slowly, patiently, almost like he was waiting for me to come to my own conclusion about him, the wolf padded next to me and lowered his head, nudging my hand and nipping again. My fingers trickled down in front of his mouth and danced across those long, sharp teeth.
I was stunned. I couldn’t move, could barely think. I knew I needed to get away, but at the same time, I didn’t want to get away. Words like prophesy and destiny and soul mate swam in my head. Suddenly, my hand was back on the beast’s neck. I curled my fingers and somehow, the fur felt shorter than it had the last time I touched.
“Oh my God,” I said. “You’re changing, you’re...” A handful of flaming copper came off in my hand, but when I went to drop it, instead of blowing out of my palm, it vanished as soon as the long, thick hairs tasted wind. “What are you?”
“Po... ko... spoke...”
My eyes got so wide I thought they’d fall out. “Did you just answer me?”
“Can’t... speak... too painful,” he gasped, jaws clenching and relaxing with each word. “Need... you...”
“Me?” I touched him again, pulling away another handful of vanishing fur. With a start, I felt the taut muscles on his neck grow harder, thicker, bigger and fuller underneath my palm.
I was absolutely burning by then. That sweet ache between my legs that flared every time I remembered more of my dream was deep seated, twisting and wrenching me, sending fingers of warm pleasure from my core to every inch of my body. When next I felt him, I ran my hand from his shoulder down to his chest.
“Not... long...” he groaned. “Can’t... control... Augh! No! Trying to fight! I can’t!”
He threw his head back and forth, thrashing out of control so hard I thought he’d break his own neck. Snarls ripped through him, followed by yelps and pained groaning. He fell to his side, twisted in one direction then the other.
“Must... take! Must take... you!”
There it was. The one word I’d forgotten from the dream. The most important word. Really, it was the only one that mattered at all.
Every shred of sense in me said to run, to turn around and bolt and never look back.
“Go!” he urged. “I’ll come... for... you when I,” he paused, gasped breaths rattling his chest. “I’ll come when... I can... control...”
And then, an instant later, he was back to his feet, shoulders clenched up. He was the embodiment of rage, of fury, every inch of him twitching as he tried to control whatever was welling up inside.
“Go!” he roared, startling me out of the lull into which I’d fallen. “Go and don’t... look back... mate!”
The wolf lurched again, sat down then stretched his back. He opened his jaws, snapped them shut.
Through all of it, I couldn’t force myself to turn away. My dream came back in a burst of memory. The disjointed scenes played out immediately in my mind. I watched him for a second longer, then recalled the last moment of the dream; his body trembling against mine. Was this the same? The same half-wolf monster? Was this... no, it couldn’t be Damon. That, I decided out of all the things happening, that was where it just went too crazy.
“You’re my,” I swallowed. “You came for me, didn’t you?” I reached out again and he snapped then recoiled. This time though, I didn’t retreat. I knew, somehow I knew that he wouldn’t hurt me, even if he couldn’t control himself.
It wasn’t pain he wanted to inflict upon me, not at all.
“I’m right, aren’t I?”
The monster writhed around, his legs thickening with every passing second, the fur on them thinning, falling out, and vanishing before my eyes.
“You came for me.” My voice was almost accusing. “You visited my dreams last night and made me come out here. And now you tell me to run? No,” I said. “I won’t do it.”
My words were strong and sure, but my knees were just about hitting together they were shaking so hard.
“If I’m to be your mate, at least tell me your name,” I said. Talking, somehow, was keeping me from giving completely in to fear. Or was it fear? I shook my head. It wasn’t fear I felt, no, not at all.
I felt lust burning in my stomach, twisting me in knots. I wanted the creature before me, with the mighty muscles and wild, furious strength so badly it hurt.
He punched the ground with slightly clenched paws, scratching his claws into the hardscrabble dirt. “My name...,” he gave in to another fit of clawing and snorting before he managed to focus. “No, can’t say... can’t remember.” There was a hint of sadness behind the fury in his voice.
But I knew that if what grandpa said was true, and at that point, it seemed to me that anything might be true, he wasn’t stuck in this form, not forever. I took another halting step forward and reached out a hand.
Clawing and sputtering, the man-beast pulled back and shook with rage.
He charged, and the instant before he took me off my feet, I felt his teeth close around my wrist, stopping just short of breaking my skin, but clamped down so that I wasn’t going to escape even if I wanted.
I pulled, almost like I was wrestling with a friend. The look in his eyes was desperate when he let go of me and I fell backwards, thumping against the ground, hard. I grunted, and at the sound, the beast recoiled, once again looking very afraid, almost pitiful.
“N... no, Lily, no, please go.” He said. There was almost a whimper in his voice as he pleaded with me to leave. “This... isn’t right, isn’t...”
He twisted left and then right, fell into a sticker bush, and fell on his side after a brief tussle to get free. A bit of blood spotted his half-gone fur, and I rushed to his side, tearing off a piece of my shirt to wipe his cuts. He turned to face me, with a pleading, thankful look in his eyes.
His eyes, they’re...
I stood up quickly, amazed at what I’d seen. Green, with little gray flecks running from his pupils to the edge of his irises, just like... “Damon?” I said with a hitch in my throat. “Is that... is that you?”
Bending over I dabbed at his wound again and sat down on my knees. “If it is you, everything’s okay, I just,” my voice trailed off. “Wow, this is—”
“Me...” he groaned and twisted, climbing first to his knees, then to his feet. “I’m... no, Lily, I can’t do this to you. You have... a life... not this... I...”
“No! Damon!” I shouted after him, my hand falling off his shoulder, a piece of my shirt stuck to the bloody cut on his back. “Don’t run! I can’t have you right here then have you gone, not again! You have to stop doing this to me!”
Again? Did I just say that?
He jumped, straight off the side of the bluff.
“No!” I shouted again, running to the side where he’d leapt. Steeling myself for the worst, when I peered over, there was nothing below, no broken body, no injured Damon limping off, he was just gone. “Where did you go? Why?”
I sucked a breath, pulling my shoulders to my ears and then slumped over, suddenly exhausted. “You came here... for me?”
None of it made any sense. This roving pack of wolves that I remembered appearing three times through my whole life, and Damon was one of them?
No, I just can’t believe it. Just can’t do it. There’s no way.
I laughed softly. What else could I do? Werewolves? Half-human monsters? Even with all the stories Grandpa told me, I hadn’t believed any of that stuff. Not really.
Looking down, though, Damon’s blood was on my fingertips where I’d dabbed him with my shirt. A chill shot through me when a desert wind hit my exposed skin. Hot day, cold skin. I shivered again, holding my elbows.
Up above, a small airplane buzzed past, a puffy fuel trail in its wake. I was just thankful for the brief respite from being lost in my own head. The reflective silver sped across my field of vision, before disappearing behind a bluff.
Eight
I hadn’t seen Damon for almost a week. Even stranger, all those admittedly – though embarrassingly – eager and exciting dreams stopped too.
Somehow I just put it all out of my mind. I needed to get something done with my story for the Times and I still needed to deal with Caitlyn Hodges, who was calling and texting me more than she had in the ten years we’d known each other. She got a little nuttier every time, but she never showed up again.
Grandpa kept saying she was going crazy from the stress of school and everything else, and that made a certain amount of sense. After seeing Damon though, I had my doubts that he and Devin had just had a little scuffle.
Fucking trauma.
Every single time, it does this to me.
When my parents died all those years ago, it was like I convinced myself that life was totally normal a week after they were gone. I don’t think I ever really dealt with it. I didn’t have any time.
I started that year, fourth grade, without missing a beat. I had to get good grades, keep on top of the class, and on and on. Of course, then I got over my denial in a pretty massive way when my sophomore year started.
I unloaded on Damon like they died a week before we met. I couldn’t stop myself. It just came in a torrent of tears, crying and screaming that lasted most of a month. When it was all over, my ambition, my drive, and my grades stopped mattering at all.
Just quit giving a shit. Just gave up on it. Well, on everything except my newspaper stuff, but everyone with any sense will tell you that’s not going to pay the bills. I guess I couldn’t see any real way out of Fort Branch, so it didn’t make any sense to me to keep killing myself. I’d never be able to afford Harvard, and I wasn’t going to get a scholarship like Caitlyn, so why even try at all?
Dumb way to think, I guess, but try telling that to a boy-crazy thirteen year old girl.
Crazy for boys but too shy to do anything about it, that’s me. Until Damon came along, anyway, there was a ten-foot wall around me.
With him it was different though, it was from the very start. He came from the desert in California, some little town in So-Cal a hundred miles or so from LA, and changed my whole world the first time I saw him. It was stupid, really, but whatever. From the very beginning, I felt like we were connected, like we understood each other.
I never much felt like I belonged in Fort Branch, and since he was literally the only person who moved in to town through my entire school career, we were two lost souls that found each other.
And then, of course, he never did anything. He was so achingly slow that even in the worst of my throes, he seemed to either not want me, or just not understand that I was hurling myself at him.
“Ugh,” I moaned, pushing myself up off the bed and stared out the window for a moment as I sniffed the air. The smell of eggs, bacon, and grandpa’s pancake mix floated up the stairs and under my door.
I tried to dress as fast as humanly possible. I needed some of those eggs.
At the exact instant I buttoned my jeans, there went my phone, buzzing so hard against the random coins and junk underneath it that I just about hit the floor and let out a “Jesus!” and bounced off the bed.
I rolled to the side and grabbed by phone off my nightstand in a move that would have made a ninja proud. I laughed at my own deftness, forgetting about the fact that it only happened because I almost broke my ass, when the phone buzzed again.
Guess I have to answer someday.
“Lily?” It was Caitlyn, but she sounded a lot less, uh, irritated than I was used to her sounding. “Are you there?”
Her voice was thick, like she either had a cold, or was crying.
“Lily? Please answer, please, I just,” she let out a choked gulp, and then a sob.
It took every fiber of effort I could muster not to say something really cruel. I was just so sick of her constant texts.
I swallowed both my pride, and a gulp of water to get the morning frog out of my throat. “Yeah, sorry, allergies. What’s going on?”
“I know,” she stopped every few seconds to let out another sobbing burst. “I – I know it’s early and I,” another sniff and a cough. She had it bad, whatever it was. “I’m so, so sorry, but can you... I don’t even know why I’m asking, I—”
“Slow down Cat, I can barely understand you,” I said in the calmest voice I could muster. “If there’s an emergency call the police.”
Great line, perfect advice, I’m sure she never thought of that. It was the best thing I could think to say at the time though.
“No,” she pressed on, fighting through the tears, “it’s nothing like that, it’s Devin, he...”
“Is he hurt?”
Another wave of crying wracked Caitlyn then she sniffed and caught her breath for a moment. “Yes but that’s not what I’m calling for.” Cat took a long, slow breath, in and out. “He came back and he’s hurt but it’s just cuts and scrapes. Lily, he’s,” she trailed off again.
I knew what she was about to say before she talked. An uncomfortable, nauseous wave of deja vu passed through me while she took another calming breath.
“He’s gone... crazy, Lily. He can’t calm down. He’s going from totally normal to like, I dunno, wild or something. Over and over, he just,” she quieted and I heard a scream from somewhere distant, like someone was pounding on a wall or a door near her. The voice was screaming my name.
Of course it was. Five years of wanting a boy I liked to get excited over me and now I had two of them. Well okay, one of them I liked quite a bit less than the other, but there was still a little bit of a thrill to it, as sad as that was.
I clenched my eyes tight and pushed my fingers into them. All I wanted was some pancakes. “Okay, two things before you say whatever you’re going to say. I don’t know why your boyfriend is screaming my name but –”
“I don’t care about that Lily, I don’t care,” she sucked a breath. “There’s... Lily, I know I’ve been kind of nasty to you but please help me, please come and talk to him. I don’t know what’s going on but I just want it to stop, okay?” Her voice had gone quiet. She’d cried herself out and went all the way back around to rational.
The address she gave was around a ten minute drive from where grandpa and I lived, but I recognized the street. In a place like Fort Branch, there’s always a nice part, and you always know the streets that make it up.
Naturally, Cat lived on the most expensive one.
Throwing that tidbit aside, I jotted down the address and told her I’d be there in a few minutes.
I tromped down the stairs to find Grandpa Joe drinking his coffee, sitting at a table made up with two plates. God damn did I want some of those pancakes.
“I’m... so sorry about this, but I can’t stay for breakfast. Caitlyn Hodges just called me and she needs some help,” I said, trying really hard not to smell the food. “Is it okay if I take the Bronco?”
Grandpa fluttered his eyebrows. “Take the what?”
“Sorry. Can I take Betty for a bit?”
“Say her whole name, Leroy. She gets cranky otherwise.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “All right, fine,” I said as I grabbed a pancake, stuffed it with a fried egg, two pieces of bacon, and took a bite of my fluffy burrito. “May I take Betty Boop for a drive? I promise she’ll return without a scratch. Hopefully.”
It was hard to think of anything except for Damon and Devin utterly destroying each other. Damon was big and strong enough to do some really horrible damage, even without his, uh, claws.
He tossed me the keys. “Be careful. You know what you’re doing.”
“Thanks Grandpa,” I said. “You’re the best.”
“I know,” he said back. “Get gone, your friend needs you.”
Friend? I’m not so sure about that.
*
In any other town, the houses on Crest Street would have cost in the millions, but here, the only one that I remembered selling for anything near that much was exactly the address I stopped in front of. When it sold, the town was all excited about it. Almost as excited as when then Jack-in-the-Box opened by the movie theater.
Money never made me jealous. It was like this external thing that didn’t even really occur to me to think about until I saw it. Compared to the way my grandpa and I lived, this place might as well have been the King of Jordan’s palace.
I shook my head and hopped out of the Bronco just in time to hear something that could only be described as an unkind scream.
“Cat! Get over here! Now!”
Devin. He’s in a rage all right.
I ran to the front door, and put my hand on the knob. Just then, a body hit the door, jolting it backwards against me so hard I fell off the porch and rolled. Devin Cline took one step out of the house, then Cat grabbed his shoulder and yanked him back inside before slamming the door.
“Devin,” I heard from inside. “You can’t go out there! Not like this! What if someone sees?” She was cry-screaming.
He was just plain screaming. “I don’t care! I need her! I need this and there’s no choice! If I don’t have her, there’s no going back. I... need... Lily... or...”
“I called her, Devin, she said she was on the way, but—” she stopped talking just a little too fast.
Hopping to my feet, I shook some pine straw out of my hair, jumped back onto the porch and pushed on the door only to find it jammed. “Open the door,” I shouted. “Devin, Cat, I’m here, open the door!”
From inside, the sounds of a struggle and two people groaning back and forth caught my attention. “Let me in!” I threw my shoulder into the hard oak. My effort did little more than make the door knocker bounce a couple of times and hurt like absolute hell.
“Devin, no! It hurts!” Cat’s voice was strained. “Stop! My throat, I—”
I took a step back and charged forward, driving my shoulder into the door again, harder than before. I bounced off, but there was a little more give that time. The worst damn ache crept into my bones, but with the way Cat was screaming, and all the roaring and carrying on from Devin, I needed in there right that second.
The third time I wrecked myself against the door didn’t do anything, but on the fourth, something finally moved. A creaking noise, like something against the door sliding away encouraged me. I pulled back, took a deep breath, and gave it every ounce of strength I had.
Pain shot through me but not before the door heaved and sighed, and whatever was behind it holding it closed gave with a loud crack.
When it opened though, everything inside was quiet – decidedly different from only a few seconds ago.
“Lily? Is that...?” Her voice was faint. Very, very faint. I made my way through the huge entryway past a weird little vase full of umbrellas and into the living room. There, under a chandelier that probably cost as much as grandpa’s house, Caitlyn Hodges lay in a heap.
“Caitlyn,” I said, “are you okay?” I picked her head up off the floor. She was scuffed up, but nothing terrible. Bruises marked her collarbones, and there looked to be a thumbprint in the middle of her throat. “Jesus, what happened?”
“Devin,” she gasped. “He, he came back. He won’t stop asking for you, I don’t know what to do, I don’t know, Lily, it’s so...” she sat up and pulled her knees under her chin, clutching them against her chest, hugging them tight.
“Help me,” she begged. Caitlyn’s voice was hollow, weaker than I’d ever heard.
My mouth was open to ask where he’d gone when a roar and a sound of breaking wood gave me my answer. I swore loudly and ran back to the entry to find exactly what I expected, if not what I hoped.
Devin was somehow even more ruggedly attractive when he was strung out on rage and God-knows how many sleepless nights than when he was well rested and clean. He had dark stubble on his cheeks and chin, a busted lip and a trickle of blood running down one corner of his mouth. His clothes were tatters; one of his sleeves was missing, the other hanging by threads. And all over, he was covered in dirt, mud, cuts and blood.
“Oh,” he said as he quirked a half-grin. “Lily. It’s good to see you.”
His eyes were half-closed and he kept rubbing the side of his face with one of his cut-up hands. Devin ran them through his long, dirty blond hair and smiled again, making his damn dimples appear.
“What happened, Devin?” I said, approaching cautiously.
Those were probably the first three words I said to Devin since we had two bad dates junior year. Well, one really, because he stood me up on the second.
“I haven’t been myself lately,” he said with a sheepish grin. “I guess I got a little carried away back there, huh?”
“Carried away?” I scrunched up my forehead. “You were –”
“Doesn’t matter,” he said with a wave of his hand. “She’s not important.”
Right behind us, Cat screamed and started crying. “Not important? Devin, I love you! I’ve been looking for you for a week or however long it’s been, I...”
With a wrenching feeling in my stomach, I realized that in spite of everything, I felt horrible for her. No one deserves this – any of this.
“Oh stop,” Devin said. “That’s not what I meant. It’s just that other things are more important.”
I tried to leave that jackass on the floor and go to Cat, but she was already gone, her voice trailing off down the hall. For the moment, at least, Devin had my attention, although suddenly, I remembered why I’d never bothered to talk to him. All the rumors about him seemed to be true. The ones about the way he treated Cat, anyway.
“C’mon,” he said with an ease to his voice that was more than a little unsettling. “She’s served her purpose.”
I couldn’t believe the shit coming out of his mouth. “She what? That girl’s the only person who cared at all that you’ve been gone for a week, and you thank her by doing... this?”
Devin laughed. “It’s not that,” he said. “But it doesn’t really matter, does it?”
I stared straight into his gorgeous face hating myself for thinking he was gorgeous.
“What does matter? If it’s not her, what is it, Devin? I don’t know what’s going on.”
He shook his beautiful face back and forth. I pinched myself.
“Yeah you do,” he said softly, stroking the back of my hand with his thumb. “You’ve had the dreams. So have I.”
“The dreams,” I said, gulping. “No, I don’t, I don’t know what you mean.”
Devin stood up and right before my eyes, the horrible split on his lip shimmered. Air around it swirled like waves on a hot road, and then, the cut was gone. I sucked a deep breath into my lungs and looked on in horror.
“You,” I whispered. “Damon, he...” My lips moved soundlessly.
The gash on Devin’s leg healed just like his lip. “Yeah,” he said. “Funny world, isn’t it? A week ago if someone told you a werewolf existed, you would’ve laughed in his face.” Devin pulled a cigarette out of a pack he had in his hip pocket, flicked a lighter and lit up.
I just nodded.
“He might have won the fight,” Devin said. “But I won the real prize.” He grabbed my wrist.
“Prize? What prize?”
Devin smiled. His eyes twinkled. I hated him for being so Goddamn beautiful and hated myself for being pulled in by it.
“You know what I’m going to say already, but you’re fishing for compliments. The prize,” he said, brushing his hair back and running a finger along my jaw, “is you.”
Nine
“Where are you taking me, Devin?” He dragged me, wordlessly, toward the car, but I spent more time kicking at the ground to get my footing than I did walking.
He paused and held me still, staring at me for just a moment, pondering what to say. Devin opened his mouth and started to speak but cut himself off. “No,” he mumbled in that distracted, half-mad way, “not yet, you can’t know yet. You’ll find out when we get there.”
Another jerk of my wrist surprised me and almost sent me to the ground. I managed to keep my footing, but just. “This is crazy, Devin!” I was almost shouting. “What the hell are you doing to me? And what do you mean I’m a prize? This is bullshit!”
He grunted a laugh and kept right on tugging me down the long driveway to the gate where the car sat. The front door of Cat’s house slammed, startling Devin.
“No time for explaining things to you, no time.”
Faster and faster he dragged me, almost breaking into a run. The band of pressure where he clamped my wrist was so horribly tight and painful that it was hard to believe a normal person could squeeze so hard.
A knot twisted in my stomach.
“You two are... you and Damon I mean, you’re the – ow! Hey!”
He jerked my wrist so hard it felt like my arm went out of socket; he pulled again, and I fell to the ground as he kept on. I kicked my feet behind me, trying to stand, but it was no good.
“Devin!” I cried. “This hurts! Why won’t you let me walk?”
He looked back, not stopping, and shot me a horrible look. It was just like the one Damon gave me when I found him crumpled up, bleeding and half-human. The ball of nerves in my stomach sank deeper.
To my horror, the same twitching, tight feeling between my legs caught my attention, just like with Damon.
“What are you, brothers or something? Ow! Jesus, Devin, we’re almost to the car, you can stop fucking dragging me now!”
“Get in,” he commanded, shoving me into the driver’s side door. “Get in!”
“Okay, okay,” I stammered. His shouting and the pulling didn’t leave any questions about how stupid it would be to try and resist him. Then again, judging from the tightness, I had a feeling that even if I wanted to push him away, it would be a lot harder than just rejecting a date I didn’t want.
My hands were shaking so much it took me a second to get the key in the lock. Devin pounding on his door and yelling at me to hurry certainly didn’t help anything. When I finally managed to unlock it and slide into the seat, a moment of clarity overcame me.
“Open the door!” Devin was clawing at the door handle.
I pumped the gas pedal, counting down from six. Leaning over, I pretended to fumble with the lock. “It sticks,” I said. “It gets like... jammed, hold on.”
Four, three, two.
“Let me in!” He was roaring, pounding his fist into the window. As old as Betty was, I couldn’t imagine the ancient 1980s glass would last much longer. “Now!”
One, done.
I turned the key. Betty’s engine sputtered, then exploded to life, coughing a little burst of smoke out the tailpipe. I shrugged at Devin as I continued fumbling with the lock and mouthed ‘it won’t open.’ He looked back and forth with growing desperation pulling at his features.
On his beautiful face. Jesus, why can’t I stop thinking about him like this? This crazy dipshit is about to gut me.
“Uh, okay,” I said. “Think I’ve about got it, I... Devin?” He was gone.
“That’s not possible,” I grumbled. “Where are you? Devin? Where—”
A huge, booming thud sounded as something landed on top of the Bronco. “Shit! You have to be kidding me!”
I punched the gas and tried to pull my door closed at the same time, but I was about a quarter-second too late.
Devin got half an arm inside the car, so when I shut the door it just bounced off, swinging open again. Whipping the car back and forth to throw him, I almost tipped the damn thing over, but he didn’t move an inch.
He viciously kicked the top of the car hard enough to push in a dent while scratching the ceiling upholstery with his hand. Oh my God, his hand!
Before my eyes, his fingers lengthened and his nails curled into claws. Shouting, he ripped a huge gash into the brown fabric which fell down in my face. “Let me in!” Devin screamed in a pinched, strained, pained voice. “Now!”
I reached out and grabbed the flapping door just in time to avoid it hitting an oncoming car, and tried once again to slam it into his arm. This time, I was able to get some strength behind it. Gritting my teeth, I grunted and yanked the handle as hard as I could and brought it down on him.
A sickening crunch met my ears, and a half-second later, Devin let out a ragged, throat-tearing scream. But he was still latched to the roof.
I heard his body shift to the other side, and chanced a glance out the passenger side. One of his torn-up jeans legs dangled there. If I just jumped the sidewalk, I could probably drag him on someone’s fence, or grind him against the side of a building.
Swallowing hard to quell a wave of nausea, I stuck my tongue out of my mouth squeezed it between my lips, gnawing to concentrate. “This is crazy,” I said under my breath. “This is completely nuts.”
Devin’s grip on my ceiling loosened slightly. He was moving, trying to get his weight back on top. My time was running out.
Taking a deep breath, I swerved off the road, bumped up onto a curb and heard a wild, savage scream as Devin’s leg crashed into the large oak tree. All I could think is how much it must cost to water something that big in the middle of the desert.
I jerked the wheel in the other direction, waiting for another cry or a yelp or something, and for him to fall off, but it never came. Rolling my eyes back in my head, I summoned another round of courage, gritted my teeth and scraped against the next tree big enough to peel a werewolf off the top of an SUV. That time I sandwiched his leg between the top of the car and a very thick overhanging branch.
“Sssshhh! Auuuugh! Le – my leg! My Goddamn leg! What are you doing? Let me—”
The third tree did the trick. I couldn’t watch. I went at the third one with my eyes closed, not entirely sure whether or not Betty’s roof was too high to make it under. From the scraping noises, the answer was just.
Devin hit the ground with a clatter. He rolled end over end, bounced over the curb and came to a painfully abrupt halt when his head hit the sidewalk with a deep, horrible thud. My first thought was that I should check on him and make sure he was alive, but my second was much more reasonable – to run him the hell over again.
Heart pounding, I couldn’t think. Streaks of white panic ran through my vision. The only thing that came to mind was how badly I needed Damon. He’d keep me safe, he’d know what to do. If these two really were the same sort of, of creatures, he’d know what to do.
Tears ran down my cheeks; tears of fear and longing. I remembered the way he felt when he held me against his body, the heat of his soul on my lips as he kissed me. But then I remembered him running away, terrified, and shook myself.
I sat there with my car hanging halfway into the road, trying to catch my breath and will my pulse to slow down. I glanced out the rearview. Devin’s still, broken body gave me a moment of shameful relief. His clothes were torn to shreds, but somehow most of the skin underneath was intact. He had little cuts and scrapes, but no major injuries, certainly nothing that would give away what he’d just been through.
My whole body shook, almost vibrating with the tension, the strain and... that feeling both Damon and Devin gave me. That ache, the damned, sweet ache. On the one hand, I wanted nothing more than to bury it forever and forget I ever felt it, but at the same time I needed to give in to it; give myself up to that wild, exotic danger.
“Li... ly...”
It took a couple of seconds to register that I might have killed someone with all the adrenaline coursing through me, but as soon as that relief came over me, I breathlessly watched that crazy son of a bitch roll over, pull his bloody knees up and climb to his feet. Before my eyes, the scrapes and cuts shimmered and vanished.
This whole wild man act seemed to fit Devin perfectly. Hard and brazen and fierce, it was almost like watching an extension of Devin’s normal personality. Damon, though, looked so scared when he was fighting with himself, trying to keep away from me, on the road. Devin just gave in to the rage and the lust. That tiny difference – that Damon fought his inner beast, that’s all the difference I needed.
“Lily... whew!” Devin shook his head then fixed his gaze on me. I couldn’t tear my eyes away. His muscles flexing in the sun were just so raw and gorgeous that no matter how badly I wanted to kick Betty into reverse and give running him over another try, it wasn’t happening. “Lily! Why’d you do that? All I want to do is help you. You know that.”
Slowly, he made his way to the car. His movements had a jerky, stop-motion look to them, presumably from just being bashed against a tree and smacking his head on concrete. About halfway to the car, he stopped and took ahold of his left wrist. Devin jerked it right then left, both times it made the most disgusting popping-snapping-crunching noise.
“Ah there we go, so much better.” He kicked his leg out in front, popping his hip back into place, and resumed his trek. “Feel like a new man, or, well,” a grin crossed his face.
The entire time he was walking back to the car, he didn’t once take his eyes off mine. I was frozen. With him staring at me, I couldn’t move, couldn’t think.
“Now,” he said as soon as he got within spitting distance of the car, “unlock the door, and let’s get back to what we were doing. Did you get your little tantrum out of your system?”
Venom dripped off his lips. He had such seething contempt for me packed into every word he said that it reminded me of the way people talk to a girl they don’t really think is good enough for them, but they tolerate because she’s good in bed.
I just stared straight ahead.
Unmoving, unblinking, unthinking; there was nothing I could do. My mind was his slave.
“Do you like that idea?” He smiled again. God I wanted him to stop.
But then again, no I didn’t.
“You do, hmm? You changed your mind quick.”
Unconsciously, my hand slid along the rubber on the bottom of the window and I flicked the lock on my door closed. It was open this whole time?
When the latch made that audible, unmistakable click, Devin squinted. “What are you doing?” he sounded a little tired. My tiny, meaningless act of unconscious defiance opened a crack that let through a little light. If I was going to get away, it had to be right then, when his control started to slip.
“Open the door.” The menace was back, and so was the flaring anger in Devin’s eyes. No more charm, no more easy convincing. He knew what he wanted, and he wasn’t stopping.
Shaking my head, I grabbed the wheel tight. My hands trembled, but it didn’t matter.
“Open,” he growled, “the door.”
One last glance is all I allowed myself as I pressed the gas pedal and Betty first jolted and then groaned. He had a look on his face of utter confusion, like it was beyond him that I didn’t do exactly what he said.
‘Flooring it’ in a nearly thirty-year old Bronco is a lot less impressive than it sounds, but the old boat did an admirable job of making noise and belching smoke everywhere.
“You’ll regret this!” He shouted, standing in the middle of the road, like a pissed off teenager who got told that he wasn’t going to get a car for his sweet sixteen. “This is the last mistake you’ll make, Lily! You’re mine! You were promised to me, you’ll keep me from... from...”
He dropped to his knees, clawing at his face. From the stop sign at the end of Crest Street, I watched all of it unfold, probably two hundred feet from where he was carrying on. I couldn’t tell exactly but it looked like he was bleeding. Again.
“You think you’re getting away,” he screamed. “You’re not! Neither is Damon! I’ll maul that Skarachee pup! You go running to him. Go running, Lily, I’ll follow you to the end of the world if I have to.”
I punched the gas again. I’d heard enough. The insanity, the wild look in Devin’s face took away every shred of beauty I ever though I saw. When he was out of options, he relied on pure unadulterated rage.
Nothing could possibly be less attractive.
Damon, oh God I need you so bad, but where are you?
I pulled over to the side of the road when I was far enough from Cat’s house that I was sure Devin wasn’t following. Sticking my fists in my eyes, I rubbed hard enough to see stars. “Enough,” I said out loud, to steel my own resolve. “Damon. Where is he?”
Damon’s parents lived halfway between my house and Cat’s, a few streets over from a straight shot. They left late last year on some kind of cross-country RV trip, but he stayed in the house. I didn’t expect to see his bike, but even so, when I drove past, my heart sank at the empty driveway.
Eight minutes later, I turned up the road leading to my house. Nine minutes later, I went past our little place, wishing for nothing more than to be in there with my grandpa and Damon, playing cards or something that normal people did during normal times.
Twelve minutes after that, I turned off my car in the middle of the forest, right where the trees got too thick to keep driving. Three miles away, lay a cave.
A cave that was the last place I could turn. If he wasn’t there, then I was lost.
I swallowed hard as my foot hit the ground.
Ten
“Is that you?” A tiny voice bounced off the walls of Damon’s cave as I squinted into the thick, oppressive darkness at a small orange light far, far from the entrance. “Pup, is that you? Come back for to visit?”
“No,” I swallowed hard trying to calm my trembling lips. “I’m sorry, I’m—”
When next he spoke, the voice was more cheerful than he had been. “Oh! So it’s the other one I’ve been searching far and wide for, is it? Come this way. Let the fire be your guide.”
“Who are you?” I asked.
No answer. Again I called out into the dark and again was met with silence.
“Great,” I said under my breath. This is just great. I’m chasing a boy into a cave. I don’t have time for this, I have a story to write, and I’ve got a career to make. A shiver crept through me. The deeper into the cave I went, the wetter, cooler and heavier the air around me became.
The stoic tightness I had all through the ordeal with Devin and his girlfriend, driving back and forth to figure out where Damon was, and then finally giving up and going to this cave as a last gasp exploded the instant the cold darkness enveloped me and light from outside no longer reached where I stood.
Werewolves and magic and soul mates, it was all a bunch of bullshit that didn’t make the first bit of sense, but here I was spelunking into some cave with what I guessed was an ancient old man at the back of it talking me to him.
But the stupidest thing of all is that I didn’t care about any of that stuff. The complete unreality of what I was going through didn’t matter one bit. Finding Damon, that’s all that occupied my mind. I shook myself and clutched my elbows, hugging my chest to keep warm.
The fire grew bigger, and for a moment it occurred to me that I had no idea how it kept going back here. Of all the things to think about, this is what I spend my brain power on. I shrugged and smiled for the first time in a couple of days, at my own strangeness. Even in these absolutely bizarre circumstances, there’s something to be said for being at least a little comfortable in your own skin.
Of course, when you walk into a cave hoping to find your werewolf quasi-boyfriend and end up staring down at a little man who looks a little like an Incan mummy wrapped up in a Navajo blanket, even being comfortable with yourself is very little consolation.
“She comes,” he said. I swear his mouth didn’t move.
“I’m sorry, what?” I looked down at him and cocked my head, not really sure how to address the ancient bundle. Was I supposed to squat down and look at him or was that rude?
There was a vague hint of a smile on his paper-thin lips.
“Please, child, sit. We wait.”
That time I knew his mouth didn’t move.
With a certain amount of trepidation, though I don’t really know what I was afraid of, except for “everything,” I sat cross-legged beside the strange little man and stared into his fire. Shapes danced, like will happen when you stare at a fire, but I saw things that were too clear to be coincidental.
Faces – Damon, my grandfather, Devin and Cat – appeared and moved, speaking with soundless lips. It wasn’t like watching a movie or anything, but the shapes of the flames showed me who they were supposed to be.
The shape I knew was Damon slouched over, moving very slowly toward some unknown destination. The other I could tell was Grandpa Joe by the darker bit of flame moving near his mouth which reminded me of his pipe. It looked like he was saying something to me, but it’s not like fires can talk. Of course, it’s not like werewolves exist either.
Still, the way Damon’s fire shape was hunched over made me think he was in pain, or confused or something.
“Is he hurting?” I asked my silent companion, as I looked in his direction.
His eyes were closed, but rapidly moving back and forth beneath the lids. Sitting beside him, the fire’s light bouncing off face made him look almost tan, like he was covered in ancient leather. A shiver crept through me, even with the intense heat emanating from the fire.
“What?” He snapped.
“I asked—”
The old man snaked a hand out of his blankets to shush me. His fingers were so thin, skin so transparent, that it gave me the illusion of seeing through to his bones. “You said...? What? My old ears cannot hear as well anymore, they,” his lips moved, though the sounds he made fell silent for a moment.
Back and forth he looked, as though he was hearing voices from some unseen sources.
Is he talking to spirits? Of course this couldn’t just stop with werewolves and an ancient mummy-man. Of course there had to be ghosts.
A definite cold sensation crept down my back, which I knew was supposed to be a sign that there were spirits floating around. In a perverse way, that didn’t surprise me much. I guess out of everything else that I’d been forced to believe, spirits weren’t much of a stretch.
“Oh,” the old man said softly. “Yes, all right.”
I looked back at him, studying the shadows bouncing on his cheeks. He turned to face me, but his eyes remained closed. Something told me I should be glad for that.
“He’s coming, eventually,” he said. “Your mate, I mean.”
“Okay, stop right there. I seem to be everyone’s mate or soul-bond or whatever you want to call it, but no one has bothered to explain to me how all this happened. I’m getting a little—”
He raised his hand again, and turned away, nodding at an unseen voice. “You are confused, they tell me. I can sense it as well.”
“Well yeah I’m confused,” I said when he paused long enough for me to think it was my turn.
But he continued a moment later, ignoring what I said. “We are all connected. You and I, the spirits in this chamber, my friend Joe, Damon, and even the others, who I believe you have met?”
“Joe... Grandpa? How do you know him? And what are you, some kind of psychic?”
“No, no,” he smiled and chuckled inwardly. “I only listen, I’m not a prophet. As for Joe, we’ve known each other for a time. A rather long time, actually.”
I felt like getting up and leaving. Something deep inside my chest – or maybe it was inside my soul – felt like it was being torn apart just sitting here, being shredded into nothingness.
“I want Damon,” is all I said, and very weakly at that. “I need to feel him. He,” I paused, aware that I was trembling from head to toe, but clenching my muscles to avoid looking weak. “He makes me feel safe.”
“Mhm,” the old man said. “I’m Poko. Joe has never mentioned me? We met many years ago. I consider him a close friend, though I’ve not seen him in... thirty? Forty turns of the sun? It gets hard to remember when your entire world is the inside of a cave. I’m too weak to change now. My next transformation will be my last, but I can’t do that until I’m sure my pup is ready for the responsibility.”
I pinched myself, because of all the stuff I woke up not believing, but bought into by lunch, this old man knowing my grandpa was too much. I did it again, a little harder, and made myself squeal.
The old man – Poko – laughed. “I am afraid this is no dream. You have now seen a part of reality that very few people have bothered to look upon. And those who have very often deny it. Our very existence goes against the things that are true and real, but there you are. Or here, I suppose, we are. Very real, I think you’ve found.”
A cold, dry, laugh shook the man’s shoulders.
“How old,” I began, but stopped myself.
“Am I? Oh, that’s a good question. After long enough, you stop thinking in those sorts of terms. I am as old as my pack requires. I wait for the next one to come, who will take my place and lead the Skarachee.”
“Pack? There’s a pack of...”
Across his lips, a quizzical grin spread from cheek to cheek. “More than one.”
My eyes narrowed. “You can’t be serious.”
“You’ve met the pride of the second. A rough figure, from what I’ve seen, though his name escapes me at present. That is his way though, the Carak are a wilder people than mine. Closer to their animal nature, you understand?”
“I... well, no, not really,” I laughed without thinking about it. “I guess you’re talking about Devin?”
The man’s sensation, his aura for a lack of a better word, seemed to warm a little. Suddenly I didn’t feel so weird being in his presence.
“Mhm, Devin. That’s right. He wore the skin of a boy growing up with you. Of course, his true self was growing too. We age to a certain point and then we can stop it if we want. Many choose not to take on that mantle. It’s painful to see your children, your lovers, your friends and family grow old and die for three, four, however many generations. It’s a terrible burden to take, but someone must, or the pack has no leader.”
This is perfect – even if this is just some crazy old man living in a cave, I can use all this in my story. Hard to get more folk magic and local hoodoo than this.
Thinking like that helped me distance myself from the insanity. Pushing back made everything easier, I’d learned, just like when I opened my eight year old eyes and saw my parents burning alive in the car that a couple of firemen had just pulled me from. I looked down at my hand and ran my finger along the jagged white scar that ran from my wrist to my elbow where a piece of glass had almost taken my arm off; almost killed me.
I’d never worn a short sleeve shirt since then, except when I knew I’d be alone. I didn’t even like my grandpa looking at the faded mark.
“In my pack,” Poko said, “we look at pain as growth. What you’ve been through, Lily, you’re stronger than anyone you know, even if you won’t allow yourself to admit such a thing.”
“I’m sorry, what?” I sniffed. Thinking about my parents, even now, always did that to me. Damon was the only person I’d ever really talked about them with, not counting Grandpa Joe. I just never felt like letting anyone else that deep.
I couldn’t deal with having their death be real.
Another shiver took me, from deep in my core, moving outwards .This time it wasn’t the ghosts in the cave, though. It was ghosts inside me.
“You can see them,” he said. His voice bounced off the walls, followed by a trickle of water and a crackle of burning bark. “To you they stay real, that’s why you went so long before you grieved.”
I sniffled again but didn’t respond. I had nothing to say, no way to know what on earth Poko was talking about.
“Your parents, Lily. You see them. You talk to them in your dreams. You can see them in my fire if you look hard enough, long enough.”
Abruptly, I stood up. “How do you know that?” I shouted. The old man didn’t react. “Who the hell are you to tell me this? Like you have some magical gift that lets you talk to ghosts? Let me tell you something. Ghosts don’t exist! Neither do my parents. They’re dead, all right? Yeah, good guess.”
My chest was heaving and tears burst from my eyes. My feet felt like aching nubs at the bottom of my legs, and it was all I could do to weave my way to the cold stone of the cave and prop myself up with my shoulder.
Still, the little man just watched me. He had a kind enough smile, but right then it started bothering me intensely that he had yet to open his eyes the whole time I’d been there.
“Why is this happening to me? Why can’t I just get a normal boyfriend and be a normal girl? I wish Damon was just... shit! I just wish he was normal!”
“Right about now, I’m sure he feels the same way. Lily, you must understand something. Help me to my feet.”
“That would require me to get off this wall and if I do I might throw up,” I admitted.
Poko chuckled softly. All at once I wanted to hit him, or cry. Maybe both, but what the hell good would that do?
“Yes, you will need to move from where you stand, but I don’t think you will be given to vomit. Come, come,” he gestured at me to come with the hand he freed earlier from his blanket. “Hand me that,” he said, pointing at a wooden cane that had gone smooth and dark brown with age.
Something about his calm voice forced a little steel into my stomach. My legs proved strong enough not to collapse when I tested them a moment later. Bending down was a bit of a trick, and when the blood rushed to my head I almost blacked out, but I managed to get the little man to his feet without falling on him.
“Hnnn... it is always, er, difficult to stand after so long in meditation. Hold my arm for just a moment while I gain my legs.” Poko’s arm shook violently, though whether it was from some illness or simply from being probably slightly younger than the cave in which we sat wasn’t really clear.
He bent over from the waist, his back made a series of popping sounds that sounded like a tree breaking off at the trunk, and then he twisted to and fro before tapping his cane on the ground a few times.
“There! Feels better, some.” He clenched his bare feet, popping each of his toes. He coughed and shambled nearer, his cane clattering on the ground as he did. “Now, sit. Unless you’d rather stand?”
I nodded. I braced myself with my hands on my knees, bending slightly, which relieved the ache in my back and the absolutely wonderful wave of nausea that hit me out of nowhere.
Suddenly, Poko froze in place and looked into the air, finally opening his eyes. “Oh!” he said. “Oh, very good.”
Oh God his eyes... they’re white.
Luckily a booming, thunderous sound from the mouth of the cave jerked my attention away from his ghastly eyes. Something was dragging itself back to where we were and I knew instantly what – who, I mean – it was.
“Quickly, Lily,” Poko said. “Before your mate returns.”
Seeing the shock on my face, he raised the hand that wasn’t clutching his cane. “Very sorry, I mean Damon. I forgot very easily that not everyone is so versed in all this. Comes with age, I’m afraid.”
The clawing along the floor was getting louder and suddenly I had a terrible fear.
“Is there something wrong with him?”
“With Kataro? Er, Damon? No. Though he certainly feels like there is. We – our people – undergo a very difficult transition when we come of age, which is presently happening to Damon. I have long forgotten the specifics of the pain he feels, but I recall it being terrible. Many Skarachee do not live through the process, but once it’s complete, he will be in full control of his powers.”
My head was spinning, and those weird scratching noises just kept getting closer and closer. “I’m sorry,” I said, rubbing my temples. “What does this have to do with me? Seriously like two days ago my grandpa was going on and on at me, telling stories about werewolves, and I thought he was just telling me old folktales. I’m lost.”
“We all are,” Poko said with that curious smile and his milk white eyes wide open. They weren’t as frightening as the first time I saw them though. He had a way of calming me.
Damon was almost to us. “Poko, I... I’m bleeding, I can’t walk, I –”
“Steel yourself, Lily. You must care for him, because I cannot. He needs strength and I’ve none left. Staying alive takes all I have. Be prepared that he will not look like anything you’ve ever seen.”
“Even when I saw him on the mountain the other day?”
Poko averted his eyes. “Come, pup, you’ll find solace here,” he said. “Someone you wish to see has come to find you.”
“Lily?” His voice perked up before Damon descended into another fit of moans and coughing.
I looked at Poko, not knowing what to do. “But I need him. I need him to be strong for me, not the other way around. I came looking for him because—”
“In time,” he whispered. “He will give all you could ever need. But right now he needs you.”
Swallowing hard, it took me a couple of tries to find my voice before it actually worked.
“Damon, I’m here,” I licked my lips, looking to Poko, who nodded. “You’re safe. Are you hurt?”
Finally he stepped – or rather shuffled – into view. In the orange light of the cave’s belly, he looked exhausted and had one arm clutched around his chest. He took hesitant steps and dragged behind him a larger, disproportionate leg that scratched the ground. I had to look away for a second but I clenched my teeth and turned back.
Be strong, Lily. He needs you now just like you needed him a year ago with all those nightmares about your parents. Be strong.
“I, uh,” he trailed off and took a deep breath before exhaling a laugh. “Maybe a little?”
He hit the ground, bouncing off the floor as he entered the ring of light and warmth around the fire.
“Damon!” I screamed, unable to control myself. “Damon, hold on, stay with me.” Crouching beside him, I patted his human hand and grabbed the other one no matter how awful, how horrifying it was, and turned him onto his side.
There was the slightest flicker of light still in his eyes. Damon shook a little. He opened his eyes, then closed them tight for a moment.
“Lily,” he said again, squeezing my hand with fading strength. “I can’t,” he swallowed, his parched throat clicking. “Thank you for... this...”
The next time he closed his eyes, they didn’t open again. I clutched his head against my breast and rocked him back and forth, or as much of him as I could manage to lift onto my lap. Smoothing back his hair, I covered his forehead in kisses, just like I remembered my mother doing when I felt bad.
He was hot. So hot it alarmed me a little, but a glance back to Poko reassured me somewhat. Again I kissed his forehead, then his cheeks, then his nose. I felt his breath on the side of my neck.
“Where else do you hurt?” I whispered into his ear, before stroking his face with my thumb.
Without opening his eyes, Damon lifted his hand and pointed to his cheek. “Here,” he whispered.
I pressed my lips softly right where he pointed.
“Here, too,” he said, touching himself on the jaw, below his ear.
Licking my lips, I sucked gently where he indicated, and got a little bit of a smile from his busted lips.
“Oh, and, uh, here.” He pointed at his chin.
A quick peck was all he got there, because his stubble was really, really damn sharp, but it made me giggle anyway.
“Thank you,” he whispered. “You kept... I mean keep, me feeling normal, even when...”
“Shh,” I touched his lips with my finger. “You need to rest. I don’t care what you look like, Damon. You have the most wonderful heart in the world. And you put up with all my bullshit, so we’re even.”
He grinned, then winced. “Hurts to smile. Oh,” he said with a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “Hurts here too,” he touched his bottom lip.
“I’m sure it does,” I grinned and kissed him gently to make sure not to hurt.
With the last of his strength, Damon held me tight, his arm shaking as he did, and kissed me as hard as he could.
Moments later, our lips parted with a sweet suck that echoed off the cavern, and a half-beat later, he was asleep in my arms.
Eleven
Every day was a little better than the last one, and even better than that, every day was mostly the same.
I woke up early, like always, fiddled with my story some, asked Grandpa Joe some questions, poked around in old books about the town and the mountains and the people who lived there, and then in the early afternoon, I’d go out in to the woods and tend to Damon. It became sort of a routine.
Routine. The thing I’d always fought against turned out to be exactly what I needed. When I fell into one, everything was better. My head worked better, I didn’t panic, and I kept things moving forward, but for some reason, I fought against falling into them.
It’s stupid, and I know it is, but whenever I get comfortable with something, I always try to shake it up, having convinced myself that anything routine is actually a rut. Not this time though, I decided. I wasn’t going to screw up my trajectory again by being constantly unhappy.
No, I decided that for the first time in my life, I would take things as they came and appreciate them for what they are instead of what I wanted at some distant, vague point in the future.
And for a while, at least that first week after I started nursing Damon back to health, it worked. He needed me and I needed to be needed.
“I think I’m ready to try walking,” Damon said as soon as he saw me round the corner into the back part of the cave where he slept.
That reminds me – Damon’s parents. His parents had gone on some year-at-least long cross country trip. It was just their way, the Skarachee. They raised him from a baby and then handed him off to the pack’s elder. I couldn’t understand it, but then again, I don’t really understand NASCAR, so I might not be the best judge.
Normally he stayed at his house, like a normal human being. But with him in this state, both he and Poko thought it best that he be under some kind of watch constantly, so in the cave he stayed.
“What’s up?” I kissed him gently on the head and sat down on the little pallet we’d arranged for him near the warmth of Poko’s ever-burning fire. I had heard him perfectly well, and felt awful about it, but I kinda hoped the second time he’d say he was ready to talk or something. For some damn reason, I just couldn’t handle him getting better.
“Walk,” he said with a grunt. “I think I’m ready to try.”
My stomach sank into my feet. It was a combination of not wanting him to stop needing me to be around – as stupid as that sounds – but also that I didn’t want anything to change. Just when I fell into a comfortable routine, I had to adjust.
I’m not good at adjusting, which is funny for someone who fights against routines so hard.
“Are,” I paused to stop my voice from cracking. “Are you sure you’re ready for that? It’s only been a week.”
Damon smiled that dashing damn smile and my knees went from strong to goop in about a half a second. Before I knew it, I was over by the side of his pallet with my hand out to help him up.
“Damn,” he grunted under his breath. “Harder than I thought.”
He got one foot underneath himself, and when he put weight on it, his knee made the most gut-wrenching popping noise I’d heard since Poko stood up. With one hand on the side of the cave, he took the first tentative step.
“You’re really heavy,” I said when he leaned on me for support. “Wouldn’t guess it by your huge body and big muscles, huh?”
That got his shoulders shaking with laughter. “Don’t do that to me,” he said. “Hurts bad enough to walk without laughing at the same time. Anyway, my ribs are... ooh,” he sighed and clutched himself. “Still broken probably.”
“How?”
“What do you mean, how?”
I wished Poko hadn’t fallen into his meditative trance quite so early that day. He cared for Damon while I was working on my stuff in the morning, and then as soon as I got there, he sat down in his little bundle and was dead to the world, searching through the spirit realm or whatever it was moments later.
He would have been a lot more useful for answering actual questions than Damon was. But, I had to work with what I had. I grabbed him under the arm and put every ounce of effort into keeping my half-human boyfriend on his feet.
Boyfriend? Did I really think that? No such luck here, you’re just a nurse.
No matter what happened or what Damon said, I couldn’t convince myself of anything else. I have no idea why, wouldn’t even want to try and probe that particular mental mystery without the help of a team of psychiatrists.
“You don’t want me here, do you?” I said from out of nowhere.
With a loud grunt, Damon took another step, pulling his left foot up immediately after it touched the ground. Two days before, that foot had been swollen up like a rotten cantaloupe, but now it had started working, though apparently still hurt like hell.
He settled down a little, resting his weight on the ball of his injured foot, to stretch it out a little. Then it struck him that I’d talked. “What? Did you say something?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I – no, you know what, it’s just me being dumb and insecure. Don’t worry about it. You have more important things on your mind.”
The tenderness on his face when he looked at me took me by surprise.
Damon shook his head, eyes wide open. “No I don’t. Whatever’s bothering you, tell me. That’s how this works. That’s how it worked when we were,” he paused to swallow. “You know, back then.”
“You barely ever talked to me,” I said. “But I always knew you were there for me. Always willing to listen to whatever silly thing came across my mind.”
He grabbed my hands, steadying himself on his good leg. “I wanted to open up, Lily. I wanted to tell you everything, but, I couldn’t. Trying to believe what was happening to me was one thing, but involving you? That’s... it wouldn’t have been right.”
“You’re too nice to me,” I whispered. “After all the stuff you’ve been through in the last week, you’re telling me to unload on you. What is this man I’ve fallen in love with?”
Oops.
Well there it was, hanging right out in the open. To Damon’s credit, he didn’t laugh at me or give me that squinting look that said ‘are you sure you meant to say that?’ or make some obnoxious Freudian slip joke. He watched my eyes for a second, and then grabbed my hand, holding it tight in his.
“If it weren’t for you, Lily, do you think I’d even be here?” His face was very serious, his voice very soft. He stroked the back of my hand with his thumb. The twitching fingers on my shoulder told me he wanted to touch my cheek, tilt my head back and ravish me with a kiss, but he was afraid of losing his balance.
“I guess not,” I said quietly, looking down and averting my eyes. Truth is, I’m ashamed of my almost constant self-doubt, but I don’t know what to do about it. “I’m sorry. I’m so selfish. I just don’t know how to turn it off.”
“Turn what off?” he squeezed my hand and grunted in pain, but got his hand to the side of my neck anyway. His fingers curling against my neck and right below my ear sent a little chill through me. “Whatever you’re feeling is okay, Lily. We’re all scared – I know I am for damn sure. Tell me what’s on your,” he grunted again, wincing in pain. “Actually can you, uh, help me down first, and then tell me?”
I eased Damon to the ground, and he used his hands to get into a halfway comfortable position. At first I stood over him, then I crouched, and then he grabbed my hand and pulled me onto his lap.
“Oh hey!” I giggled. “Watch where those hands are going! Hurt or not, fresh is still fresh.” He smiled and poked my cheek where my left dimple popped up, but only when I was really serious about smiling.
“Tell me,” he said. “What’s got you twisted up?”
I didn’t want to. I really, really, didn’t want to tell him that I was a dumb girl in love with a guy I screwed up a relationship with. Especially not with him hurt this badly. I fought it with every shred of willpower in me, but then it all came out anyway.
What a surprise. Me with my heart on my sleeve, even when I thought I was so good at being guarded and closed off. Well, maybe with anyone else, sure, but not with Damon.
“How do you continually make me admit things that I’d never admit to anyone else?” I asked, absently stroking the side of his neck with two fingers.
“Would you accept ‘werewolf magic’ as an answer?”
Damon’s smile, I thought with a giggle, needed to be licensed as a lethal weapon. God, those cheeks! I wanted him so bad to grab me in his big arms and squeeze me and kiss me and ravish every inch of me with affection. I wanted him to kiss all over me, throw me against the wall and have his way with me, I – really needed to calm down.
“Remember,” I said, desperate for something to break the tension between us, “when you forced me to leave the house and go to the sophomore prom?”
A smile danced across Damon’s face. “It was the least I could do. You were so upset about your parents, watching you hurt just killed me.”
“It was just so sweet... you brought me those lilies because you’re a cornball and you had that dress I bought right before my meltdown. I’d never had anyone do anything like that for me before you.”
“You have no idea how much it hurt when you left. I deserved it though.” He looked away for a moment. “I mean, I never blamed you. I know it was my...”
I touched his lips with my fingertip. For a moment, we just stared at each other. The flush on my cheeks was painfully obvious, but luckily it’s hard to see blush in a cave light only with a campfire.
“Anyway,” Damon whispered, breaking the silence. “What’s bothering you?”
Playfully, I shook my head. “I’m learning to believe a whole lot of wild stories, but I think that might be stretching it even for my newly open mind about all this Fox Mulder stuff.”
“Who’s that?”
I laughed a little. “Not much for 90s television?”
Damon twirled a lock of my hair around his finger, pulling just a little. That little tug sent a thrill creeping down my back. I needed him to get this all over with, no matter how embarrassing it was to admit, or I’d be the world’s biggest mess.
“You’re not going to get out of this, pretty lady.” Damon pursed his ruby red lips and kissed me right in the sensitive spot behind my ear.
I could have straight up died. The ache between my legs had me so hot that I was a vaguely afraid of jumping his bones and breaking this giant of a man in two with over-eagerness.
“Talk,” he whispered into my ear then sucked my earlobe gently, clipping his teeth together when he pulled away. “Or I’ll torture you until you do.”
I purred. I never purr. “I bet you would. But are you sure that’s a good idea with you all busted up?”
Damon let out a loud laugh, followed immediately after by a groan and a wheeze. “Oh God, yeah probably not. I can still tease you though, right?”
The last time you lost me it was because you wouldn’t even go that far. Or was it me?
Taking a deep breath, I said, “Is the only reason I’m here because I have to be? For... destiny or whatever it is? Or is it because you actually want me here? You can be honest. I’d rather know the truth now than have it come out later when—”
He kissed the question right off my lips. With his tongue slowly exploring my lips, then diving down and running behind them, there was nothing I could do. I was utterly, completely powerless to this man, and even if he didn’t know it, I sure as shit did.
“Damon,” I said softly, “I... I don’t know why I gave you up the first time.”
“Because I was scared of going too fast. I was afraid that if I really fell for you, and we did all this stuff back then, that I’d become, well, this.” He gestured down his body, indicating the thicker-than-normal hair on his muscled legs.
“Poko says you’re going to be in control of it,” I replied. “He says that once you go through the big transformation ordeal, you’ll be able to shift back and forth and that’s how you’re supposed to,” I swallowed my words before I said ‘fight Devin’ because I really just didn’t want to admit that reality to myself.
Damon shook his head, taking a second to kiss me again before he did. “I just don’t know. But back then, I was really scared. I didn’t have anything to go on. My dad told me some stories, and then just kinda left me to figure it out on my own.”
I opened my mouth to protest, which Damon stopped with another deep, sweet kiss.
“He didn’t do anything wrong. That’s how my people work. They raise me, and then they give me over to the elder. Poko told you all that stuff though. I’m not sore at my dad or anything. Anyway, that’s not what we were talking about. We were discussing you, I think?”
His fingers curling against the back of my head was just so comfortable, so right. I never wanted him to stop.
“I just,” I trailed off, massaging his shoulder. “I don’t want to ruin it again. I’ve got you, and I think that’s what I want.”
“You’ve got me, yeah,” he said softly. “Can I admit something to you?”
I ran my fingertip along the razor-thin scar that stretched almost all the way between Damon’s eye and his top lip. “Anything.”
“I thought you were going to leave.”
“Why would I –”
He put up a hand. “You seemed spooked by that whole fated destiny, soul-mate business, and I couldn’t blame you if you were. When I went berserk, or well, one of the times I went berserk, I was panicked. I thought for sure there was no way you’d stick around. And you know what? I wouldn’t go after you.”
“But Damon,” I protested, “if what Poko says is true, that’d be the same as dooming yourself to these uncertainties, to shifting back and forth and all that. Why would you endure that kind of torture?”
Damon let his hand fall from the side of my face to his shoulder, and he pulled me close against his chest. “Because I would never hurt you Lily, not even if it meant losing my humanity. I’d rather live in the constant agony of waking up cut to pieces and not remembering what I’d done or where I was than cause you a moment of pain.”
I opened my mouth to respond, but my breath and my voice caught in my throat.
Finally, I answered. “I don’t know what to say to that.”
“Then don’t say anything.” He stroked my hair, tucking it behind my ear and kissing my cheek before turning my face to his and staring straight into my soul. “You don’t have to say anything. I’ve always loved you, Lily. From the second I saw you when I moved here, I knew I’d either have you or I’d have no one at all. This whole werewolf business just got in the way.”
Kissing his lips, then his chin, I rested my head against his chest. “Only you, Damon King,” I said smiling.
“Only me what?”
“Only you could be casual and flippant, and somehow unbearably sexy when you talk about turning into a wolf. And one other thing.”
“Yeah?”
“The only reason I didn’t run?”
I twisted in his arms, turning to face him. I drank in his eyes, his face. I wanted to remember every single detail.
“Is because it’s you.”
For a moment, he watched my face too, and then pulled me close. I heard him grimace when I wrapped my arms around his bandaged ribs, but he didn’t seem to mind as he closed his lips around mine, trailed them down to my neck, then back, leaving a wash of goosebumps in his wake.
“Damon,” I whispered. “How are you,” I gasped softly when his hands went somewhere no one’s ever had, except in a dream. “How are you making me feel like this? You’re supposed to be hurt.”
He grunted a laugh, and warmed a place behind my ear with the tip of his tongue that shot a tingle from my neck all the way down the front of my body. Right after the sweet sensation of pinpricks, his hands slid under the bottom of my shirt. Damon’s fingertips curling against my skin sent my mind shooting back to my dream.
I shuddered, remembering the way his teeth felt against my neck, how he tugged and pulled, so needy to have me that he hurt just a little. Somehow, the phantom reminder that his lust – his need for me – had put deep in my heart burned to be released, even though I knew they’d never been real before.
“I can’t help myself,” he muttered, trailing his kisses to the back of my neck. “I don’t know how I managed for so long. I guess.” He sucked a kiss on the nape of my neck as he caressed my collarbones with one finger and tugged the waist of my shorts with another. “Something about you, it makes me... it scares me a little, what you bring out in me.”
He dragged his teeth – square ones this time – gently along the curve of my neck, up my chin and slid his tongue between my lips. The taste of him entering me shot sparks along the sides of my face that made my scalp tingle. Down, between my legs, just inches from where his fingertip patiently drew a circle on my skin, tiny muscles clenched and released their excitement.
Damon explored me with his kiss, swirling his tongue behind my lips along my teeth, and finally, tentatively touching it to mine.
The instant I felt him against me, I pulled him harder, closer, and straddled one of his huge thighs. Rippling muscles surged through his jeans, and each tiny movement sent my pulse racing. Taking a deep breath, his scent filled my nose, then my lungs, burning all the way down.
“Keep me just like this,” I whispered in his ear when Damon pulled away and kissed my neck. “Don’t ever let me go. Forever and ever it feels like I’ve wanted this. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to... mmm... to you.”
It was so weird to think of him as anything other than my boyfriend, even though I knew that things were different now. Figuring out exactly when they changed was impossible, but right then, it didn’t matter. Not one bit. His lips painted a path I’d always wanted them to, even if I never said anything.
“You’ll,” he looked up from a long, lingering kiss that sent a flutter of pleasure down my stomach. “Never want – never hunger, for anything as long as I can help it.”
“Anything? You sure about that?”
His smile told me everything I needed to know. And then his lips dipped below the collar of my shirt, lower than anyone had ever touched with anything – hands or lips or otherwise – and a flush crept up my neck, down to my...
“Why are you doing this? Why now?” I whispered, tangling my fingers in his long, wavy hair and sliding along his thigh. “What took you so... mmm... long?”
“I never wanted to hurt you,” he growled. “I didn’t want to get too worked up and, I don’t know, tear you apart or anything like that.”
“Oh Damon,” I said with a laugh on my lips, and then a gasp when he pulled my shirt down and kissed between my breasts. “Oh my God you could do whatever you wanted right now and I wouldn’t say anything to stop you.”
“Whatever I want?” it was his turn to quirk an eyebrow at me.
“Just,” I gasped, his tongue slid a hot streak along my skin and he pushed his hand a little further down against my softest place. “Just be gentle with me.”
“I’ll do what I can,” he said. “But if I get a little too excited, I—”
I pulled his face back up to mine and shushed him with a kiss. “If you do, it’ll be just like the first time I dreamed about you. I didn’t even know it was you... except I did know,” he gave me another soft bite on the neck, making me groan. “If that makes any sense.” I barely managed to get the words out around all the groans he pulled out of me.
“Help me down,” he said with a soft grunt. “No, wait.”
With a smooth motion, Damon whipped off the loose-fitting, half-buttoned flannel shirt he was wearing and laid it flat on the ground. The sun behind him framed a body that was bandaged, but still bigger, leaner and wider at the shoulders I’d ever seen. Just staring at him took my breath away, even as my body yearned for him to be back where he had been – where he was supposed to be.
The word he kept using – mate – rolled around in my mind as he took my hand. His fingertips danced a trickling ballet up my arm, chilling me as they went. His lips followed from my wrist to my collarbone.
I let my head fall backwards, relaxed, as I breathlessly accepted the shower of tingling, sweet kissing up one side of my collarbone and down the other. He bit my shoulder, gently at first, but when I started moaning, a little harder.
The next pinch I felt was his big, strong fingers fumbling with my buttons.
“Need some help with that?” I couldn’t help but giggle.
A moment later he had my first one undone, and kissed where it used to be, his hot lips thrilling my skin. Then, more pinching, and a frustrated grumble. “These clumsy damn fingers,” he said under his breath. “I just can’t.”
By then, breath heaved my chest. My lungs filled and emptied hotter and quicker, and I couldn’t help myself. “Just rip it off,” I said with a wicked grin. “You know you want to.”
Tentatively, Damon looked in my eyes and gave the first button a tug. “You sure?”
“I have other shirts.”
To show him I meant it, I grabbed my blouse away from him and strained, popping the cork.
Half of Damon’s mouth turned up in a grin and the way he looked at me, I thought he was about seconds from ripping in. The hunger in his eyes, the lust burning in his fingers as they warmed my chest, my stomach, it was all just too much.
“Give in,” he said in a soft, tight voice. “Stop holding back. You keep moving away from me. You can’t anymore. That’s not how this works.”
“Oh?” I arched my neck and ran my hands through his hair before letting them go to rest on his powerful shoulders. “You’re in charge now? If that’s what you’re saying, then show, Damon.” I lifted his chin and smiled when his emerald eyes caught me by surprise with how brightly they twinkled. “Show, don’t...”
Tell, I would have said, if he didn’t take my breath away with how viciously, how hard and desperately, he ripped my blouse open and threw it away. Landing without a sound among the leaves on the ground, the gentleness with which the thing floated to the ground reminded me of how slowly Damon went, how careful he was.
I didn’t think it was because of his broken ribs, or his broken hands or anything else. It was because of me.
Hungry, desperate kisses went from the lower tip of my collarbones down my chest. He knelt in front of me, and was still only about a head shorter than me. With careful, slow motions, he circled my bare skin with patient fingertips.
“I can’t,” I gasped when his lips touched between my breasts, then the tip of his tongue warmed my skin and then he sucked for a moment. “I can’t take this, Damon. I need you worse than I’ve ever wanted anything before. How are you doing this to me? I can’t stop thinking about—”
“Shh,” he said in between kisses. “Be quiet. Let me take care of you, for once. Just relax, Lily.”
Slowly, his lips made their way to the catch on my shorts.
The tensing between my legs grew stronger and somehow sweeter, in anticipation of his kisses going further, going to a place no one ever had. All I wanted, right then, was for him to hurry up and get there.
But he made me wait. He made me patiently wait through nibbles that made me suck deep breaths, through squeezes of his powerful hands turned me almost to jelly when he kneaded my waist.
“May I touch you?” he said, looking up at me from where he knelt. To punctuate, he slid his tongue around my bellybutton, bit softly, and sucked a kiss below it, only inches from my waistband. “If not, I...”
His kiss trailed further, and his hands slid up my sides.
I was breathing too hard to answer. The thick, heavy air in the forest, and my own desire, made sweat ran down the sides of my neck. My breasts ached for him, my nipples stiffening to prove it. I grabbed his hands, and pulled them up, placing them on me and urging him.
“Just perfect,” he moaned between kisses. “Just like I always imagined. Like I,” he paused, pulling one hand briefly away to unbutton my shorts. “Like I always dreamed it would be.”
As he kneaded, he kissed lower, and tugged on my zipper with his teeth. Each time it slid a little further, he trailed it with a kiss until he got to the top of my panties. By then I was hopelessly awash in pleasure, grasping him and making him grip me harder and harder.
My own wildness surprised me, but every time I took another breath, it seemed like Damon’s feral essence bled through me, making my whole body ache and yearn for him – for my mate, for my alpha – to make me his.
“Is this okay?” he asked.
I shoved his head lower, laughing as I moaned when his tongue slid along the cotton separating his kiss from my skin. Damon’s hands circled slowly, lingering when my nipples stiffened against the fabric of my bra, until he couldn’t take anymore.
In one hard, fierce jerk, he ripped it apart from the middle out.
“That was expensive,” I said as his hands settled on my bare skin, and his hands became the first that weren’t mine to touch me there. “I’ve got others. Who gives a shit,” I added when I felt him pause.
His shoulders shook with laughter, and he massaged harder. The heat of his tongue sent a wave through me. Just being vulnerable and open enough with Damon to let him do this – to let him go to places I’d always been too afraid to allow anyone, no matter how bad I wanted it, that felt almost as good, maybe better, than what he was doing to me physically.
“Is this,” I put my hand on his shoulder to get his attention. He looked up. “Is this what you want?” I don’t know why it struck me right then, but there was no stopping the emotions that coursed through my body. “Is it really me you want, Damon?”
“You and no one else. No one else ever. I knew it the first time I saw you. No one’s ever made me feel like this before. Poko’s got his stuff about my fate... or the prophecy of our people or whatever, but I don’t care about any of that. It just doesn’t matter to me.”
“Are you sure? I mean, I don’t want to trap you or...”
“Hush,” he mouthed.
The feel of his tongue against my panties shut me right up. Gently, he pulled them down, and followed with kisses over every place he could possibly kiss. He grabbed my hand, eased me to my knees, and then onto my back.
“Are you sure you’re okay to do this?” I asked. My nerves made me talk, they always did, and no matter how much I wanted to shut up and just relax, I couldn’t. Well, at least until he covered my mouth with one of those huge hands, and laughed.
His tongue swirled along me, up and down. Very quickly, any nervous chattering I compulsively tried turned into whimpers of pleasure. He moved a finger along my folds, and between them, into me, and as I accepted him inside my body, I felt a surge of energy, like our spirits were fusing together. Heat slid up my chest and out of me in radiating pulses that matched the beating of my heart.
Damon’s gentle, sweet kisses sent me away, careening through the sky to a place I’d never been. A second finger joined the first, and as soon as that happened, my head hit the shirt, crunching the leaves underneath.
“Oh! Oh yes, I can’t... I can’t believe this is happening, I...”
I reached down and cupped myself in my hands as his tongue milked another breath from my lips. “Beautiful,” he whispered. “So sweet, so perfect, I can’t... I can’t keep myself in anymore, Lily, I feel it growing inside me, I—”
With a hand on his cheek, I looked down between my legs when Damon came up for a breath, and the pleasure momentarily stopped. Slowly, he turned his fingers inside me, curling them, almost like he was trying to see how far he could go with me still able to talk.
“Don’t make me wait, Damon,” I whispered. “Just... go easy on me, it’s my first...”
“Me too,” he smiled. “Though it feels like we’ve been here before.”
I wondered what his passing words meant, but once again, as soon as I felt those fingers turn, and that tongue against my flesh, I stopped caring. He flicked back and forth across my sweetest spot, and then pulled away.
“I want you back,” I said, smiling, “but I want what’s about to happen even more.”
All he did was smile.
He grimaced as he undid his jeans and slid them down. I reached for him, and felt his hardness fill my hands, growing with each passing second. He stared straight into my eyes.
“I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t love you, Lily. If I didn’t love you more than anything in the world, I—”
Clenching my eyes, and gritting my teeth, I guided him in. He gasped, and I did my best to keep from crying, though I wasn’t sure if it was the pain, or the ecstasy of years of release, or... what it was. Such intensity welled up inside me that I couldn’t stop myself.
The deeper he went, the more I wanted him, yearned for him, ached for him. I wrapped my legs around my mate’s muscular waist and just... waited for him to take me away.
“Whatever you want,” I said. “However you need me, I,” I paused, biting my lip as he moved almost all the way inside me, filling me, shaking me to the core. “I love you too, Damon.”
His heat inside me, his skin against mine, it radiated energy from inside my center all the way to my toes. As he pushed, they curled. As he pulled, I was able to breathe, but only for a moment. Every breath was him; every sound I heard was Damon.
Just how I wanted it to be.
Underneath us, the flannel shirt had somehow gotten wadded up, and the leaves crunched with his thrusts. Stems, old bark, and tiny bits of stone pricked my back, but I only felt it as though I was outside and observing. The sensations that filled me, the ones that mattered, were nothing but him and me, existing in a space all our own.
I pulled one more breath, letting his essence invade my lungs, and held it until my chest burned.
The crescendo building in me wasn’t stopping. Damon stiffened against me, and somehow, with a huge effort that I could only imagine hurt him like absolute hell, pulled me off the ground.
He sucked a breath that rattled his whole body when he exhaled. “I want to watch you,” he said. “I want to see your face when...”
I grabbed his hands, and fell forward in a controlled collapse. He pushed against me, I drove my hips down against his, and I squeezed those hands for all they were worth. There was no difference between us. No air between our bodies, no end of him and beginning of me. It just didn’t exist. For that one blissed moment, we were two linked bodies with one joined soul.
He bulged inside me, and I felt a shudder under me. Our skin stuck together with sweat when I pushed up, but as I drew my knees into a crouch and he was at his deepest, I stared down at his perfect face, his perfect eyes, and imagined being able to do this forever.
“Look in my eyes,” he whispered. “I don’t know what’s going to happen.”
He filled me, over and over, but never took those glimmering eyes off mine.
“I don’t know the future,” he said again, “but I know that if I have you, nothing else matters. Are you okay with... God that feels good, Lily,” he strained, gritting his teeth. “Are you okay with being mine forever? With being marked by an alpha?”
“Marked,” I said softly, and drove him as deep as I could, rotating quickly. “Marked by you, I don’t know what that means, but if it means I’m yours, then that’s all I’ve ever wanted.”
Rhythmically, Damon’s hands clenched mine, squeezed hard enough to hurt and relaxed. He swelled, and I trembled.
“Yes,” I whispered. “Oh my God yes, take me, Damon, make me yours.”
He let go of my hands, held my face in his hands. I closed my eyes involuntarily, pleasure washed over me, through me. Every muscle in my body clenched up tight, and then exploded at once.
Sweet release coursed through my veins and I pumped harder, desperate to make him feel as good as he did me.
“Watch my face,” he said in short, grunted words. “Don’t look away. This is real, this is... Lily, yes!”
He let out a roar that came from so deep, and was so brutally, fearsomely loud, that it shook the trees, and then his climax shook me.
“What is that?” I asked, when I was finally able to speak again, moments later. “I feel something... inside me, it’s like...”
I didn’t know exactly how to describe it, but something physically held us together, something deep, like we were connected not only by spirit but also by our bodies holding on to one another.
“That’s our bond,” he said as he stroked my face. “It’s the promise I’m giving you. I’ll never let you alone, I’ll never let you be hurt. I’d rather die than see anything happen to you. When a Skarachee alpha takes his mate, he swells and holds her to him. It means that,” he took a breath and swallowed. “It means that all of this, everything, is real. This is how it’s supposed to be.”
“You mean that if we weren’t meant to be together, you wouldn’t be holding me right now? Your body would... reject me?”
He shook his head. “Not exactly. But it wouldn’t hold onto you, either. That doesn’t matter though. I knew it was right all along.”
The bulge inside me slowly subsided, though when it was gone, I immediately missed that physical bond.
“No one’s ever said things like that to me before,” I kissed his sweaty neck, inhaling his scent and immediately rolling off his chest when I remembered how much it must hurt him.
I grabbed his arm and curled up next to him instead.
“That they loved you? I find that hard to believe,” he said.
“No, no, plenty of people have said that, but,” I traced a circle on his arm, “never like that.”
“Did I hurt you? Oh God, I’m so sorry, I—”
Shaking my head, I couldn’t help but laugh a little. “You’ve got a set of broken ribs, a broken hand that I was squeezing, and two ankles that barely work, and here you are, worried about hurting me.”
“Well,” he looked down, bashfully. “I wasn’t really thinking about any of that. I guess I just wanted to make sure I hadn’t done anything...”
“Don’t worry about me so much,” I said, laying my hand on his chest, feeling Damon’s heart beat in his chest. “I’m a pretty big girl. If I can handle a big, manly wolf like you, why do you think I’m so damn fragile all the time?”
He smiled a half smile and shook his head. “It’s not that,” he said. “I don’t think you’re a delicate flower or anything like that. I’ve just never had anyone feel so... right before. I don’t want anything to happen. My life has been... well, anyway, now isn’t the time.”
“No,” I said. “What is it? I want to take care of you just like you did me back when all that stuff happened with me suddenly coming to terms with my parents dying. Even if you didn’t talk much, you got me through that.”
“You’ve helped me more than you could ever, ever know, Lily. I’m never going to forget that.”
He stood, with a whole lot of groaning, and helped me to my feet.
Slowly, he dressed me, in an almost ritual-like way. Luckily, somehow enough buttons had survived on my shirt that it held together.
Barely. I giggled softly when he worked very, very hard to get the three sort-of-working buttons to hold.
Our walk back to Poko’s cave was slow, and careful, and quiet.
“You better just go on and leave me here to die,” Damon said with a grin. “I’m so exhausted I’ll probably sleep the rest of the day and half of tomorrow. This healing business really takes it out of me.”
“Yeah, I bet,” I grinned. “I’m sure today’s extra exercise really put a strain on you.”
“Come here,” he said after I’d turned around. “Stand right there.”
I stood where he put me, with the afternoon sun hanging behind me. Up and down, his eyes went over my face, my body. I knew that look. He was memorizing me. He’d done it before, but never quite so carefully.
“Okay,” he said. “You can go.”
“What was that about?” I felt myself blush a little, or maybe it was afterglow?
“Nothing,” he said with a smile. “I just wanted to remember this. Exactly. Right now. You’re just...” Damon took a deep breath.
I put my finger to my lips. “I love you,” I mouthed, knowing Poko’s weird ability to hear things no one imagined he could hear. I didn’t care if anyone heard it, honestly, but it felt like a little bit of naughty fun to have a secret, at least for a bit.
The smile that crept across Damon’s face melted my heart. “I love... yeah,” he said. “I love you, I love this. I can’t believe I’ve got you.”
So much for the secret.
I gave him a playful wave, and turned to head back to the ancient tank of a Bronco I habitually parked about a mile from the cave. Every afternoon, or night, whichever it happened to be, that I left him behind, I always had a little bit of lightness in my heart.
That day though, I could have bounced halfway home.
When I climbed into the Bronco, and pumped that damn gas pedal, I couldn’t wipe the smirk off my face. I thought maybe it would go away by the time I got home, but grandpa Joe even joked about how happy I looked.
Then I thought maybe it would be gone by bedtime, but it wasn’t.
As I undressed, and put on my pajamas, still aglow with the things that happened, I stuck my hand absently into the pocket of my jean shorts, out of habit. My fingers closed around something.
“What on earth is this?” I said into the lonely room. Whatever it was, I pulled something about three inches long, curved, hard and oddly warm out of my pocket. It was on a length of chain.
Crossing the room and flicking on the light, I stared at the wolf fang in wonder. “You sneaky jackass,” I said, smiling. It fit around my neck perfectly.
Of course it did.
As soon as the pendant was on, the tip of the tooth hung right between my breasts, just a few inches from my heart. Somehow, having it there made me feel warm, through and through, just like being near Damon had made me feel. The little trinket gave me comfort, made me feel... watched over? Something like that, anyway.
Reclining on my bed, in the pitch black of night, I stared out the window at the full, fat moon that clung to the horizon like a drop of water halfway sunk into a glass. I closed my hand around the fang, and my breathing instantly evened, and slowed.
I dreamt of wolves, fighting over me, I dreamt of Damon and Devin.
And when I snapped my eyes awake, trembling from the nightmare, still clenched in my hand was the tooth. I took a deep breath, shuddered, and blinked.
“Everything’s going to be all right,” I said, like it was some kind of mantra, a prayer to keep me safe in the middle of the terrible night. “If I’ve got you...”
Before I could finish, a howl from across the desert, somewhere distant, broke the silence.
“Damon,” I said softly. “You’re my forever.”
Twelve
Like every routine I’ve ever fallen into, I couldn’t stop poking until something gave.
I don’t know what happened. I don’t know what made me keep on prodding at Damon and demanding more than he could give, but... that’s exactly what I did.
One day, we were all lovey-dovey and stealing every possible moment to ourselves, hiding away in the deepest reaches of Damon and Poko’s cave to hold each other, to caress and kiss and when Poko was in his deepest trances, we happily fell into each other’s arms, surrendering reason to passion.
And the next, it all went up in smoke.
Every single day with him was a new awakening for me. The emotions, the almost spiritual connection I felt, it was all exactly what I’d always dreamed of, no matter how silly that might sound. He made me whole.
When we walked outside the cave, slowly of course, we went further and further, holding hands. When he finally started getting strong enough to walk without help, the arm he put on my shoulder for support just draped over me, warming me, protecting me from dangers that didn’t exist.
It was how boyfriends and girlfriends are supposed to be, except this was so much more, and I knew it. I just didn’t have any context for what we were, or what we were becoming. There aren’t a lot of werewolf alpha mate support groups to talk with, so I relied on Damon, but as time went on, he never opened up the way I hoped. Maybe it was fear on his part, or maybe he just didn’t know either. Poko’s quizzical answers were never any help, either.
We went along, day to day, happier than I’d ever been, but I still couldn’t help but worry.
It’s just something inside me, I guess, that won’t let well enough alone. Every time he kissed me, or slid one of his enormous hands down my back, or held me close, I couldn’t stop wondering “What if this is all because of some ridiculous prophecy? What if he doesn’t even really like me?”
One day, that’s how it was. And then the next day, I don’t know what the hell happened in my brain, but I couldn’t stop my mouth from saying the things my brain thought. Of course I couldn’t.
Just like always, when things were going perfectly, I decided I needed to screw it up.
Damon was getting stronger. A lot stronger, actually, strong enough that the fear of him just up and leaving me again when he didn’t need me anymore resurfaced. There wasn’t any reason for it, none at all. Nothing he ever said or did indicated that was what he had in mind, but hey, that’s me I guess.
He could hobble short distances without any help, and if I let him use me as a crutch, going as far as the little drip of a creek that lay about a mile from the cave, wasn’t a problem.
“Is that okay?” I said when he stepped on a rock that twisted his foot and Damon grunted out loud. “Are you hurt?”
“Nah,” he said. “Just turned my ankle a little. After having most of my ribs broken, and what feels like a thousand cuts, it’s nothing.”
Somehow he still had that charming, wonderful smile, even with all the pain.
When his hand brushed my ear, accidentally shaking my spaced-out demeanor, I turned. “How do you do it?”
“Do what?” he asked.
“This,” I said. “How do you keep going, not knowing, well, I guess anything about what’s coming?”
A squirrel ran past. A really fat one with a nut in either cheek that made Damon snicker. “I look at things like that,” he said. “And knowing you’re around helps too. But honestly?”
I nodded.
“Honestly I try not to think of all the stuff Poko’s been saying. I can’t handle the idea that he’s going to die... or whatever it is he’s going to do. He’s never exactly told me.”
We took a few more steps before I needed to rest. Might sound funny but these walks where I had to support him were harder on me. As much as I like to pretend to be unflappable, it’s pretty hard for a hundred and ten pound girl to support a lumbering giant.
He sat and I turned around, kicking my feet up on a rock beside where we were resting, and put my head on his lap. Looking up at Damon, it struck me just how big he actually is. When we’re standing, he’s about a head and half taller than I am, and probably weighs as much as two and a half of me. But sitting like that, it felt like I was staring up from the bottom of a skyscraper.
“Is this all gonna end?” I said.
“Which part?” he poked a stick with his foot. “You and me? Or?”
“I’m not sure,” I replied. “I think I’m still worried about what I said last week. About me being a nurse, and once you’re back up and running, you won’t need me anymore.”
“Don’t think about that,” he said. “It’s not... I mean no, we’re not going to end. The Skarachee way is—”
“Damon, I don’t care. I don’t,” I swallowed, knowing I was treading on dangerous ground. “I’ve never believed any of that fortune telling crap before. I want to know what you actually feel, like inside. Not what you’re supposed to care about because Poko told you to feel it.”
He ran his fingers through my hair. Damon looked straight up into the canopy, then down at me. “Lily,” he said slowly, “the first time we were together, I felt so strongly about you that I shut down. I didn’t know what I was then, not really. I mean I knew but I was too young to really take it all in, you know? But now everything is different. We... we’re bonded now. It’s how my people are. There’s no real option to just up and leave you.” He paused for a second. “Not that I want to, it’s just, you know what I mean,” he added quickly.
Of course I can guess what you mean. I have to, you won’t bother telling me.
“Yeah,” I said. “That makes sense. It is kind of a big load to shoulder.”
Damon took a deep breath and held it for a moment. “I’m scared too,” he said. His whole body shuddered with his exhale. “I’m scared of Poko dying, or... uh, rejoining the spirits, or whatever he says is going to happen, and then suddenly being the alpha of a whole pack. It’s nuts. Like really, really nuts.”
I stroked the back of his hand with my fingertips. “It’ll be okay. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known. I can’t imagine anything scaring you.”
“Then you don’t know me very well,” he looked down at me again. “It’s not just the wolf part of me that worries me. It’s everything that’s got to come first. I asked him – Poko – the other day about my transformation ritual. What it was going to be, what it was like, that kind of thing. Do you know what he said?”
I shook my head no.
“You’ll know when it happens,” he said in his best Poko impression. Very spaced out, soft tones made me laugh. “At a time of incredible tension, you will transcend.”
“Well then,” I giggled. “That’s Poko, huh?”
Damon nodded gravely. “And that’s not the only thing that’s bothering me.”
“What is it?” I asked, curling my fingers in between his, intertwining our hands and letting his palm warm mine. “Don’t be shy about telling me things. I patched up parts of you I’m sure you don’t even want to know about.”
That got him to chuckle before he sat quietly for a moment.
“Damon.” I tapped his hand. “Part of being a couple is that we have to do things with each other besides physical therapy and running rescue missions, or like, big giant battles between wolf clans or whatever. We have to, you know, talk sometimes.”
With a glance up to his dark, sparkling eyes, I thought I saw something behind them I’d never seen before. His left eyelid twitched just a little bit.
“I don’t know if you want to hear this,” he said.
I sat up, threw one leg over his lap and straddled his side, facing him. “How old do you think I am?”
“Come on, Lily, I—”
“No, answer me.”
“You’re grown up enough to make your own decisions.”
“Right, say it. How old am I?”
“Nineteen.”
I drummed my thigh with my fingertips. “And, how often, exactly, have I scraped you off the floor and put you back together?”
“Lily, I—”
“Nope,” I said. “You started it. Why do you think I can’t handle whatever heavy truth you’re about to lay on me?”
“Because I don’t want it to be true either.”
I sighed heavily. “Are we really doing this?”
He fell silent for a moment. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was actually trying to piss me off, to pull one of those things where the boy tells the girl it’s better for her if he drops her like a bad habit. That way, she dumps him and he gets to be the Goddamn victim.
“I’m not doing anything, Lily,” he said. He was getting impatient. I could tell from the way his voice pitched up. “You’re getting pissed off at me and I don’t know why.”
My eyes narrowed. “Really? You’re really going to treat me like an idiot? After everything I’ve done for you? After I fell in love with you once and you did this same bullshit? Do you realize how hard it was for me back then?”
“You had other boyfriends,” he said. “Don’t think I didn’t hurt too.”
“It was your fault! You wouldn’t talk to me! Big surprise, huh? Here we are again. Jesus, how could I be so stupid.”
Damon grabbed my hand. I yanked it away. “Lily, please,” he said. “I’m just trying to protect you, same as back then.”
“Protect me?” I said. “From what, exactly? From my own feelings? From reality?”
“No, just...” he took a deep breath. “From things you don’t understand. Poko gives me all these cryptic clues, and hints about how I have to grow up strong, to be a leader of my people. He talks about the responsibilities I have and how hard a path I’m going to have.”
He kicked the ground, dug in a little with his toe.
“You ever get the feeling you just wish reality would go away? Maybe even for a second, or an hour? That’s how I feel with you – like everything is okay for just a little while. I know Poko’s right and I know my duty is real, but sometimes... I just don’t want it to be.”
“Oh yeah?” I had to prod that wound. I just had to. “Well for something you’re not sure you want to believe in, you sure like to fall back on it a lot.”
His big shoulders were shaking, either with anger or desperation, but I couldn’t tell which. Damon’s face hardened, his mouth drew into a tight slit. “I can’t convince you of anything you’ve already decided is false. Or is true, or, shit, I don’t even know what we’re talking about anymore.”
I stood up. Sitting down with my legs draped over his legs just wasn’t getting the right message across, but hands on hips was much closer to how I felt. “You were going on and on about the future and about us, and I wanted to know if it was just the fate Poko told you about that made you want me.”
Damon nodded. “And I said—”
“I know what you said. You kind of half answered, but whatever. At least it was something approaching a response.” I took another big breath. “And then we got to the part where you say you’re scared of something and I’m about to cry because I think that you’re finally going to fucking open up to me about something more important than how much you can bench press.”
It all came out in one syllable, almost. My rushed voice, my irritation with his refusal to engage on even the most basic levels of human emotion all came out at once. Without really meaning for it to happen, tears welled up in my eyes.
“God damn it, Damon, I don’t want anything more in the world than to love you and have you love me back. That’s all I’ve ever wanted, but I’m not going to put up with a stone wall of a boyfriend. If you want me, you have to open up. You have got to—”
“I’m not ready,” he said softly. “If Devin gets ahold of you, he’ll do whatever it takes to lure me out into some trap, and he knows how much you mean to me.” A second later he grumbled something about how he didn’t remember talking about his bench press with me. “And I can’t fight him. I’m too weak. Too young or whatever. I can’t fight him and I think he knows it.”
“If you were that worried about me before, you wouldn’t have come to me in that damn dream, you wouldn’t have done any of the things you did.” I was trying really hard not to scream, but the pinch in my voice just made me sound more angry.
I took a deep breath and continued. “Anyway, we’ve already done... what we did. You told me we were bonded, that was it, right? We’re two bodies with one soul now or whatever. What can Devin do to break that? If we’re bonded and one, what can that lunatic possibly do?”
He was getting impatient. The little crease in his forehead pinched up. “I can’t control that. Any of that, it’s our way. I went to you in your dreams because you’re my soul mate, but now I realize that’s just one of the things happening all around me that I can’t control.” He looked at the ground. “And... no, it isn’t done. Devin can break the bond. If he transforms first, he’ll be so much stronger than me. He’ll be a real alpha. A true one. All he has to do is,” Damon shook his head. “I can’t say it. But no, he can break our bond.”
“Everything you say is like you have to make sure to keep your precious wall up so you can’t possibly get hurt. Do you think I feel like I’m in control all the time?”
“It’s not only Devin and all that. What if.” He ground his teeth together. “What if something happens like when I cornered you on the mountain? Remember that? I could hardly control myself. What if—”
“You’re in control now,” I said. “That danger has come and gone. It’s almost like you’re reaching for excuses. Like you’re not just scared of duty and your responsibilities, but it’s like you’re scared of having to open up to me.”
He opened his mouth and then clapped it shut.
As soon as I started to speak, Damon put his hands on my shoulders. It felt good to have his heat against my skin but I jerked away, and when he went to grab me again I slapped him away. “No,” I said. “No, you don’t get to make my decisions for me. You don’t get to tell me what I can and can’t do. I’m a grown up woman, Damon,” I said, more to convince myself than him, “and I’m perfectly willing to risk whatever it takes to make sure you stay safe. To make sure you...”
“You don’t know what you’re saying,” he replied. “I went too far. With you, I mean. I couldn’t keep my hands off you because I don’t have the discipline to not give in to what I want. I know I did, and I know it’s my fault. Just like before. I let myself go, Lily, even though I tried to stop.”
I puffed a breath out of my nostrils. “Didn’t seem much like you wanted to stop the first six times. What is your plan, exactly? You think that somehow, getting rid of me means that Devin will just... what? Quit going after me?”
“Well,” he said slowly, “yeah, I suppose so...” The look on his face told me that he didn’t even believe himself.
“What are you saying, Damon? That I’m just supposed to act like none of this is happening? That my love for you was just some stupid passing phase? This is real, Damon. The way I feel about you is real. And if you think this is going to work, you’re more of a coward than I ever thought.”
That hurt him. Damon swallowed hard and almost visibly shrank at my words.
“Answer me,” I persisted. Tears rolled down my puffy cheeks, the gentle breeze cooling them on my hot skin. “All you have to do is say that I’m wrong, and this is all some kind of plan or something, or—”
“No,” he said. “You’re right. You’re exactly right. I am a coward. I’m a child with no guide. I love you more than anything but I’m not strong enough to let you get yourself killed for me. It’d break me, Lily. It would absolutely break me.”
“At least you decided to talk about your feelings,” I said with a twist in my voice. “That’s something, I guess.”
“Lily, listen,” he said. I’d heard that before, and it always came before something I didn’t want to hear. “It isn’t forever. It’s just until I can deal with Devin and figure out what’s happening with the clans. If the Skarachee lose this war, I don’t know if I’ll live. And I can’t let that hurt you either.”
“I don’t wait around, Damon. I’ve got a life,” I shot back. “If you’re willing to risk what you know is the best thing that either of us has ever had because you’re scared that I’m too much of a burden, then you’re just going to have to live with it. There’s no going back, Damon. I let you do it to me once, but I’m not going to be fooled again by your cute smile and how much I fucking want you to want me as much as,” I sniffed and turned away.
“I do, Lily,” he said. “Can’t you see that? If we hurt a little now, then maybe you won’t hurt so much later.”
Pausing for a moment, I hoped he’d grab me again and spin me back around. “I don’t need protection,” I said. “I need you.”
No hands grabbed my shoulders.
I took a step.
He didn’t follow.
Thirteen
Damon
“I’m sorry, Mr. Belder, I’ve been—”
Damon winced when his boss slapped his shoulder and grinned at him. His ribs, for all the healing they’d done, still ached. Every time one of those pulses screeched through his chest, he briefly imagined how badly he’d hurt when the wounds were fresh, and how kind Lily had been.
And then, of course, his thoughts fell on Lily and her face and those beautiful eyes and her gentle curves, and it was incredibly hard for him to focus on anything else.
Especially with how he’d just thrown it all aside. He couldn’t believe, still, that he’d said the things he did, but at least on the surface, he was at peace. She was in danger if this thing with Devin and the Carak went to war, and he wasn’t going to have her be a part of it.
Even a week after their fight and his watching her leave, every word of their exchange still stung. He’d managed not to call her somehow, managed not to go by and bother her or try to get her back. It hurt. Deep and hard it cut him every time he so much as thought of Lily, but he knew this was better than the alternative.
Immediately he thought back to the sight of her walking away. Every fiber of Damon’s being wanted to chase her, to reach out and grab her hand and make her stay, but he somehow stilled himself.
“You got some painkillers on the brain, boy?” Dan Belder whistled between the gap in his teeth and squeezed Damon’s shoulder.
Damon preemptively scrunched up his face, waiting for a throb of pain that never came.
Squeezing is fine, slapping, not so much.
In a way, he did have painkillers coursing through him. Endorphins, or oxytocin or whichever one it was. He couldn’t remember junior-year biology well enough to recall which the love drug was, but it was one of those.
His round-bellied boss thumped his shoulder again. Damon wished that he actually was on real painkillers.
Poko would have never allowed that. “The alpha suffers through his pain,” the old man had said over and over again, in those long, dark nights after Lily was gone and agony burned through his body.
Damon shook his head, trying to banish the wild fantasies. “No,” he said. “I just... well, I took a spill on my motorcycle, and I had to take some time to get patched up.”
“Well,” Belder said, “next time, at least call, boy. I can’t do with not knowing where my staff is. And besides, we’ve been worried.” He chewed on his chubby little cigar and turned it with his lips. “This ain’t the biggest town. If my best busboy gets smooshed on the road, gonna be hell to try and replace him. Though from the size of you, it’d take one hell of a truck to turn you into goo.”
As brusque as Dan Belder was, he cared deeply for Damon. The worry behind his voice gave that away. A half smile crossed Damon’s face. “Yeah, of course,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t.”
“Don’t mention it no more,” Belder said with a grunt. He tossed Damon a towel. “Can ya work today?”
Damon stared at the limp, slightly damp rag for a moment like he wasn’t sure what it was. That week and a half underground had apparently gotten to him a lot more than he thought.
“Ground control to Captain Damon,” Belder said. “Can you wipe a table or are you too spaced out, cowboy?”
Once again, Damon shook off the cobwebs. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s just that I’ve been in bed for a while, Mr. Belder. Took me a half hour to find the keys to my bike, even though they were right where I left them.” What he didn’t add was that right where I left them was lying beside a straw pallet in a cave.
“Hap’ns to the best of us. Slow today anyhow, take your time getting used to the world again, Damon. There’s a couple of tables need wiping in section four, and a few cops hanging out in a booth drinking their lunch.”
“Yeah,” Damon said. “Yeah, sure, I’ll get it taken care of.”
Damon swept his long, black hair back out of his face and then retied his blue bandana around his head. Just being in the Black Hog made him feel a little better, like reality had returned, or at least some kind of semblance. He collected his dish bucket, grabbed a few towels, some cleaner, and headed back out to the front of the restaurant.
“Can you believe what the hell that kid did?” A voice from across the dining room, a whisper, met Damon’s ears.
He didn’t need to turn to hear, which was immediately strange, because he’d never had particularly great ears, though even so he heard the four police officers conversing with startling clarity.
“I never saw anything like that before,” another of the officers said, wiping the beer off the bottom of his mustache. “It was like he just punched straight through that car door. How in the hell does something like that even happen?”
Damon absently scrubbed at the table, spraying it with whatever the acrid yellow stuff was in his spray bottle. They couldn’t be talking about Devin, could they? No way he’s already up and causing problems again.
“Damndest thing,” a third voice chimed in. “It wasn’t so much like there was a hole punched in that gas station wall, it was more like a cannon blew through it. Concrete was just, I dunno, splattered all over the floor.”
One of them ate a nacho, another one whistled. “Yeah, I saw it. It was—” he paused. Damon’s ears perked up and he froze. “It was like, you know, powder.”
Damon chewed his lip. Only one thing was strong enough to punch a hole through a cinderblock wall and turn it into powder. A gun couldn’t do it unless it was from a tank. He knew it had to be Devin, and he also knew that if his rival managed to undergo his transformation ritual first, then there wasn’t a damn think that could be done about it. The Skarachee would have to convene to handle a wild Carak alpha.
They didn’t control their own people. They thought they shouldn’t have to bother. Poko had brought Damon up to understand that the Skarachee wolves existed to protect, not to run wild and feed their own vicious desires. The Skarachee, he learned, had for thousands of years, been in charge of keeping the Carak in check.
And soon, he knew that it would all be his problem.
“Hell if I know,” one of the police said. “But something sure as shit busted that wall in. Weirdest thing is what was missing from inside. No money, nothing like that. Just food. Lots and lots and lots of food. Must’ve eaten about forty of those crispy burrito things.”
“I’m sure that set well,” another of them said.
The little group laughed. “Well boys,” the biggest-bellied one, with the mustache, said as he pushed away from the table. “I’m thinking it is just about time to kick on outta here. That fella workin’ probably wants to get our dishes for the dinner rush.”
“Huh. Half of four already,” another one said.
Damon’s breath caught in his chest. A cold sweat beaded up on his forehead and he tried to keep calm. Slowly, he forced his lungs full, then empty. Willing his heart to slow, the way Poko showed him, he thought he’d calmed himself enough.
Pop!
A glass that he’d just picked up exploded in his hand. One second, his slashed palm bled a river down his arm, and the next moment, the cut sealed. Damon looked down just in time to see the gout of blood begin soaking into his sleeve before he managed to mop it up with a dishtowel.
“You all right, son?” One of the cops called over. “Hell of a—”
“No, no, it’s nothing,” Damon said. He tied his towel around his hand, play acting like it was necessary. “Hazard of the job, I guess. Hand cuts bleed the worst, even if they’re not that bad.”
He couldn’t help himself. Damon just had to know.
“I’m sorry to have listened in to your talking,” he said to the police officer who asked about his hand as the others gathered their belongings. “But I have a friend who works at Lottie’s.”
“The... oh,” the officer’s voice grew quiet. “Really not supposed to talk about that, bein’ as how it’s an open investigation. Don’t blame you for listening though, crazy story, that one. Nothing ever happens here in Fort Branch, except roadrunners getting hit, I guess.”
Damon grunted in response. “Is there anything you can tell me because,” he paused. “Look, I’m really nervous about my buddy. I haven’t talked to him in a couple of days. Could you at least tell me if anyone was hurt?”
“I don’t—”
“Oh come on, Neely,” another of the officers said, coming up beside the one speaking with Damon. “It ain’t gonna hurt anything to keep this kid’s mind at ease. Yes, son, someone was hurt, but I doubt it was your friend.”
“What?” Damon asked. “But who – how do you know?”
The cop lifted his shoulders in a shrug, and relaxed them with a sigh. “It was an older fella working on Tuesday. I can’t remember his name off hand. Peter, something like that. Anyway, yeah, older guy in his sixties. Balding with a ponytail.”
“You said he was hurt?”
“Worse than that, I’m afraid. Real bad situation. Fella didn’t make it.”
Damon gritted his teeth so hard he heard the enamel grating in his ears.
The officer stuck a toothpick in his mouth. “Don’t tell me the old guy was your friend?”
“No,” Damon said. “Just... it’s nothing. I can’t believe someone did that to someone else.”
The police, both of them, nodded. “Real tragedy. But now remember. Like Neely said, it’s still under investigation, so don’t go saying anything to anyone. Understand?”
“Yes sir,” Damon replied. “Of course. Thanks for letting me know.”
Damon watched the cops get their stuff, and drop a couple twenties on the table. From across the room, he could read the print on the bills. That stuck in the back of his mind, but he had other things to consider.
The first of them was that if Devin was on the loose, that meant the Carak alpha was tearing around town, and if he was causing as much carnage as the police said, then his transformation was soon – if it wasn’t already happening.
That was bad. It meant a war if he couldn’t stop Devin. A war the Skarachee probably wouldn’t be able to win with an inexperienced alpha and dwindling numbers scattered to the winds.
“Lily,” he said under his breath, as he put the dish bucket down on the ground. “Oh no, no, no.”
Damon threw the bloody towel on top of a plate, then thought maybe that was a health hazard, grunting as he stuffed it back in his pocket.
Aside from the transformation ritual, there was one other thing that an alpha needed to complete his coming of age.
A mate.
“Lily,” he whispered again, clenching his recently healed fingers into a fist so tight his knuckles went white with rage. “I’m not going to let this happen. Never.”
Damon looked through the kitchen window at his boss, who was passively jabbing a pencil at a ledger while watching a TV judge berate someone for fathering children they couldn’t afford and then pretending he hadn’t done anything wrong.
Dan laughed, maybe a little too hard, as Damon pushed out the back door and into the blistering white of the Arizona sun. The motorcycle between his legs was still warm, either from the sun or from being ridden an hour before. Either way it felt good.
It felt safe.
“You’re not going to hurt Lily,” Damon said under his breath as he stood up and kicked the gas. “I’ll kill you first.”
Damon hated to think what Poko would have said about his swearing to kill if Lily was threatened.
Somehow, in that moment, he just didn’t care.
*
Damon’s mind flickered, faded, jumped and pulled as he approached Lily’s house.
He had vague memories that browned out, then came into focus, then squiggled out of his vision. Poko warned him about this. Something about the wolf vision blurring the lines between real and dream. The elder told him he’d go through blackouts, wake up in places he didn’t remember, but this was a new sensation.
His bike’s engine slowed to a drawling putter, and when he finally killed it, Damon felt like he was somewhere he didn’t recognize, though it was a place he’d been a thousand times before.
Not a hundred feet away on his left was Lily’s house. His safe place, his comfort, the only person in the world he needed to see, to make sure she was okay.
In the opposite direction lay a small field. Some short desert grass and a couple of rogue daffodils sprang up defiantly from the rocky, orange dirt. When he looked at that little clearing, his mind instantly shut off.
Damon jerked his head back and forth, almost panicked but not quite. He could still remember who he was, or at least who he was supposed to be. Even though he could no longer recall whose house he was at, it was a safe place for him to be. Looking back at the field, more blackness spread out behind his eyes until all he could visualize was the fire in the cave.
The cave. Need to hide, need to sleep, or run, or...
“Damon?” A voice called out. It wasn’t the one he needed to hear, it was a man’s voice. Old, but not Poko old. “Meathead Donnie? Is that you? We’ll I’ll be...”
Why can’t I remember? Why can’t I think? That voice, that nickname, is sounds familiar, but...
“It is you! There’s a face I haven’t seen in a while. Come on in, I just made some tea. Real cold.” The voice had an arm that followed it, and touched Damon’s shoulder.
“You okay? It’s me, Joe – you remember me, don’t you? Lily’s grandfather.”
“Lily,” Damon stuttered. He blinked hard, then clenched his eyes shut and shook his head.
The taste came back into his mouth and a moment later, memory returned in a flush of color that threatened to outshine the sun for a split second.
“It can’t be... can it?” Joe’s kindly eyes went back and forth. “Hold on a sec, let me see this.”
He drew close and looked straight into Damon’s eyes, and then let out a satisfied grunt. “Can you focus?”
“Y – yeah,” Damon said as his stupor lifted. “I’m sorry sir, I don’t know what happened, I just felt this... wave or something kinda come over me. Is Lily here? I need to see her, I—”
Joe grabbed his hand and dragged him toward the house. “No, she’s not, but she’ll be back shortly, and you need to come in. You’re probably about ten degrees hotter than you should be.”
Inside the house, the air conditioner immediately cooled sweat that Damon didn’t know he’d poured. It felt like ice running down his chest, forcing him back to reality. He shook his head again, clearing the rest of the cobwebs.
“Thanks, I really appreciate this.” Damon rolled the huge glass around in his hand, watching the condensation roll over his fingers. He took a drink that turned into a gulp, and before long he drained the whole thing in one go. “Is there any—”
“More?” Joe smiled and poured him full again. “Lily, she’s running off some pictures she found. For the story she’s writing, she probably told you about it.”
Damon shook his head, immediately feeling guilty. He’d been so volatile that Lily hadn’t done a whole lot of talking about anything lately.
“You’ve been in a way, I suppose. Happens to the best of us.”
Looking up from his glass, Damon cocked an eyebrow.
“Well, you know what I mean.” The old man smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “Not exactly all of us. We go way back, which I bet you don’t know. I think he talked to Lily about it during one of her trips to that cave. You know, I told that old bastard he was going to catch a cold in there, but I suppose it does him well enough.”
“I’m sorry, I...”
“Oh, you don’t have to play dumb with me. I’ve been here a long time, son. A long, long time. I remember Pokorann when he was about as strapping as you. Of course, at the time he was, what, about seven hundred years old or so? I guess the last forty really do a number on everyone. Forty-five maybe? Hell, I can’t remember anymore.”
Damon’s mouth fell open. “I thought that was something kept secret, I had no idea.”
A wizened, almost spry smile crept across Joe’s face. “I don’t pretend to know the ins and outs of the whole business, just what he told me, and like I said, it was a long, long time ago. But listen.”
“Yes sir?”
“I’ll tell you the same thing I told him. If you ever need a friend, or a place to lay your head, my door is always open. Except you’ve got one thing that Poko never did. There is one extra thing that makes you more dear to me than you are even my old friend.”
“Sir?”
“Lily,” Joe answered. “She’s done nothing but talk about you for the last month. Anyone my little girl loves as much as she does you, well, I’ll just leave it at that. Old people flap their gums too much.”
Joe shook the pitcher and topped Damon’s glass.
She loves me? Still? Even after everything I did?
In the other room, the television buzzed with a news alert. Both Damon and Joe turned to see what it was.
“These things have popped up more in the last week than I remember in all my years,” Joe said, scratching his chin. “At least since your grandpa Poko and that crazed wild’un he faced off against. Back then there was barely television though. I got my news about that scuffle from patching Poko up since he wouldn’t go to the hospital. Damn good thing I learned how to sew up a cut in the war.”
Damon grunted a laugh. “Wouldn’t need to do that with me,” he said. “That’s my gift. I heal. But I’m nowhere near as strong as my elder. Poko is... well, I’m scared to replace him. I don’t know how I’ll manage. He’s wiser than I can imagine anyone being.”
“You’ll figure it out,” Joe said. “Anyway, he’s got about seven centuries on you. Hard to compare to that sort of experience.”
“Does Lily know? I mean, she knows about me,” Damon said with a worried look on his face. “But does she know the rest about you and my elder and all that?”
Joe laughed and pinched the bridge of his nose, sighing. “Well, all I can say is I told her some stories. Now, whether or not she believes them? That’s a whole different story.”
Fourteen
I pushed the hair out of my face and tried to tie it back. Eight seconds later, I pulled the rubber band out, put it in again, and pulled it back out.
Sitting at one of the big, square, four-seat tables, I had somehow still managed to pile up photograph books, mounds of old folk tales, reel-to-reel tapes I could barely understand, and a whole mess of some weird microfiche things that I had to wait on a guy researching his family tree to use. The library, of course, only had one microfiche machine.
“You know how it goes, first time in a year someone wants to use that thing, and then twenty minutes later someone else wants it,” the librarian said, in between double-gulps of coffee. She was probably the only person in the world more stressed out than me, judging from the circles under her eyes.
Between nursing him back to health, and then our can’t-take-a-werewolf-to-physiotherapy physical rehab sessions where I spent entire days walking him back and forth in the cave and coaxing Damon through all kinds of exercises, I’d put this story off for way too long.
Somehow, the summer was already half over, and even though Jolie Evers from the Times had never given me a firm deadline, the increasing number of calls I got from her told me that she probably wanted something soon. And don’t get me wrong – I loved that I had the opportunity. It’s not that. It’s just... turning like six hours of stories from Grandpa Joe, eighty some-odd books on local lore, and my own experiences – whitewashed to make me not sound like a lunatic of course – into a two-thousand word story is a lot harder than I thought it would be when I said I’d do it.
“You need anything?” Annie, the librarian, came by. “I’m on my way to my dinner break.” She rolled her ‘er’ sounds into ‘a’ sounds. She’s about my age, or maybe a little older, I can never remember.
I looked around at the fort I’d built. “No,” I said. “I think I’m okay for now. I need you to show me how to use that micro-thing, but that guy probably won’t be done before you get back anyway.”
My phone buzzed in my purse, rattling against my keys and making a whole bunch of noise. Instinctively my hand shot out to turn it off, but Annie laughed. “I’d tell you to turn it off, but I don’t think you’ll bother him.” She turned to the family tree guy at the microfiche who had some of the biggest, 1970’s DJ-style headphones I’d ever seen in my life wrapped around his head.
We both giggled for a second as he be-bopped his way through another birth certificate, and made some notes on a tablet, and sang half a word. I only wished I could enjoy what I was doing that much.
“All right, see ya in a while,” Annie said, turning and dialing someone on her phone before she was out the door.
I’d almost forgotten my phone the second time it rumbled. It took a second to fish it out of my purse after navigating the research material minefield, but when I did, I saw it was Grandpa Joe. Texting? Something had to be wrong. I chuckled to myself, which after everything I’d done, is what finally got microfiche guy to turn around and shush me.
Which made me turn red I tried so hard to stop myself from laughing more.
He shook his head in the most comically disdainful way, and returned to his birth certificates from the 1750s.
“Dear Lily,” the text began. Of course it did. My grandpa is the only person on earth who writes texts as though he was drafting a letter to the Queen. I snorted a little, but the guy didn’t turn around that time. Maybe he was too pissed.
“I’ve got a visitor here. Damon showed up, very agitated about something. I think you be—”
With that, the first one cut off. He never had gotten the hang of brevity. I was already up by the time I checked the second one, which did exactly what I thought it would do; told me that Damon was asking for me and that I better get home pretty quick.
It also had a lot of apologizing for rudeness and so on, like only a grandpa can do. Funny thing about my grandpa – he’s never, ever rude in anything he writes. He says it’s a horrible idea to ever put anything into words you don’t want found a hundred years later. As I stared at the pile of stuff – letters, books, and all other kinds of dusty old business – I’d collected, that made perfect sense.
I was out the door before I remembered all the research material I had piled up. It bit me deep, jabbed at my orderly nature, to leave it all out and not returned to the rack for re-shelving. A quick glance around the completely empty library let me relax a little. I thought that probably, Annie wouldn’t mind. It’s not like anyone had ever – and I mean ever – looked at any of the stuff I had pulled.
And it wasn’t like anyone had been in the library that week.
Heaving a sigh, I climbed up into the old Bronco, slammed the key in the ignition and pumped the gas. A few seconds and a belched-up cloud of exhaust later, the old girl roared to life and I was on my way.
It wasn’t until just then that I remembered how weird it was for Damon to go to my house. I mean, sure, he’d been there plenty of times when we were dating, but he was always a little reticent. He was supposed to go back to work today, or at least go talk to his boss about his two week vacation. I wondered if he had, or if there was something going on he needed to talk about.
Whatever it was, I realized that I liked the idea that he came to me. I thought maybe, just maybe, all that stuff he said was true. About how I made him feel safe, how I was “home” for him. At the time I convinced myself it was just the fever, though I hoped it was true.
In the back of my mind, too, was the hope that he had gotten over his fear, come around to believe that maybe – just maybe – our love was worth the risk. It was to me, anyway, and as I got in the car and turned on the engine, I got a lump in my throat that lasted all the way home.
“Oh my God,” I said out loud with a gasp I pulled to a stop, flagged by a police officer in the middle of the last intersection before the turn to my house. “How did I miss this?”
A shredded pile of metal, twisted, gnarled and horrifying to look at lay in the middle of the road.
“What could have,” I trailed off when I saw the bumper. I’d know that collection of bumper stickers anywhere.
There were a couple of Grateful Dead and Led Zeppelin stickers right next to one with a bunch of religious symbols that spelled out ‘tolerance’. And right between them, one that said HARVARD UNIVERSITY on it.
“Caitlyn,” I whispered.
My stomach went right into a knot when I saw the claw marks on what was left of the door.
With my next breath, “Devin” came out. My voice shuddered.
Reaching for my phone, my hand trembled so violently I could hardly swipe the touch screen to send a text. There was only one person, or whatever, that could handle this. If Devin had really done this, that meant...
The reality was too awful for me to really deal with, but I knew I needed Damon. Needed to at least let him know as my hands trembled on the keys. I fat-fingered my way through a message before I remembered that the last time the two of them met, Damon’s phone was the only permanent casualty.
Good thing he’s with grandpa.
One car at a time went through the intersection, every last one of them rubbernecking like assholes at the mess of Caitlyn’s car. The only saving grace for the whole business was that there wasn’t any of that tell-tale orange powder all over the ground that soaked up blood. In fact, there was no Caitlyn either.
Empty car, torn to shit, with claw marks running down one side of the doors – all I could think was how fast everything changed. I thought the big drama of the summer was almost sure to be my article, or maybe nursing my werewolf boyfriend back to health in his cave-house. I shook my head.
Caitlyn was with him. He had her. Even worse, I imagined she had no idea what in the hell had overtaken her formerly human-all-the-time boyfriend. Sure, he had been a dick for as long as I’d known him, but bending over and turning into a mythical creature is going to catch pretty much anyone off guard.
“Devin’s got Caitlyn”, I texted. “Tell Damon please.”
A couple of seconds later, I got a very hastily worded reply. “On my way. Stay safe.”
I couldn’t imagine what he meant. I mean, what could be dangerous to me? Whatever was going to happen already had. And yet, in the back of my mind, it was clear there was something to his words.
“C’mon, get on through,” the traffic cop said, waving at me. “Go on, miss.”
I needed Damon. I couldn’t leave until he came.
“People gotta get places, young lady,” he said as he approached my window.
“That’s... that’s my friend Caitlyn’s car,” I said, sticking both my hands out the window and craning my neck. “Did she have a wreck? Gosh that looks terrible. Where’s the ambulance?”
He smiled disingenuously and leaned on the side of the car, pushing up his sunglasses. “When have you ever heard of the Fort Branch Police Department giving case details to someone not five minutes after a case has, uh, happened? Wait a minute,” he pulled his glasses down. “Lily Kyle? You two weren’t friends.”
“Things changed,” I said. “And also I’m working for a paper now.”
He cocked his eyebrow, obviously not impressed. “Let me see your credential.”
Is he serious? He’s serious.
“I can call my editor?” I offered.
“You don’t have a press pass?”
“Just got hired,” I said. “It’s in the mail.”
“Well hell, Lily, it ain’t like there’s anything to see. Give me the name and number. I’ll have the department call it in before you can poke around. Local paper, right? I don’t remember the last time Ellie hired a new writer.”
I shook my head, “No, it’s a different one.”
“All right, pull on over to the shoulder and get me the info.”
I did as he said, shouldering the Bronco, just in time for it to heave a dying breath and crap out. I dug the business card Jolie had gotten me to print out for the librarian and handed it over. She probably didn’t mean for me to use it quite like this, but hey. When opportunity knocks, right?
“I’ll be damned, but come on out,” he said when he returned a couple of minutes later. “You working for the New York Times? I was impressed about some of you all going to college, and here you are a writer for the Times.” He whistled. “Well, anyway. Uh, you getting out?”
I was so stunned I hadn’t really realized what was happening. “I’m waiting for my photographer, if that’s okay.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, “Did you just say you had a photographer? You gonna tell me you’re going to be on the nightly news next?”
Forcing myself to laugh, I tried to play it cool. “No, but thanks for the compliment. Damon King is my photographer, but he’s only part time. I don’t know if they’ll know he’s working for me.” Thinking quickly, I added a suitably smug, “Down at headquarters.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet,” he said. “Whenever he shows up, I’ll have to give you the rules for the crime scene. Some stuff you can’t shoot.”
Damon’s bike roared up the side of the road. I squinted, surprised to see him ballsy enough to not only ride the shoulder, but to ride on it going the wrong way down the road. I just about started fluttering when I saw his hair flying behind him, and those beautiful cheekbones.
“Your boyfriend needs to wear a helmet,” Officer Sanders said, as Damon pulled up beside my Bronco and killed his engine.
I wonder if he actually did get brained, would it just grow back? I decided not to voice my question to the policeman.
Damon hopped off his bike and almost mauled me trying to get me out of my car. He crushed me to his chest, his lips tasted like beautiful fire when he pressed them to mine. Heat poured from him, embracing me and passing through me in a wave.
“I was so worried when your grandpa told me you saw Devin, or he was here. A million things went through my mind and they were all too awful for me to think about. I had to get here,” he said, clutching me again and parting my lips with another breathtaking, ferocious kiss. “I had to make sure you were safe.”
“I’m fine,” I whispered. “Play along. And also, you’re in quite a different mood than when I saw you last.”
A half-smile crept across Damon’s lips. “What are we looking for?” he asked. “We already know what happened.”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I just wanted to see if there was anything... obvious that he might have left behind.”
“If I treated my crime scene photographer like that, I believe she’d sue me,” Officer Sanders said.
“Damon,” I said, slightly stunned, and opening my eyes wide to remind him to play the game. “Did you bring the camera?”
“Camera?” he said. “Why?”
“Hard to take pictures without one,” I said. “I’ve got a backup in my trunk, grab it.”
Luckily, I’d not bothered to take in my cheap little digital to the library earlier. By that point, Officer Sanders was so tired of dealing with me he didn’t bother to ask why a real life, big-time journalist was going to take pictures with a fifty-six dollar camera.
Damon sighed heavily. “Lily, we don’t have time for this.”
I shot him another glance, one that he took seriously.
“Come on, kids, I need to get back to doing my actual job.” The policeman tilted his head to the small handful of cars that had gathered, waiting for his direction. Someone drove through even though he was waving at them to stop. “See? Chaos,” he said. “Utter chaos.”
As soon as we were a few feet away from him, Damon gave me a funny look. “What did you do?”
“I’m just using my press rights. Figured it wouldn’t hurt to get a little closer to see what he did.”
Damon laughed and shook his head, clearly shocked. “I don’t even know what to say,” he said. “But listen, I think he’s changing. Earlier I heard some cops talking about a break-in at Lottie’s, that truck stop. I’m pretty sure he busted in, made a mess, and killed the guy working the counter.”
Damon’s voice was taut and strained. “Lily,” he said softly. “We’ve gotta, I mean, I’ve gotta stop him. We can’t let this turn into a war. The only problem is, if he’s fully turned, I haven’t even started my ritual yet. I don’t even know how to start. Poko just keeps telling me that I’ll know when the time is right. Like that does me any good.”
I put my hand on his chest, feeling his warmth, relishing the thumping of his heart against my palm. “Everything’s fine,” I said. “Come on, keep up the charade. And don’t think you’re getting away without us having a long talk.”
“Congrats, by the way.” He chose to ignore what I’d just said.
“For what?”
“Your grandpa told me about the story,” Damon said. “That’s awesome.”
I blushed as I smiled. No one else knew. I hadn’t even told Annie at the library what I was doing since she never asked. I guess that if I did, I was afraid it’d be more real.
“Thanks,” I said, smiling.
Damon bent his head a little and kissed my forehead.
“All right, all right, this way,” Officer Sanders said. “I thought you were here to be journalists, not neck like teenagers.”
“Come on,” I said to Damon, trying to sound official. “We’ve got work to do, camera man.”
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“This has gone too far,” Damon growled. “As soon as I find him, he’s dead. I don’t care what Poko says.”
I tried to shush my enraged and semi-estranged boyfriend before the on-duty police officer heard him threaten to kill someone. “You can’t,” I whispered. “You know you can’t just up and kill him.”
He walked slowly down the gashes that marked where Devin had undoubtedly drove his claws into the side of Caitlyn’s moving car and dragged it to a halt. Just the idea of strength like that sent a chill through me.
“Are you scared of him?” I asked. “I mean, he’s... well, he did this.”
“No. I’ll never be afraid of a monster like him. Better to put him down once and for all than risk a clan war.”
His voice was taut, strained, and full of anger I’d never really heard before.
“So the actual answer is that yes, you are scared of him,” I said. “Why won’t you admit it? I get it, you’re big and strong and calm all the time, but Damon, if you expect me to stick by you, you’re gonna have to open up about something at some point. Otherwise, what exactly do we have?”
He shook his head, obviously distracted. “I can smell him,” he said.
“Listen to me.” I grabbed his thick, leather belt and held him still. Damon clicked a couple of photos to keep up the charade, at least until he figured on where Devin went. “I don’t want to lose you again. But I can’t be with someone who won’t share anything.”
“Are we really doing this right now?” he said. “Can’t it wait?”
“Yes, no,” I said. “In order of the questions you asked. All you have to do is tell me what is scaring you.”
“Lily.” he sighed. “Even if you want to be rid of me, you can’t. I hate it. You’re just stuck with me because some old prophecy says we’re soulmates. Doesn’t that bother you? At least a little?”
“I dunno, does it bother you? Also, aren’t you just turning what I’m upset about around? That all sounds pretty familiar.” I shrugged.
He let out an exasperated sigh. “Look, all I know is that Poko tells me all this stuff and I’m just supposed to believe it. How do I know any of it is even true?”
I stared at him in disbelief. “Is there anything in particular that makes you doubt your condition? How about the time you blacked out, and ended up in a cave half dead? Or what about the time you blacked out, and then woke up in a field, having missed your own graduation and showed up at my house with a flayed knee that magically healed?”
“Okay, okay,” he said, dropping his hands to his sides.
“Picture,” I whispered. He snapped one.
“If my opinion in all this matters, even a little bit, I,” I clapped my mouth shut, upset at what I was about to reveal. “No, you know what? I’ll start. How do I know this,” I gestured to the car, “isn’t going to happen to me? How do I know you’re not going to go absolutely nuts one day? Why don’t I let that bother me?”
“You don’t, I guess,” Damon said softly. “You just have to take it on faith. You know I’d never do anything like that, like this, on purpose.”
“Right. Faith. That’s something Cat doesn’t have. She doesn’t even know what Devin is. She probably thinks she’s going insane.”
We stood there, right beside one another, for a long minute.
I wanted to reach out for him and feel his hands, hear him tell me everything was all right. But if it was honesty I wanted, and it really was, then I couldn’t expect him to lie, either. No matter how badly I needed to hear one.
“Gonna have to ask you to head on out,” the man said. “Gotta take over the scene. I’m Detective Williams, and I’m in charge of the investigation. I understand you’re press?”
“Yes sir,” we both said at once and exchanged a glance.
“Thank you,” I said. “We’re just getting finished up.”
I gave Damon a look as we briefly parted. “Where?” I asked.
At the detective’s insistence we moved away from the wreck, and stood on the side of a roadside ditch.
There was a storm behind his eyes. Finally he shrugged. “We’ve gotta find Devin, and we have to make sure it happens sooner than later. No telling what he’ll do if he’s alone with Caitlyn for long. You said this just happened?”
“Yeah.” I slid my arm around his waist. “I’m sorry for getting so irritated back there. I’m just worried about everything.”
He dismissed it with a wave of his hand. “I’m sorry too, for being so quiet. How long ago?”
“About ten minutes before I texted you,” I said.
I went to brush the hair back out of my face, but Damon intercepted my motion and he did it for me. He stared into my eyes before kissing me so hard I almost doubled over right in the middle of the street.
“What was that?” I said with a surprised laugh.
He stared straight into my eyes, suddenly serious. “I don’t want to regret not doing it. I can’t imagine losing you, Lily. I just can’t.”
“That’s quite a change from your story last time I saw you,” I said with a voice full of doubt. “What’s got you so cranked up?”
“Don’t be like that,” Damon replied. “Just... I got a feeling.”
I watched him for a second, bemused.
“Hey,” I said, “hey, nothing’s going to happen to me. I’ve got you, right?”
Damon grunted a laugh. “Yeah, hope it works out. Let’s meet back at your place and try to figure out what’s going on.”
“Wait a second,” I said. “There’s too much left hanging for us to just go on like nothing happened.”
It wasn’t the time, it really wasn’t and I knew that but I just couldn’t help myself.
“I need to know where you stand, Damon.”
He let out a heavy sigh that told me what he thought of my timing. “I don’t know, Lily, I just... I can’t let you get hurt. But then at the same time, I thought about what you said the other day, and you’re right. I can’t just tell you what to do and expect you to listen.”
“No matter how right you might be?” I asked with a quirked eyebrow.
He nodded. “Yeah, or how right I might think I am.”
That, I didn’t expect. I waited for a second, and he continued.
“I know I say a lot of things, and I know that about half the time it all comes out wrong, but I can’t,” he chewed his lip, obviously having trouble making the words go from brain to mouth. “No, I mean, I won’t stand here and watch you get hurt. I know I’m not going to be able to get you to do what I want you to do, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him hurt you because I’m too much of a denial-ridden coward to admit how much you...”
When it became clear he wasn’t going to continue, I said, “How much I what?” My hand found its way to his arm.
His eyes burned straight through me when he searched my face.
“How much you mean to me.”
Even as I squeezed his muscled forearm, the only thought running through my perplexed brain was that he let it all out too quick. Too much, too quick. I stared at him for a second trying to figure out if something happened. Maybe he’d gotten into another fight or something and had his head rattled.
“What...” I paused, considering my words. “What made you say all that? Last time I left you, I thought you were done as done could be.”
His eyes went back and forth. Damon was keeping a secret.
“No secrets,” I said. “That’s what got us here in the first place.”
“Yeah, I know.” He leaned against the side of the Bronco, and a patch of dirt stuck to his tight-fitting t-shirt. “I talked to Poko, and he explained some things about the Skarachee alpha’s fate and—”
That was not what I wanted to hear.
“It had to be that, huh? Remember how all this bullshit got rolling down this hill? Remember how it was because you wouldn’t tell me if you wanted me for me or because you were supposed to?”
“Wait, Lily,” he said, putting his hands up to deflect the bullets.
I was being more than a little unfair, no matter what sort of emotions were coursing through my veins. After all, I went off on him for not acting like an adult in a relationship, right? So I made myself bite my tongue.
“That’s not what I meant,” he said. “Well, maybe it’s close but I screwed it up.”
“Then get it out,” I said. “I’m sorry I got us started on this, I should have just let it alone. We’ve got more important things to worry about than relationship drama.”
“No,” he shook his head. “No we don’t. This is the most important thing in the world to me right now, and probably ever.”
“Drama?” I let out a little scoff.
I’d finally gone too far with my nervous joking so I clapped my mouth shut, except to eke out a “sorry” that Damon didn’t acknowledge.
“Truth is I don’t know what I believe about Skarachee ways, or any fate or anything else. Poko is my elder though, and that means something. I can’t... explain it really, because it seems like that doesn’t make much sense to most people, but when a seven hundred year old man is telling me things, I tend to listen.”
“But...” I said, anticipating his words.
“But.” He nodded, “he doesn’t always speak in literals. Sometimes what he means and what he says are hard to figure out. That’s got nothing to do with what I’m trying to say,” he sighed heavily.
His openness, his tender voice, it all made me realize how hard he was trying to get his point across. “You’re doing fine,” I said, regretting how sharp I’d been in the minutes past. I expected too much, demanded too much.
“I don’t care whether it’s true or not,” he said. “It doesn’t matter anymore. All I know is that I’m about to go through some things and I don’t know if I’ll survive. I also know that if I can’t have you by my side, then suddenly the surviving means a lot less.”
“What are you saying?” I heard him, but for some reason I needed to hear it again, like that made it real. “You don’t want me to go?”
“I couldn’t live with myself if you weren’t around, Lily,” he said. There was a strain in his voice, he’d been going over this and over this and now that it came out, he looked relieved. “I want to protect you. I need you to be safe and if this goes to war between our two clans, I know you’re going to be in the middle of it.”
Swallowing hard, I drew near him, put my head on his chest and my arms as far around his thickly muscled torso as they would go. “I’m sorry.”
Damon pushed me to arms’ length and held me there staring at my face. “You have nothing to apologize for,” he said. “You never have. This one’s on me. I have to believe in you just like you believe in me. I have to have faith in you.”
Tears burned behind my eyes. Why would he have faith in me? What had I done to deserve any of this?
“Where do we go now?”
“Lily,” he said. “I love you. I always have. I never knew how to show it and I never had the courage anyway. But you gave it to me. I can’t do,” he swallowed, “any of this. You make my heart strong.”
He paused for a moment then ran his finger along the side of my face. “It’s better if you don’t. When I wrote this speech out I didn’t plan on you responding, and if you do I’ll have to think of something else to say and then chances are I’ll screw it up and then, well...”
“You couldn’t,” I said. “You couldn’t say anything to screw up what you just laid out. That’s... I don’t know how to...” I let out a trickling, unsure laugh, shook my head.
He laughed nervously too, right afterwards. “Good,” he said. “I was so damn worried that I’d say all that stuff and you’d tell me it sounded corny. I just never know with that kind of stuff.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “It wasn’t corny. Or anything besides beautiful. Thanks.”
“We’ve got something else to worry about.” He grabbed my hand and squeezed, massaging my palm with his huge thumb and forefinger. I had no idea how much I needed him to do just that just then. “Why don’t we head back to your place and we can try to figure out where to go next.”
“Shouldn’t we go to Poko?”
Damon shook his head no. “I have to do this on my own. A very smart young lady told me a couple of weeks ago that I’d figure out what it meant to be a leader, and I’m not going to let her down. If I keep having him solve all my problems, I’ll never understand what it means to be the Skarachee alpha.”
He took a deep breath. “I’m going to make you proud, Lily.”
“You already have,” I said with a small smile. “You’ve changed so much but what about your transformation ritual? The way Poko was talking, it’s going to be some horrible thing that cripples you or... something, I just don’t know.”
“I don’t either, but it doesn’t matter. I can’t live my life worrying. Can’t live it all in fear.”
I smiled. “You’re right,” I said.
“See you at your grandpa’s?” Damon said. “I think, don’t quote me on this, miss New York Times, but I feel him. I know he’s close. I can stop this before it starts. We, I mean. We can stop this.”
Nodding, I watched him get on his bike, kick the sleek chrome and black beast to life, spin, and jet off down the road, going the right way this time..
When I hopped in the car and turned on the ignition, after the requisite pedal pumps, I turned around to back out, and froze. Devin was crouched, low and deadly, behind my seat. Folded up and stuffed behind the passenger seat was Caitlyn, bound and gagged.
“You’re gonna turn back around,” Devin said with a growl on his lips. “And you’re gonna drive like there’s nothing wrong. Except you’re going to go exactly where I say you’re going. Get me?”
“Is... is she alive?” I squeaked.
A squirm and a muffled yelp gave me my answer.
My answer was a smile. “She’s not the one I want,” he said. “Not the one I need. Now drive.”
“But Damon,” I stuttered, “he’s expecting me to—”
“Show up at your grandpa’s house?” A grin crept across Devin’s face, revealing teeth too long to be human.
“You’re... you’re changing,” I whispered. “You’re—”
“Drive.”
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“Where are we going?” I asked, but didn’t turn. I learned that lesson when he whipped his hand around and caught me cold under the eye the first time I did it. We’d been driving almost an hour, and for the past fifteen minutes, my phone had been buzzing constantly.
“Somewhere your former mate will never find us,” Devin snarled back. “Cat just couldn’t do it for me. She was too weak.”
I didn’t want to know what she was too weak for, but I was never good at making myself not speculate.
“Turn here, right here,” he said. “Now! Turn!”
“But there’s no road,” I shouted back. “We’re in the middle of the desert!”
“Did I ask your opinion?” He grabbed my hair, yanking my head backwards and scratching the absolute hell out of the side of my neck. “If I told you to drive straight into the side of the police department, you better do it.”
“Okay, okay, ow! You’re hurting me,” I whispered as he twisted his fist in my ponytail. “Please Devin, nothing is worth this, please think about what you’re doing.”
A cruel laugh from behind the seat chilled me to the bone. “You don’t know the half of it, Lily,” he snarled. “You don’t know anything. Little girl lost in the woods, thinking that if she just keeps walking east she’ll end up nearer the sun.”
He’s insane. He’s completely insane. There’s nothing left inside his head except rage and fury and whatever else is rattling around in there. But he’s g-g-gone, like a baseball over a centerfield fence.
My thoughts immediately turned to the three weeks of correspondence course psychology I took, but I don’t think the professor ever got to controlling nutbar werewolves.
“Now!” he shouted again. “Turn the damn car!”
As a last ditch idea, I jerked the wheel as hard as I could, hoping to tip the massive boat of a car over, which might give me a second to get away, though what good that would do was a big question mark. But at least it was doing something.
Instead, the thirty year old hunk of metal just groaned and shifted before thumping off the side of the highway and crunching on the scaly, crinkled up dirt. I squeezed the wheel so hard my knuckles went white and my fingers had been aching for the last forty miles or so.
“Please tell me where we’re going.”
“Exactly where I tell you you’re going,” Devin growled from low in his throat.
I had to keep talking. If I stopped, the oppressive atmosphere bearing down on me was going to suffocate me. “Will you at least tell me what you’re going to do with me? If Cat was too weak to—”
He let out an overly loud laugh. “You’re going to break Damon for me. If the Skarachee alpha doesn’t have his mate, if I claim her first,” I watched a cruel sneer crawl across his face, “he’ll never grow.” The way he said ‘grow’ made my stomach turn. “And if he never learns to control his transformations, do you really think he’s got a chance in hell against me?”
I had my mouth open to ask another question when Devin clenched my hair again and screamed “drive!” into my ear.
Out in front of us, the mostly open desert had spit up a handful of cabins. I’d never understood why someone would bother to build something like that out here, but then again, I’d never given it much thought. We past the first pair of ramshackle little houses, and then as we neared the second, his fist tightened again.
“Stop here,” he said. “Now!”
I’m gonna smash this car straight into this building.
I gritted my teeth and stiffened my arms. My foot pressed harder on the gas. The pedal got tighter and tighter until I felt it resting against the floorboard. This was it.
Forgive me, Damon, but at least I’ll take care of...
“What are you doing?” Devin shrieked. “Oh no, oh no, no, no, this is the same crazy sort of thing Cat tried.”
The house, which I saw was a proper house and not a cabin, was made of mottled brick, brown and white. The mortar was uneven. Death rushed at me. Only a few seconds until this steel monster slammed square into it.
I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, grimacing as Devin twisted my hair harder.
His fingertip brushed inadvertently against my neck, and a shudder crept through me. “You’re...” I couldn’t finish, the reality was too awful.
It didn’t matter though, only a few seconds left.
“Changed,” he roared, slamming his lupine hand sideways against the Bronco’s window. The tinted glass spiderwebbed and crinkled, and on the second shot of his fist, fell away. “Don’t test... me...” he said. Those were the first words he hadn’t screamed at me which made them way more unsettling.
Opening my eyes for a split second, the house was close. Like real close. Like five seconds, maybe less close.
The steering wheel jerked in my hands, but not because of a turn or anything else.
“No,” I said hollowly. “No, not now.”
I tugged the wheel, pumped the gas.
Rattling turned into vibrations that pounded my palms harder and harder. “No, no, no,” I whimpered. “Not now Goddamn you!”
Devin let out a snort and then slammed his open fist into the Bronco’s ignition, driving the key all the way in and leaving an indentation in the side of the steering wheel where his black, hair-covered fist had met the metal. The whole ignition fell out the bottom of the steering column and hung limply down.
I didn’t give up. I pumped that damn gas pedal as hard as I could, but the ignition sputtered and stalled. Luckily the house was on a decline, so we were still going. It was still going to work. I clenched my eyes shut, waiting for death.
Instead, I got a face full of werewolf breath.
“Idiot!” Devin snarled, balling himself up and somehow shooting his body out of the back seat and through the windshield. “Remember I’m saving your life, mate.”
An instant later, he was in front of the car, right between the onrushing and incredibly ugly brick wall and the grill of my grandpa’s 1986 Bronco.
I waited for the crunch, the thick, wet sound of bone and gore, that I knew was coming. I hated blood, but this was one time that it probably wouldn’t bother me too much.
Except that instead, the only sound that I heard as the SUV jolted to a halt was a strained grunt of effort.
The back of the car pitched up in the air then crashed down, bouncing twice on the half-worn shocks before coming to a rest. When next I opened my eyes, Devin was standing there, clothes in tatters, muscles pumped full of blood, flexing and relaxing with every breath.
He wasn’t a wolf – not like I’d seen Damon, who turned fully into a beast. Devin’s face was still vaguely Devin’s face, though not like I’d ever seen it. His skin was darker, covered in a dusting of black and gray hairs that caught the afternoon sun. I looked off to the western horizon to see a fat, orange sun before swinging my gaze back.
In a way, he reminded me of Lou Ferrigno, with the torn up shorts, weird colored skin and bulging muscles, when he played the Hulk. I snickered, but quickly looked downward to avoid catching Devin’s attention – his rage – with my defensive laughing.
For about the millionth time, I wished I could just keep a straight face when something upset me.
Orange light soaked the brown house, the black wolfman, and the not-exactly-painted slate gray hood of my grandpa’s Bronco, giving it all a warm, unaffected hue.
My phone, stuck in between my thigh and the seat like I always had it when I drove, started buzzing.
“Don’t even think about it,” Devin said. When he spoke, his lips pulled back over his teeth more than his jaws moved. Four long, white, dagger-like fangs were the most apparent of his dental features, but instead of human teeth, that part of him, at least, was all lupine. “Your phone, it stays right where it is.”
“How did you—”
“No!” he shouted, shoving the car backwards. “No, no, no, no, give it to me. Give me the phone!”
If he was nuts before, this is... something else.
“What phone?” I asked. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Shut up! I’m no idiot, give me the damn phone or I’ll jump back through this windshield and take it.”
Pale yellow irises replaced his normal brown ones and when he looked at me, they flared like tiny suns exploding in his head.
“You’re not serious. You’re just trying to scare me,” I said, willing myself not to shake.
“You don’t look as surprised as you should,” he said back. “When Cat saw me like this she went into cold shock. Give me the phone!”
Glancing down at the screen as I threw it to him, I saw it was Grandpa Joe, and that he’d called about forty-three times since I disappeared. Also, I knew it wasn’t actually him. I slid my thumb across the glass and hit the speaker button in one smooth motion and threw it to Devin.
Drawing a deep, snorted breath, he laughed as best that mouth would allow. “You think you’re brave,” he said. “You think you’ve got everything under control, don’t you? You always did. But guess who really is in control? It’s me.” He held the receiver in his hand and squeezed. “I am.”
I cringed when I heard the screen crack, and then again when he wadded up the broken parts and threw the mess on the ground. He glanced down, and ground his foot into my poor, dead phone. “Try and call back,” he said.
“Did you just throw a one-liner?”
“Shut up,” he growled, pushing himself off the car and circling to my window. “Stay here. Don’t try to run or you’ll die in the desert.”
He yanked Cat out the back of the car, thrashing and squealing, and dragged her into the house. The two of them vanished for thirty, maybe forty-five seconds, before he re-emerged without her.
I knew what was coming before it hit, but that didn’t make the pain any easier to bear. Once again, he grabbed my ponytail and yanked. Craning my neck to lighten the pressure some, I looked at him, at his sharp features, his sunken eyes. Somehow, even with what he was doing – what he had already done – his raw power was embarrassingly exciting. Some horrible nature drew me to him.
Shaking my head, I tried to pull away for a half-second before my scalp burned.
“Fighting me?” he said. “Keep going, I like it. I like it when you try and fight a little. Cat never fought, she just let me do whatever I wanted. Like I said, she was scared. She curled up in a ball and just cried. God I hate it when people cry. Do you like this house?”
His breath was hot on my skin. His smell permeated my nose, burned inside my head. Despite the creepy-crawly feeling I had all over me, he somehow just filled my consciousness and held me captive.
“I asked a question!”
Devin’s shouting shook me back to reality. “Uh, yeah,” I said, not even sure what he was talking about, but just desperate for him to stop screaming. I remembered that the first step to calming down a crazy person is just go along with them until you get them to a safe mental space that relaxes them.
Somehow I didn’t think he’d be relaxing anytime soon, but a little less shrieking was welcome.
“Get out,” he said. “Now!”
Again with the screaming.
“You’re going to have to let me go if you want me to open the door,” I replied. “Look, I’m not going anywhere. You’re about three times my size and obviously able to chase me down if you pushing this two ton hunk of crap up a hill is any indication. Okay?”
He looked from his hands to my face, searching for a sign of a lie. Wordlessly, he unclenched his fist and took a step back.
“Hands up!” he shouted, and then snapped his muzzle in the air like something was attacking him. “Stick your hands out the window.”
I took a deep breath and tried not to roll my eyes as I popped open my lock latch, stuck both hands out the window and then kicked open the door, slowly, so as not to startle him. “I don’t have a gun, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I said.
“Shut up. Give me your hands.”
Doing just what he said, I finished opening the door, stepped down from the railing grandpa installed so I could step up into the Bronco easier, and felt the crunch of desert under my feet. Slick, hard, and breaking, they made me want to run, to claw and scratch at this monster’s face and run.
But where would I go? I was a hundred miles, maybe more – I’d lost count – out in the middle of the Arizona desert. My feet grew heavy. Each step took greater effort than the last. A palpable flush spread through my cheeks, down my chest, as the adrenaline drained out of me, and clenching, gripping, awful fear slid in its place.
Devin grabbed my wrists in his leathery, hard, callused hands and squeezed a lot harder than he needed to squeeze.
“Ow!” I cried out as his fingernails scratched the back of my hands. “Why are you doing this?”
My words were interrupted by a hard jerk on my hands that almost sent me to my knees before I caught myself. Devin strained and then smirked as he pushed me out in front of him, his hot palm on my back. When I stutter-stepped, he shoved me forward, sending me to the hard ground in a heap.
“I said move,” he snarled. “Get up!”
He grabbed my collar and yanked me back to my feet before pushing me forward again. “Go!”
My knee, bleeding slightly from the impact, throbbed. The whole thing was red, angry, and instantly swollen. Each step pumped pain through my veins. Every single time my foot met the ground, a shudder rolled through me.
The door of the nearest house was standing open and inside the air was heavy, musty, and full of some kind of sweet odor that immediately put me on edge.
“Cat couldn’t do it. Couldn’t handle me.” Devin’s voice had faded. He no longer spoke with that raspy, crazed, wild tone. Instead he sounded confused, almost hurt, as he half-heartedly shoved me through the front door into the house’s foul atmosphere. “Don’t want to do this. Don’t want to... fight... but...”
His voice then caught in his throat.
“Are you crying, Devin?”
He was.
I heard a swallow stick in his throat as he struggled to right his voice. “Get in the house,” he said softly, almost under his breath. “Just get in the house.”
My eyes scanned the half-darkness of the little shack. Nothing was on the walls, nothing on the shelves. Everything was barren, empty, just like the desert behind my back.
“Is this,” I swallowed. “Your house?”
“Mine,” he said. “Theirs. Whatever, doesn’t matter. Soon this will all be over. The Skarachee will finally be done. No more fighting, no more...”
“What is it, Devin?” I turned, for some reason emboldened by the vulnerability in his voice. Upon seeing him again, I wasn’t terribly surprised to see that he was the same Devin as always. “I can’t tell you’re not yourself. Something’s bothering you.”
Thankfully he didn’t catch my tongue slip. “If I can help,” I continued, “just say so.”
“The old man,” he growled through clenched teeth. “That old, old bastard, he ruined everything. He wants to wipe us out, to control everyone, and he wants to make sure Damon takes over for him. To... to finish his work.”
“Poko?” my eyes grew wide. “What does he have to do with any of this?”
Devin scoffed. “No wonder you didn’t piss yourself when you saw me.”
I waved my hand, dismissing him. “I’m well aware of what’s going on,” I said. In truth, it was pure fear that kept me so calm. I might laugh a lot at the wrong times, but at least it keeps me sort of level headed. “But what does Poko have to do with any of this?”
“I have to do this, I have no choice.” Damon clenched his fists, drove them against a dust-covered table top so hard I thought it would break. “He wants us all dead. He wants to control—”
“Everyone, he wants to control everyone,” I said, taking him off guard. “Yes, but why? This is a part of this whole story I’ve never heard.”
Confusion descended over Devin’s face, clouding his vision. He opened his mouth, acted like he was about to answer me, and then clapped it shut.
“I know your tricks,” he said. “I’ve been warned about them. About everything you might try to confuse me. Acting like you care, acting like you have any interest at all in the Carak or what’s going to happen to us. No! No, no, no! I won’t fall for it, I—”
“Devin,” I put my hand on his shaking shoulder. “I’m not... I don’t know how to answer you, but I’m not out to get you. I just want to know the truth. I’m caught right in the middle of all this and I’m not even sure why. Please, I’m asking because I do care.”
“No!” he snapped. His eyes darkened again, and he slumped over, bobbing back and forth like his waist was a knee joint. “No, no, I know your tricks, harpy!”
“You did not just call me a harpy.”
“Quiet! The old man killed my father.” Devin snorted from somewhere deep in his throat and threw his head back so hard that he wrenched himself. “He wants us dead so he can control the whole region. So the Skarachee will have no competition, so they can take... take...”
“Take what, Devin?” I urged. “Help me understand!”
“You want us dead, too. I see it in your eyes.”
Before my eyes, he grew, muscles pulsing and stretching, until he towered at least two heads above me. Something was fighting inside Devin’s head, almost visibly. Tearing him one way, then the other, he stood before me, terrified, but unable to contain himself. Back and forth he shook his head, then his body.
“I don’t... no, Devin, I just want to understand.”
With a snarl, and a roar, he grabbed my wrists again, wrenching me back and forth. “No!” he shouted, for about the hundredth time, as he bent to heave a huge cellar door up, he shoved me toward it.
“I won’t... can’t... let this... happen again. This is my destiny.”
He thrust me forward. I stepped down hard, concrete under my heel, and then tripped into the darkness.
When my knee crunched against the dirt floor, and my wrists caught my weight, all I could think was: at least it was only three steps.
The vague light from outside narrowed to a sliver and then went dark as the cellar door slammed shut. Metal scraped on metal, and I heard a clunk. Slowly, carefully, I made my way to the closest wall. Cold stone, rough stone, against my palm.
Sliding down, my shirt caught on the bricks.
A sliver of light hit the ground immediately in front of the stairs, and drew my eyes to a tiny little slat of a window, barred of course.
Above me, and outside, I heard what must have been the front door of this strange little hut slam shut.
At that sound – the heavy thunk of wood, the scrape of metal – all the emotions I should have felt since Devin nabbed me came out in a rush of hot tears that soaked my cheeks.
“Please hurry, Damon,” I whispered into the dark, squeezing the fang around my neck. “Please.”
Seventeen
Damon
“We have to do something,” Damon said, pacing back and forth along the wall of the tiny kitchen. It took him three steps to cross the whole room. “I... I have to do something.”
Joe sipped his coffee. “What does the old man say?”
“I can’t go to him. I’ve got to do this on my own, I just know it. This is part of my trial, my test.”
“It’s very hard for me to remain calm about this,” Joe said in a measured voice. “Especially considering that the girl you’re talking about having vanished is my daughter.”
“Granddaughter,” Damon corrected. “Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by that.”
“It’s fine. But my point is, if you get all excited, you never know what’ll happen. I learned that way back when my old friend was dealing with, well, I suppose this young’un’s father.”
Damon stared at him, crinkled up forehead asking questions that his mouth didn’t.
Joe let out a whistle, then a laugh. “So I take it you don’t know that story? Calm down a second, sit. You pacing is making me tired. Back and forth, back and forth. Look, my Leroy’s missing and I’m telling you to sit the hell down. Give it a shot.”
With a grunt, Damon sat down and then gave a weary sigh. Sitting on the table in front of him was a folder with a bunch of printed out papers that he opened and started absent-mindedly thumbing through.
“Now, good. Take a few breaths.”
Damon grunted his assent, but stared intently at whatever it was in front of him, which in turn, drew Joe’s attention.
“What is all that?” he said. “Lily’s story?”
Sucking a breath through his nose, Damon said, “No, it’s just notes but...”
“Anyway, how do you know that this young Carak has her?”
“Who else would?” Damon answered. “Wouldn’t make sense.”
Pushing his glasses up on his forehead and pinching the bridge of his nose, Joe leaned back in his chair. “What if she just needed some time alone? I mean, you two have been pretty intense these last few weeks.”
“Uh-huh. Could be.”
“Damon? Are you paying attention to me?”
“Yeah, sure.”
Joe relaxed his legs and the chair legs hit the floor one after the other, jolting Damon upright. He went right back to rifling through the papers. One after another, he stared at whatever was on them, scanned from top to bottom, and then went on to the next one. Soon, a pile of roughly stacked papers sat underneath his right hand as he stared at another.
“Have you read any of these?” he said as he turned another one face down. When he finally looked up at Joe, Damon’s face had gone a little gray.
“No,” Joe replied. “Why? They’re just papers for her story.”
Damon’s hands were trembling. “She,” he swallowed, “she talked to Poko. He told her more than he ever told me. About my parents, the clans, everything.”
“Ah,” Joe trailed off, pulling in a deep breath and rocking his chair backward again. “I suppose you had to find out sometimes. Is that the one about—”
“We used to be one clan? One clan? Why was I never told this? Why did he lie to me?”
It was the older man’s turn to stand up. He took his cup of coffee with him, more for something to hold onto than to drink. “I never liked it,” he said. “I didn’t understand what happened then, and I still don’t.”
“I just... how is this possible? Why did he never tell me?”
“Tell you what, son?” Joe circled the table and bent over Damon’s shoulder.
“That when he killed Devin’s elder, he separated the clans? That the Carak and Skarachee used to be the same clan?” Damon’s heart sank as he read further. “Oh no,” he said, his voice trailing off. “Oh my God, this can’t be true.”
Joe read ahead and knew what he was about to say, but all he did was squeeze the younger man’s shoulders. “He did it for a reason, Damon. They were wild, they wanted to be—”
“He’s my brother.”
Damon stood up from the table, pushing the chair backwards, scuffing against the linoleum. “It’s true, isn’t it? Why the hell did Poko never tell me? He’s been getting me ready for some... I don’t know, some ritual transformation, feeding me all this stuff about Lily being my mate. And he just left off the part that the Carak alpha, Devin, the guy I’ve been talking about murdering if he hurts Lily... is my brother.”
“Does it make any difference?” Joe said. “Do you still think he has her?”
“I know he does,” Damon said. “And no, it doesn’t make any difference. Except that now I know why I can feel him. Now I know why I can smell him even when he’s a hundred miles away. And I know why he keeps healing just like me.”
He slammed his hands on the table.
“Where are you going?” Joe said, suddenly very afraid for the answer.
“To get my mate. Poko didn’t tell me because he wanted to protect me.”
Joe tilted his head in agreement.
“I don’t need his protection anymore. I’m doing this on my own, I don’t care what happens. I’m getting her back.”
He pushed past the table, straight out the back door. The swinging screen caught a wind and thumped against the house before coming back closed.
“Good,” Joe said under his breath. “You’re exactly the man he thinks you are.”
As the young man pushed open the door and stepped into the late afternoon sun, Joe turned back to the living room and addressed what seemed to be a discarded pile of laundry.
“I don’t know why you insisted on hiding, Pokorann, but you can come out now, old friend.”
Poko stood, slowly stretching his back and extending his arms above his head. “You’re the only one who remembers that name,” he chuckled. “Skarachee can sense each other,” he said. “It took all my concentration to hide myself from him, but I needed to know.”
“Know what?” Joe asked, running his hands through his thinning hair. “If that bastard really does have Lily, I’ll—”
Poko smiled one of his Cheshire grins, sightless, white eyes gleaming. “She is safe, dear friend. She is in the clutches of the Carak alpha, but my cub is...” the ancient man shook his head. “Damon is ready. His transformation began when he cast aside his doubt and refused my help. This other one, this Carak alpha, he...”
Joe chewed on his lip. “He’s what, Poko?”
“He is wild and undisciplined. He fights, but does not know why. He cannot win. Damon, he fights for a purpose, and because he believes in something. His mind is as sharp as his body is strong.”
“What does he fight for? The clans?” Joe asked.
“No,” Poko smiled. “For love.”
*
The bike roared to life, the throttle pumping against Damon’s thighs in time with his pounding heart.
He reached to the tooth pendant that Poko gave him, the one that always hung around his neck, but it took a second when all he felt was bare skin to remember he’d snuck it into Lily’s pocket that night.
That night, he remembered, when he marked her, made her his; that night felt like a million years ago as desert road disappeared into the horizon behind Damon’s thumping engine.
His bike pointed due south, a direction Damon never went if he could help it. No matter what his relation to Devin actually was, and no matter what the Carak used to be, he avoided the south because Poko always told him that’s where they made their lairs. Somewhere out in the desert between Arizona and the southern-California wasteland, the Carak reigned.
“Hell of a kingdom,” Damon said with a snort as he pulled to the shoulder to try and get his bearings. “Hope it was worth it.”
Turning left and right, he scanned the horizon with his inhumanly sharp vision, smelled the air with his impossibly attuned nose. Aside from the three saguaro cactuses off to his left, one of which had a vulture sitting on top of it that reminded him of an old Western movie, there was nothing to see. No life, not even a tiny lizard or anything of the sort, scurried in front of him. It was just... dead.
His boots scraped against the ground. Damon dug his toe into a crack as a hot wind blew across the desert, and he pried up a scale of earth, kicking it down the way.
Lifting his head to the dusky sky, Damon stared up at a streak of Milky Way, then to a couple of dippers. With a sidelong glance, he looked over at the sun, which was still about a half-hour from fully set.
Wait, how am I seeing stars?
Then he smelled the air. How had he not noticed before? His brother’s scent was so clear to Damon that he may as well have had a marked-out line on a GPS screen. He looked back and forth, squinted his eyes in thought.
Is this the transformation? But what about the ritual? Riding a motorcycle halfway to nowhere isn’t much of a rite of passage.
Still, something was different. Lifting a hand as a slight breeze kicked up, Damon felt tiny flecks of dust strike his fingertips and roll slowly around them. When he looked back up to the sky, he saw a comet that he was certain he’d never seen before.
He wondered, but shook his head anyway, casting off the thoughts. Whatever it was had to wait, his mate needed him. Almost immediately he said, “Lily,” out loud, like he was testing the words. “She’s not ‘my mate,’ she’s more than that,” he grumbled, throwing his leg back over the saddle of his motorcycle and kicking the throttle. “She’s more than a mate, more than a thing... she’s...”
Damon finished, but the bike’s engine blasted off, drowning out all the sounds.
Pulling another lung full of dusty air, he caught Devin’s odor further south, though the road turned west.
“You’re not getting away from me,” he growled. “Not a chance in hell.”
Digging his heel into the ground, Damon twisted his handlebars and revved the engine. His back tire spun, screaming against the pavement like a monsoon’s opening thunder peal washing over a valley.
As the rubber hit the dirt, it almost slid, but he kept his balance. Suddenly, the tires went quiet, muffled by the hard, cracked earth.
Leaning forward, he pushed the bike as hard as it would go, and heard something off in the distance. Something desperate, like a scream, caught his attention from somewhere straight ahead, in the same direction as he caught Devin’s scent. A grin flashed across Damon’s face, even though he knew what was coming.
In a way, he looked forward to finding his brother, and to whatever was about to happen.
He was going to get Lily. He didn’t care what it took, or how hard he had to fight.
Nothing else mattered. Not Poko, not the clan, not the ancient mysteries of his people. All that, he thought, would work out. All of that would come.
But none of it would be worth anything unless he had his Lily.
Behind him as he roared across the open desert, the moon rose. Ahead of him the sun sank into the horizon.
Damon’s vision didn’t change. Every detail, every crack in the ground, it was all there for him to see. His eyes had either adjusted immediately to the darkness, or didn’t need to at all.
Power coursed through his veins. His nerves all seemed to come to life at once, every synapse of his brain firing in tandem with the others. He turned briefly and stared at the fat, pale disc that had just separated itself from the horizon. As the silver light filled his eyes, he felt a palpable sense of excitement.
In a way, it was similar to how he felt the first time Lily kissed him. Trepidation, anxiousness and warmth spread from his head to his fingertips, all at once.
He grunted with a smile. Was this it? Was this what it felt like when his entire world changed? Off in the distance, he heard another sound of scratching... on concrete? Was he hearing fingernails on a cement wall?
Damon cocked his head and squinted into the horizon. Silver light, impossible to have come from the moon, at least for human eyes, lit the world for him, but when he closed his eyes, he could see and sense and feel and taste everything, like his senses had become something else.
Like he had transformed.
Quickly, he glanced at his hands, which he found to be perfectly normal. No claws, no black hair, just normal Damon hands. It was still coming. This was just the beginning.
A sniff caught Devin’s scent again, confirming that all the things he sensed were in the same direction, although he didn’t much need to confirm that. He just knew.
It wasn’t just Devin he sensed.
Smelling the air again he noticed a softer scent, a fainter one. It was vaguely sweet, just a little hint of patchouli. “Lily,” he said under his breath. “He’s got you. I knew it.”
Those screams, the fingernails, the muffled, deadened scent, Damon’s realization grew as he ground his jaws together.
“You’re not getting away with this, brother, not now and not ever. I just hope you’re ready.”
Far in the distance, probably twenty miles from where he was, Damon’s wild vision saw a little clumping of houses, desert shacks, which everyone from town called the roach motels. They were supposedly little huts set up by vagrants or drug addicts or whoever else the scape-goat of the moment was. All kinds of ridiculous stories about what sorts of horrible things they got up to in them flooded his mind.
But Damon knew what they really were.
The Carak, when Poko banished them, were forced out of the forest, out of the mountains where wolves belonged. Forced away from Carey’s Bluff, that sacred place, and out into the desert.
There was a reason that people who wandered this far out in the Sonora never came back, but it didn’t have a single damn thing to do with rogue homeless people or illegal immigrants.
It was getting hard to tell the difference between what he was seeing with his physical eyes and what he was sensing with his soul, but it hardly mattered.
Lightning flashed behind him, almost blinding Damon with the pulse of white light before it immediately faded.
The wheels turned, rasping over scrub brush, over cracks in the sand.
Wheels screamed over the desert, crunching the dirt underneath them.
He sensed there were three people, and six houses, in front of him.
“Are you alone out there, brother? Are you doing this all by yourself? You won’t get away with this.”
Damon’s sense of life signs was a thump in the back of his head. A warm, pulsing thud-thud-thud, like vitals on a heart monitor, they echoed in his consciousness. Two of them he knew, but the third was a mystery.
It was weak though. Very, very weak, almost snuffed out.
Only five or six minutes separated the hunter from his prey.
A phantom pain stung Damon’s shoulder, then his ribs burned with the memory of the damage done last time the two met.
It didn’t matter.
Nothing mattered. He’d die if he had to. He’d kill if he had to, though he vaguely hoped it didn’t come to that.
Nothing mattered except Lily, and as the little clutch of roach motels came into physical view, another smile crept across Damon’s face.
He wasn’t leaving without her.
Of that, he was certain. The alpha wasn’t leaving without his mate, without his love, without his Lily.
No matter what.
“Brother,” he snarled, seeing a lurching, jerking form out front of one of the houses. “I wonder if you know about me.”
Damon narrowed his vision, revved his engine one last time, and skidded to a stop.
A moment later, he was bounding through the air with strength, with speed that he’d never had. One step carried him four feet. One bounding leap went ten.
Damon felt his brother just inside the house, and dove forward, driving his hands through a shutter, spraying wood shards all around. An instant later, he closed both his fists around his brother’s throat, and yanked with all his might, pulling him through the window and throwing Devin to the ground.
With teeth flashing in Damon’s new, silver-tinged vision, his brother sprang to his feet, snarling.
Damon unleashed a throaty, husky roar.
Devin’s dagger-like teeth glimmered in the moonlight, and he took a wild slash. His claws caught Damon across the chest, cutting deep.
“What hope... do you have... like that?” Devin said, his voice halting, mocking, and painfully tight in his throat.
Damon’s feet left the ground. Hands were now crushing his throat. No, not hands. Claws.
With little more than a flick of the wrist, Devin hurled his brother backwards, battering him against sunbaked bricks. He knelt down and stared deep into Damon’s eyes, yellow irises burning as Devin’s claws scratched the sides of Damon’s neck.
Damon sucked air, as best he could, but he was fading.
His vision went gray, then it went black.
“No,” he whispered, rasping over the clawed hand that crushed his life. “Not like... this...”
Eighteen
It wasn’t until the moon was high in the sky and the little pool of light on the floor spread along the entire bottom step of the cellar that I summoned the courage to move.
Okay, to be honest, saying that I did it on my own is a little dishonest. I was sitting on the floor, crouched low and trying to listen for anything that I could when there were a few banging sounds outside, and the walls kinda shuddered.
The stairs were, I figured, about ten steps from the floor to the ceiling. That far underground, it was hard to hear any voices, or really figure out what was going from the banging and the booming, but there was definitely something violent happening.
When it all started, my first instinct was to grab the tooth that hung around my neck and squeeze it with all my strength. I clenched my eyes shut and stared deep inside myself, visualizing Damon. I saw him come through that cellar door, the moonlight framing his beautiful body.
I imagined him descending the stairs, looking down at me with those soft, smoldering green eyes, and then picking me up and taking me away from all this... this pain, and this darkness.
And then I heard the other noise.
“Are... hello?” The tiniest voice I’d ever hear called out. “Is someone there?”
“Who’s that?” I called back. “Cat?”
I knew her voice when I heard it, but she sounded so vulnerable, so defeated, that it hardly seemed possible. Knowing her other option was to have been killed by Devin, this one was better, but not much.
“Is that you, Cat?” I asked again when she didn’t answer the first time.
With my hands on the concrete floor, scooting forward to make sure I didn’t step on any nails, or bump into a saw blade or something, I moved in the direction of her voice. “Talk to me, Cat, I can’t get to you unless you make noises.”
“How’s that?” A voice boomed upstairs. It sounded like Devin, but he was so crazed, so ferocious, that he wasn’t himself.
Who could he be... oh no, no I can’t think about that. Probably just some other desert dweller. Caraks fight all the time right? Maybe just another one of them?
Momentarily I clutched the fang again, hoping against hope that the strained, ragged gasping that I suddenly heard through the floor above my head wasn’t Damon. No time to think about that, anyway.
“Talk to me, Cat,” I said again.
A few feet away, ahead and off to my left, I heard trembling breaths. The sort of frightened, shaking breath that you take when you’re trying your best not to be heard, but you still have to breathe.
I stopped bothering with talking. Cat was too messed up with fear to respond. I kept talking at her, to try and calm her down, but didn’t expect a response. But I never lost ear-shot of her breaths.
“Everything’s fine, Cat,” I said with a low, smooth, soothing voice. “Nothing’s wrong. You and I are down here, and Damon is coming. Damon’s going to make sure we’re safe.”
Her hitching, clenched breaths started coming more evenly.
“That’s it, calm down. Everything is okay. You don’t have anything to worry about.”
“You think that’s going to work?” After his latest shriek, Devin laughed, and a sickening crunch of boot on face met my ears. I shook my head, simply refusing to listen. Damon was coming. Damon was safe and he wouldn’t let me suffer. He promised.
Yeah, he promised a lot of things. My damn doubt wouldn’t leave me alone.
I pushed past it, gritting my teeth and refusing to give in to that negative, awful bullshit. Someone else needed me, and I wasn’t going to let her down on account of my pointless worrying.
“I’m coming, Cat,” I said. I heard a little whistle join the end of her rattling breaths. Broken rib? Punctured lung? Didn’t matter. I had to get to her and that’s all there was to it. “Are you on your side? If you’re not, try to roll to your side. And reach out in the direction of my voice. I promise I’m not going to hurt you. I’m down here just the same as you.”
Something scuffed on the floor, and I immediately reached for it, glad it was fingertips and not a rat.
“Is that... Devin? No!” Cat shrieked and pulled her hand back, then started crying.
Whatever that monster did to her, I hope Damon gives him back twice as much. No time for this, no time.
“No, no, honey, no, it’s me, it’s Lily.” Swallowing my own fear, my own worry, I used my calmest voice. “Everything is fine. Give me your hand.”
Slowly, tremulously, the fingertips extended again. How I wished that damn moon was somewhere else. I needed to see her. I wished I could do that wolf-smelling-the-air thing, but I had to make do with what I had.
“Come on, Cat, I know you’re scared, but everything’s okay. Give me your hand.”
I was firm, but soft, just like I remembered seeing whenever television detectives had to question a terrified witness. “Good, Cat, just like that. Be strong for me, I’m scared too and I need you.”
Cat sniffed, and swallowed. I heard her suck on her teeth. “L... Lily?”
“Uh-huh,” I said. “It’s me. It’s your friend Lily. Give me your hand so I can feel you and know you’re okay.”
When I felt her fingertips touch mine, I ignored another explosion from outside and stretched my hand out further, wrapping it around hers and just holding her still.
A moment later, Cat’s terror burst out in wracking, almost painful-sounding sobs. I felt her anguish coursing through me, but there was nothing I could do except push myself to my feet and wrap my arm around her.
“Y... you don’t even like me, Lily,” she sniffed, then whimpered. “You never did, I’m a h – horrible monster and I was always mean to you and...”
I smoothed Cat’s hair and pulled her close. Almost instantly, I felt her against my shoulder, and I wrapped my arms around her shaking body.
“Everything’s fine,” I said to her slowly, patiently. “We’re both okay, I promise.”
For a second, she just shook and I just held her, stroking Cat’s back and letting her let go of her fear. It took about the time of two massive thudding sounds outside before she took a deep breath, held it, and stopped quivering.
“I’m okay,” she said. “I just... he threw me down here and I didn’t know what was happening. Devin, he said he was going after you because of some...”
She started breathing heavily again.
Standing, I pulled her up too. “Are you hurt?” I said softly.
“No, no, he didn’t hurt me except the throwing me down the stairs thing,” she half-laughed and half-sniffed. “I’m sorry I didn’t call, I couldn’t find my phone.”
I smiled, glad that the darkness hid my nervous laughter. “It’s fine, Cat, really. There’s nothing you could have done. It’s...” I sighed. “A long story. But yeah, don’t worry about that. You’re not hurt?”
“No, I don’t think so. He pulled off the gag and pushed me. Just my wrist kind of hurts, and,” she paused as something hit the wall right above us hard. “Uh, what was that?”
“Come on over this way,” I said, urging her nearer the stairs. I didn’t want to be anywhere underneath those noises if that floor collapsed. “Let’s...”
A shotgun blast, or near enough, hit the cellar door. The whole room around us seemed to shake with the impact. My ears rang, and rang. I fell to my knees, clutching the sides of my head to try and muffle the horrible sound.
“Lily?” Cat said. Her voice was stronger, but almost drowned out by the noise. “Lily! What is that? Are we going to die?”
I reached out and grabbed her hand, pulled her down to my level and huddled her against me. With our backs to the concrete stairs, there was no safer place. Well, except back at home, in Damon’s arms.
Those big, strong arms.
The image carried me away for a moment, away from the horror and the cold and the dark. Away from the musty, awful hole Cat and I were banished to.
Another soul-shattering thud brought me right back.
It was metal on metal that time, or something on metal, at least. Roaring, crunching, ripping sounds filled our cellar. Obviously, whatever had broken out above us was too wild to be held by walls.
“You won’t hurt... her!” Damon roared above all the racket. I’d recognize that voice anywhere, any time. My heart immediately jumped up into my throat. “Do whatever you want... with me... you won’t hurt... her!”
“Oh my God Lily, what’s happening? What is going on?”
“I think they’re... uh... they’re fighting,” was all I could manage to say.
A lump in my throat kept me from saying more.
“Yeah? You think so?” Devin was out of control. Where Damon was obviously furious, Devin wasn’t even... he didn’t sound human. It sounded like every single word ripped at his throat. His voice was so fearsome and unhinged that I almost felt sorry for him. “How’s that? You like that? Your mate is mine you... you...” A snarl ripped through the air, Devin’s voice carried away by his agony.
A sickening thud rang out.
And then another and another.
Each time I heard the sound, my teeth rattled, my body ached.
My stomach lurched. I don’t know how, but clear as day, I saw what was going to happen before it did.
“Get down,” I said to Cat. “Stay there.”
The instant we both huddled down and covered our heads, I felt a sucking rush of air as the cellar door was peeled back. Each hinge groaned, creaked and gave way one after another. Bolts being torn out of the concrete fixture made such a horrible scraping that my ribs ached.
“Lily!” Devin screamed, wild with lust or madness, it didn’t matter. “If you want to see your sweet Damon, you’ll come to me. Now!”
My stomach, already tied in a knot, lurched.
If he’s the one screaming for me, then...?
Cat tugged on my hand, trying to keep me from going to him, but I shoved her away. “No,” I whispered. “He’ll come down here if I don’t go up there. Whatever you do, don’t move until I say so.”
“If... if you’re sure,” she said. “If that’s what you want.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll—”
My voice trailed off, my thoughts carried away by worry for myself, but mostly for Cat and Damon. I heard Cat grind her teeth as I stuck my hand out, feeling the cold, rough concrete rasp under my palm.
“Lily?” she said softly, barely above a whisper. “Do you have a plan or something?”
“Get UP here! I’ve got Damon busted up, he won’t last long.” Devin growled, then snapped his jaws. I could only imagine what kind of shape he was in. “Unless you want me to rip hip apart, you’ll come up here right now!”
“Lily!” Cat said again, reaching out and grabbing my arm as I slid around the stairs. “Do you have a plan?”
I chewed my lip and paused for just a moment. “Yeah,” I said. “I’m gonna... see what happens. Stay down here. Don’t worry. If Damon really is up there, he won’t be hurt. He’ll help us. I just know it.” I swallowed hard, forcing my panic down into my stomach.
“NOW!”
“Yes, I’m coming,” I said. “It’s dark, I have to be careful.”
I turned the corner around the bottom of the stairs, and, looking up to the top, a pale, sickly light framed a massive black form. “Devin,” I said under my breath, as the awful shape flexed its shoulders.
From where I stood, he filled the entire doorway from shoulder to shoulder. His waist was trim, and it looked like clothes hung in tatters off his legs, but the way the light drowned him out, I couldn’t see any of the details of his body.
“Li... ly...” came in a whispered groan from the left of where Devin stood, and immediately I knew what it was, but I willed up the stairs, one trembling footfall at a time. “Lily,” he groaned so pitifully I hurt for him. “Lily... no...”
Nineteen
“You hear that?” Devin snapped his elongated jaws at the air. When he spoke, his voice was taut and pained. “He’s begging! This is the Skarachee alpha? This mess? He hardly even fought!”
Every shred of my being wanted to lash out, or charge him or something, but too much was at stake. Too much hung in the balance for me to give in to stupid impulses. Suddenly, an idea flashed into my head.
“I,” I had to pause to swallow the bile in my throat. “I am, Devin, I... wow, you’re so strong, so powerful. You really are the true alpha.”
He grunted and snorted and laughed, shuffling from side to side and then backing up so that the swinging overhead lamp illuminated his features. So bestial and ferocious, but at the same time, I couldn’t manage to tear my eyes away. His muscles rippled, flexed and relaxed with each clench of his twisted, clawed hands.
Under the stairs, Cat moved a little. Please don’t do anything stupid, please... I heard a shuffling sound and then she let out a sigh.
Damon took a deep breath that rattled when it left. I knew that if I could just hold on for a few moments he would heal enough to make another move, but looking at the thing in front of me, I had no idea how any normal person – even one as big as Damon – could do anything.
Black fur blurred the lines of his figure, but Devin’s pale yellow eyes shot a chill straight through me. “That’s it,” he said in a near-whisper. “That’s it, come here.”
I took another step forward, almost unconsciously extending my hand. No matter how awful he was or how much hate I felt, I couldn’t stop myself. Some sort of otherworldly force pulled me to the monster at the top of the stairs. He took a stuttering step backward again before again demanding that I hurry.
“Come!”
I advanced toward him slowly. Buying time, wasting time, whatever it was, I needed Damon to wake up like five minutes ago.
I punched at his prone body with my toe.
“Hey! I didn’t say anything about trying to wake sleeping beauty!” Devin’s hand shot out much further than I expected his reach to extend and he grabbed a handful of hair, almost yanking me off my feet.
He shook me, claws scraping the sides of my face. Flattening his palms against my cheeks, Devin squeezed and turned my head back and forth, studying me.
“I’ve always liked you best, you know,” he said in that grotesque, pained voice. His breath went ragged and hard. “Ever since we were together way back when, I—”
I nodded, pretending the one date at a pizza buffet could be considered a relationship. Somehow, I managed to bury snarky Lily for long enough to keep up the act.
Devin’s lips pulled away from those long yellow teeth as I rotated his position just enough that even with his hands on my face, I could see Damon out the corner of my eye.
Come on, come on, come on... Get up damn you, get up!
Humming in my mind, the path Devin’s fingers took down my cheeks burned into me. It wasn’t that I was scared – I was past fear, past terror, into a numb cocoon – it was that Damon really needed to hurry.
“That’s nice,” Devin growled. “Don’t you think? See, Lily? I can be... unnn... tender. Don’t you like that?”
Nodding, I said, “Yes, it’s very nice, Devin. You make me feel so good, so taken care of and safe.” I shot another glance to Damon, who stirred just slightly.
I channeled my thoughts, willing him to life. The little stir was all he had in him, at least right then.
“Just... imagine it, Lily,” Devin started in, snorting between the words, twisting his head back and forth like he heard or saw things that weren’t there. Or maybe he did. “All this could be ours. We Caraks could take over the whole place. Look at him.” He poked Damon with his foot. “That’s not much of a leader. He’s all the Skarachee have.”
Have you seen this place? What a beautiful kingdom. A desert, a trailer park, and some huts.
“Uh-huh,” I said.
Damon stirred again. I thought really, really hard.
“Answer me!” Devin demanded, grabbing my hair and forcing me to look in his face. “Don’t you want that?”
“Yes, yes, of course! It sounds wonderful, it...”
“What is it? What gives my mate pause? Do I need to dispatch that cub?” Devin flicked a glance to Damon and pulled an almost comically long knife out of his belt. How had I not noticed that before?
“B... but how could you kill him with that? You two have torn each other to shreds and then just—”
“Healed?” Devin snarled. “Let’s see him heal through this.” He bent and touched the blade to the side of Damon’s face.
The metal against his skin made a sickening squealing, screaming sound, and when he pulled it away, there was a black scar where it had been. “Silver,” Devin said, curling his horrible lips back in a grin. “If nothing else you’ve heard about us is true, that is, at least.”
“N – no,” I stuttered. “No, no need for that. It’ll be much worse for him if he sees you take me away. He’ll be humiliated.”
Devin nodded. Damon stirred again.
Open your eyes! Come back to me, Damon!
Both of them snapped open at once, his piercing green irises shot through with gold.
“Give up, Lily... just give up.”
He grabbed my shirt, yanking me toward him, but a split second later, Damon’s eyes focused. His first vision was of Devin’s clawed hand squeezing my throat.
The air in my lungs burned.
“Let her go,” he growled.
Where a second before he was on his back, staring, he had somehow got all the way to his feet and was crouched, ready to pounce.
“Oh, brother, you fool, I—”
Energy exploded as Damon’s legs propelled him ten feet across the room. He drove his shoulder straight into Devin’s gut, and slammed him against the concrete wall, crushing the air from his lungs. Devin let out a loud, mocking laugh that was tinged with a little bit of blood in the corner of his mouth.
Damon drove his elbow into Devin’s wrist, and the long knife clattered to the floor.
“How do you expect to win?” Devin cackled, blood on his teeth.
It didn’t take long for me to realize the blood was from him, not from Damon.
As my beautiful Damon’s shoulders grew wider, his shirt split down the middle. His legs swelled, tearing his dark jeans until they hung in tatters from his trim waist.
“I... won’t... let... you hurt...” He drew a ragged breath and turned to me. “Lily.”
Underneath his ripping clothes, gray – no, more like mercury, quicksilver – fur grew from his skin, his face elongated, but still looked like Damon. They were both massive, both lined with hard, flexing muscle, but compared to Devin, who was twisted and horrible and full of rage, Damon looked calm.
This is what Poko told me about for the story. How the clans split, one half giving in to rage and hate while the other refused. Carak and Skarachee.
My stomach turned as the two alphas finally met each other’s eyes.
“You’ve changed, brother,” Devin said with a sneer. “About time. What did it? What finally got you angry enough? Was it seeing me with Lily?”
“No,” Damon replied, calmly. “I don’t hate you. I’m not angry. I... I feel sorry for you.”
Damon’s gaze was cold, dispassionate. Devin’s was full of hellfire.
“You sound like a boy scout,” the wolf crushed against the wall spat.
One punch, then another, turned Devin’s head back and forth. His cackling laugh turned into haunting, insane babble. Damon threw a third one, but Devin moved away at the last moment and Damon’s fist slammed into the wall, sending a spray of concrete in a ring around it. He grunted and recoiled, but not before his brother slashed his chest with his dagger-like claws.
Damon threw back his head, roaring in pain, but when Devin tried to throw another punch, Damon grabbed his hand in mid-air.
A sickening crunch sent the rage-filled brother to his knees. “Is that enough, Devin?”
Devin threw another punch. Damon easily grabbed that hand too, and pushed down so hard the floor creaked and dented. But still, he struggled. “You will... never win... Damon,” Devin growled. “Not without... giving in.”
“No,” Damon said. “I’m not like you.”
Devin’s hand moved around, scrabbling for something. His fingers close around the hilt of that huge dagger and I surged forward, knowing Damon hadn’t seen.
“Lily! No!” he shouted, but I was already in the air. Devin’s hand flashed, silver moonlight bouncing off the blade.
Right where my collarbones met, I felt pressure, but no puncture.
I fell. A grunt of pain escaped me, and my hand went to my throat. A long, thin, shallow cut trailed from the center of my chest to my shoulder. “The tooth,” I said, sucking air. “It stopped the knife. I—”
“Enough!” Damon roared, lifting his brother off the ground by the throat, then slamming him to the floor again. The knife clattered near the entrance to the cellar, ten or fifteen feet from where the giants clashed.
Muscles flexed, Damon gritted his teeth, squeezing Devin’s throat so hard that the cords in his massive, silver-lined neck and forearm went tight.
Then, a groan escaped the slightly smaller, black half-wolf, and his hand relaxed.
“Damon!” I shouted. “No! Don’t kill him! You know what Poko said, he—”
Devin thrashed again then went limp. He was still breathing, but only barely. “Damon,” I said, “I love you. I’m safe.” I ran to him, wrapping my arms around his massive shoulders and collapsed against his burning hot skin. “There’s no need for this.”
A shudder crept through Damon, and he clenched his eyes tight for a moment.
I kissed his neck, I kissed his cheek. “Please,” I whispered. “Be stronger than him.”
He tightened up one more time, one last squeeze. And then he released his grip.
“Oh my God I can’t believe you’re here,” I said, falling across him and letting my emotions completely overwhelm me. “This is all so... I can’t... I just...”
Wracked with sobs, I couldn’t speak anymore. I could hardly think. The rush of pain from the long cut across my chest throbbed, but I hardly noticed.
“He cut you,” Damon said. When he spoke softly, his lupine voice wasn’t very different from his normal one.
“No, don’t worry about that,” I said, placing my hand on his face. “You’re incredible Damon, the tooth, that thing you gave me, it somehow deflected the knife. It’s just a tiny cut.”
He grabbed the shredded collar of his white t-shirt and ripped it off, fashioning an around-the-chest bandage for me before cradling me in his arms. “It’s only for you,” he said. “If not for you, I would have laid there and died. Or I would have killed...”
I kissed him again, feeling the hard hairs on his face retract under my lips. When next I opened my eyes, he was fully human again, and looking very, very tired.
“Hello? Is everyone okay?” Cat’s voice came from the stairwell. I’d almost forgotten about her in all the activity. “Devin?” she said when she saw him lying on the ground. “Is he...?”
“No,” I said, “he’s alive.”
“Good,” Cat replied. “I wanted to do this myself. After everything this asshole did to me, I’ve been waiting for this.”
She let out a high pitched wail and charged.
“Cat! No!” I screamed, but too late to stop her from leaping.
At exactly the last possible second, Damon turned and saw the knife in her hand. Instinctively, he stuck his arm out, catching the blade with his own hand.
“Ah! God, it burns!” he cried out, squeezing the knife and howling in pain.
The blade screamed against his flesh for a split second, smoke filling the air. When Cat came to her senses, she let go and fell backwards.
“Oh no,” she whimpered. “Oh Jesus, Damon I’m so sorry, I... I didn’t mean to... that bastard deserves to die for what he did to me.”
Damon held his hand with the other, then opened it and flexed his fingers. That’s when I noticed that the mark on his face had faded to a trace. The one on his palm went from black to angry red, and obviously hurt.
“That’s silver,” she said blinking at him. “Devin said silver was the only way to kill one of you.”
He shook his head. “I thought so too, but...”
Cat was shaking, trembling, and crying. Damon stood up and went to her, plucking her off the ground and yanking the leather jacket Devin had been wearing off the tabletop and wrapping it around her shoulders. “Everything’s fine,” he said. “I’m okay.”
He turned his palm, showing it to her as the wound healed. “Just hurt for a second. The most important thing is that you didn’t do anything that you’d regret. I can live with some pain, but I doubt you could live with killing someone.”
I couldn’t believe the things coming out of his mouth. Such soft strength; such quiet power, and such tender caring even though he was, well, a giant.
Caitlyn grabbed his big forearms, and he held her against his chest. “Shh,” he said, calming her like he would a scared child. “You’re fine. Everyone’s safe.”
Beside me, Devin groaned. I had to restrain myself from kicking him in the head. He was so close that it wouldn’t have taken anything more than a step and a punt...
“You,” Damon said, turning his attention to his brother. “Leave.”
“L... leave? Why didn’t you kill me?”
“Skarachee do not kill. You’re not one of us, not anymore. Leave.”
Devin’s mouth was shaking as he sat up. “Leave? Where will I go? Where—”
Damon waved his hand. “Doesn’t matter. You and your people will leave and never come back. You have two days to get your message to your clan. As for you,” he bent down, grabbed Devin’s hair and pulled him to his feet. “You leave now.” He pressed something into his brother’s hand.
“What’s this?”
“Keys. To my motorcycle. Take it and go.”
Devin started laughing. Of course he started laughing. “You can’t do that, you can’t control my clan,” he said. “You’re not their alpha. I am.”
“They won’t have an alpha if you don’t do as I say.” Damon’s voice was flat. His eyes were narrowed to slits. “Now.”
“This won’t stand,” Devin said as he finally decided on a tactical retreat. “This won’t last. I’ll be back, and when I do, it’ll be with an army. You won’t take the territory without a war.”
“You won’t take it with one,” Damon whispered as Devin started the bike and the tires whipped a muffled path into the distance.
Overhead, the light bulb that had been swinging on a chain popped. The silver moonlight spilling through the west-facing window was our only light, but it was enough for me to see the resolve on Damon’s face.
“Are you sure?” I asked.
“I love you Lily, with all my heart,” he answered. “But don’t question my decisions when it comes to my people. I am as sure as I’ve ever been. There aren’t many Carak, and they’re territorial. If Devin somehow gathers them, we’ll deal with it then. Understand?”
God I loved it when he talked like that. His gentle strength made me ache and burn for him, even with all that happened. It kinda made me blush that the only thing I could think of was having him underneath me. “Yes,” I said softly. “Yes, I see what you mean.”
He grunted. “Come on,” he said. “People will be worried. People have missed us.”
Outside, Cat ran to the back seat and buckled in as fast as anything I’ve ever seen. Damon turned to me when we had a moment alone.
“You saved me,” he said, pulling me close to his chest. “Without you, I’d have killed him.”
I brushed his long, black hair out of his face and kissed as high up his neck as I could manage on my tip-toes. “I’m not the only one who got saved. You were amazing, Damon. You’re everything I ever wanted.”
“Even if I don’t talk about my feelings enough?”
He kissed my neck, his lips trembling against my goose-bumped skin. Somehow I didn’t care much about a protracted discussion right then. “We’ll... mmm... we’ll work on it.”
Damon laughed that solid, resonant laugh he had and held me tight. “I want to do horrible things to you right now,” he said.
I blushed so hard I think my toes turned red. “Did you just say that, Damon?” I giggled wildly.
“You heard me,” he growled in my ear, kissing my neck again. “Right here, under the moon. Seems kinda fitting, doesn’t it? Although I guess it’s rude to do this with Cat in the car.”
A sly grin went across Damon’s lips. “Unless you think it’s too dark for her to see?”
“Oh stop! Let’s hurry though,” I said. “You’re not the only one with thoughts like that. I need you worse than ever. I need to feel you, I guess, to make sure all this is real.”
“It is,” he said, tilting my eyes to his moonlight-lit face. “As unbelievable as it is, this is all real.”
I let a long, drawling breath slip out of my mouth. “Let’s go,” I said.
He nodded and turned to the car.
“And Damon?”
“Huh?”
“I wasn’t joking about you hurrying. I mean it. I want that foot on the gas pedal. Get me?”
Damon reached under the steering column and effortlessly sparked the ignition.
“I’m so glad you know how to do that,” I said with half a smirk.
His smile flashed in the moon, and as I climbed into the car beside him, and took his hand, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to last even the hour it would take to get back home.
Twenty
“Poko seemed happy,” I said, lying back on the blanket that Damon laid out and stared up through the trees into the stars above. “Relieved may be a better word.”
“I can’t believe he was at your grandpa’s house the whole time, and I can’t believe that you somehow knew more about me and the clan than I did. How did you manage that?” Damon reclined beside me and slipped an arm under my neck.
I rolled to face him, and breathed him in. “I’m an investigative journalist,” I said with a feigned pout on my lips. “That’s what I do!”
He laughed softly. “Well, that’s good. I’m glad you’re making your way. That story’s gonna be great,” Damon said, kissing me softly, and pulling a deep breath through his nose. “All your stories are great. Can’t wait to read it.”
“Yeah? You already know everything it’ll say. What’s the fun in reading something when you already know the ending?”
Damon’s chest shook with a soft chuckle. He hadn’t bothered to replace his torn up shirt when we got back to town. We just dropped Cat off, went back to grandpa’s house to check in, and found him and Poko sitting there waiting. We had a really short little chat with them that involved a lot of people saying how proud they were of others, but the only thing on either of our minds was getting out of there and to our special place in the forest, the place we first made love as the moon rose.
“Do I know the ending?” he asked, stroking my neck with his fingertips. “Or is all this just starting?”
Just being near him filled me with warmth. “You’re the big alpha who marked me, aren’t you? I’m bound to you for life. Hard to say the ending isn’t already written, isn’t it?” I leaned against him, laying my head on his shoulder. “Why did it take so long for us to get here?”
“Too much in the way,” he said. “And fate isn’t an ending. Destiny is just... a word.”
“You’re a poet too now? What happened to stoic, unfeeling Damon? What happened to the boy who wouldn’t say more than three words at a time?”
“You did.”
In one smooth motion, Damon swept me to a side and slid himself between my knees, making me giggle uncontrollably. The cargo shorts he put on before we came out here barely held the long thickness that brushed my leg when he arranged himself. He propped himself up on his elbows and stared straight into my eyes.
“I’d be dead without you, Lily,” he said. His voice was low and rumbling and made my whole body ache. He ran his fingers around my face, down my chest, and let them settle on the soft skin just underneath the bottom of my shirt.
Carefully, he undid the bottom button.
“And you’re thanking me by not tearing this shirt apart?” I smiled and ran my hands through his hair. “You saved my life Damon. I don’t know why you keep telling me it was the other way around.”
He kissed my neck, then my collarbones, then my chin. “I don’t mean what you think I do,” he said before sucking on my bottom lip and letting his teeth clack together in a gentle bite. “You made me realize I was better than him. If I’d have killed Devin...”
“No,” I whispered. “Don’t talk about that. It’s over. It’s the past. He’s gone.”
“For now,” he pushed my shirt up my belly and lowered his head to kiss around my navel in a circle. “He’ll be back.”
I leaned my head left, then right, relishing the tingles that crept up all the way to my neck, prickling my nipples. My whole body, every nerve, seemed to flare to life at once. Electricity eased through me, pulsing pleasure in waves that radiated from my core out.
The stars burned, twinkling silently, and a meteor streaked across the sky as Damon’s tongue painted a slow circle around my bellybutton. His fingers trickling along either side of my torso sent chills up that his tongue turned into waves of slick heat when they went down and wrapped between my legs, around my thighs, cascading down my legs.
“We’ll worry about him then,” I gasped, grabbing his hair and making him look at me. “For now it’s just us,” I said. “Us alone.”
I moaned quietly as his fingers crept up my legs, underneath my short-cuffed shorts. “You going to write about this in your story?” He asked, pressing against my softest skin with a sweet brush of his fingertip. “Or would that make it seem like you had an unfair bias?”
That got me giggling furiously. “No, I think I’ll leave this bit out. The Times is a respectable paper, you know.”
Smiling, I let him take me away; away from the pain and the fear. In his arms, I was whole, we were whole. We were one soul with two bodies. I never wanted this blissed moment to ever stop, not even for a second.
His fingers pushed deep, then blazed a trail around me. I felt my slick, expectant heat warm me through. By the time his first fingertip entered me, there was nothing I could do but look at the moon and breathe his name. “Damon.”
“It sounds so beautiful when you say it like that. Everything you do sounds beautiful.” He pushed deeper, slowly rotating inside me, curling his finger against my sweetest place. I wondered if the noise I just made sounded as pretty as Damon seemed to think the others did.
“Why,” I gasped as his tongue did a dance against my body. “Why do you think I’m so great, Damon?”
His answer was a smile and then a kiss and a long caress of my body with the fingers that weren’t pleasing my sex. Lingering at each button for a half second, he let my shirt be carried open by the breeze, and kissed from my bellybutton to between my breasts before he undid the clasp and opened my bra.
The instant the cool air hit, a chill crept through me, but a second after that, he warmed me with another slow, patient lap all the way down the middle line of my body. I ached for him, yearned for him to be inside me, but at the same time I didn’t want his slow path up the mountain to end.
“Unzip me,” he whispered. “I need you.”
I reached down and slid the teeth of his zipper open one at a time. I reached in to hold him, and curled my fingers around his member, squeezing him, releasing him, in time with my pounding heart.
Gently he undid my shorts, slid them down, kissing down my leg to my knee as he went.
“Is this... all there is?” I asked as he came back up, lingering on my folds and then back to my lips where he sucked, swirling his tongue against mine. I guided him inside, and felt him slide deep. My breath shuddered in my chest.
“Do you need more?” He moved against me, sucked a kiss on my lips, then my neck. He pulled back until his tip almost left my delicate folds, then he thrust back in, forcing air from my lungs in a howling groan of pleasure. “Tell me what you need and I’ll give you everything you want Lily, my love.”
As our bodies moved together, he breathed into me, and I exhaled for the two of us. I clutched my hands hard on his smooth, muscular back, and dug in with my nails that got him to hiss. “So... so good,” I moaned. “You make me feel... perfect.”
Faster, faster, to match the beating of our hearts, he moved in me, out and back in. Sucking hard on my neck, milking the pleasure from my lips, and then kissing it away when I reached for him, Damon made my whole being ache.
“Deeper, beautiful, push it deeper,” I moaned, whispering barely louder than the wind. “Fill me up.”
I tilted my hips to allow him as far as he could go, but he stopped cold.
“What?” I asked. “Is something wrong?”
He smiled. “Absolutely nothing,” he said. “I just want to... well...” He pulled away from me, leaving a void where he’d been. “Come here.”
On my hands and knees, I looked back and grinned. “Is this what you want?”
“Beautiful,” he moaned, pushing all the way into me with one slow, teasing, gentle motion. He shuddered as his heat tickled my sex, and then pulled away, groaning as he did.
“Faster,” I moaned, “I can’t... I can’t hold on, you’re so deep. Take me, Damon, make me yours right here, under this big, wonderful moon.”
His muscles went taut at exactly the moment mine did. I felt his heartbeat inside me as he filled me further with every motion he made. Every tiny movement made me shake, every breath brought me closer to the edge.
Damon’s powerful arm cradled my belly, his fingers danced across my clit. “I can’t... I can’t... Damon, you’re making me... mmm... I...”
“Let go,” he whispered, sucking my ear and massaging my aching nipple. “Let go... with me. Together,” he said. “Always together.”
As he drove deep, my world went white and waves radiated from the deepest part of my center, spreading goosebumps as they went.
He stiffened, and I felt him release as my whole body went rigid, holding him, clenching him. Damon swelled in me, locking us together as the both of us held our breath, and let our ecstasy melt us together.
In that moment, with our bodies locked, inseparable, I was not afraid of the future, or of Devin, or of anything else. It was all as it was supposed to be.
Damon fell to one side, breathing hard, with sweat running down his neck.
“All that matters is that we’re together,” I whispered, completing my own thought out loud.
He kissed my neck, and turned me to face him. “No matter what,” he said. “No matter what comes next. All that matters is that it’s you and me, here... now.”
I stared straight into his eyes, intertwining my fingers with his. “Promise?”
“I promise,” he said.
I curled up, with my head on his chest, and closed my eyes, feeling the thump-thump of his heart calm.
“That’s...” I kissed him again, and closed my eyes, safe against my Damon’s chest. “All I needed to hear.”
*
“Who’s that?” Damon slid my phone across the table. “Some number from New York?”
I grabbed the phone. “Hush! My story came out yesterday. I figured Jolie was going to call, but I didn’t think it’d be this quick.” I stood up and moved to the door, looking at Grandpa Joe rooting around with a cactus as I stepped outside.
“Hello?”
“There she is!” Jolie was practically bubbling. “Did you see it?”
I grinned. “Yeah, it looks great,” I just don’t know how people are going to take it. I mean, it is a pretty wild story.”
“Well, Miss Kyle, that’s one thing you don’t need to worry about. Weirdest thing happened.” She took a deep breath and sighed. “It was a pretty normal sales day. But then, the letters started up... emails, tweets, are you sitting down?”
“No,” I said, “should I be?”
“I think you might. And, Lily, if you could put me on speaker or something... is Damon around? He is real, right?”
I snorted a laugh. “Yeah, of course. I’m not inventive enough to make all that up. He’s inside, just a sec. Let me go in there.”
From where he sat, Damon looked up, charming me with those impossibly gorgeous eyes. “What’s up?”
I shrugged, sat down and put the phone on the table, putting it to speaker. “All right, we’re here.”
“Damon?” Jolie said.
“Yes ma’am? Hello?”
“I’ve got some pretty incredible news for you two. I hope you’re ready.”
He shot me a glance and cocked an eyebrow. “Uh, sure, of course. What is it?”
“Go ahead, we’re listening,” I chimed in. I shrugged at Damon, who continued to stare at me with a giant question mark on his face.
“What would you say if I told you that you were going to get two letters in the mail?”
“Uh,” I paused. “Paycheck?”
“I knew I liked you,” she said. “But no, two besides that. One from Atlantic Quarterly, who wants you to expand this thing to ten-thousand words, and one from my friend Greg. He’s an agent and wants to sell this thing as a book.”
My jaw hit the floor. Two thousand words. A nothing story, just me telling the truth. They wanted a book?
“I can tell you are having the reaction I thought you would. Enjoy it you two. Just maybe send me an idea every now and then? I’d love to have you on staff permanently if possible. You could even work from Arizona if you wanted, but we can hash out the details later.”
Standing up, I pushed the chair back across the floor and let out a silent scream. Damon stood up, grinning from ear to ear, and wrapped his arms around me.
“Hello?” Jolie said. “You there?”
“Yes I’m sorry,” I said all at once. “That’s incredible! Thank you so much! So, so, so much!”
“It was nothing. After all, you did all the work. Enjoy it. I’ll talk to you soon?”
I nodded like she could see. “Of... of course, yeah, of course. Talk to you soon.”
The line went dead, and a kiss warmed me from the lips to the tips of my fingers.
“I knew you could do it,” he said. “I’m so proud of you.”
“You're proud of me? It seems like kind of a minor thing, recording a story and sending it off, after what you went through. It was your story.”
He kissed my head along the part of my hair. “I wasn’t alone,” he said softly. “You told our story. And now you’re going to tell more of it.”
“Are you sure?” I looked up into his eyes. “Is it okay for me to write this? Won’t it put you in danger?”
“Lily,” he took a deep breath, smiling. “I thought these were just crazy stories your grandpa told you. Who would ever believe old grandpa stories?”
Relaxing my head on his chest, I breathed him in, letting his scent fill me. “What if I screw it up? What if it... I don’t even know, I’m just rambling.”
“No more fear,” he said. “I’ve got you and you have me. You’re gonna do great.”
“Okay, you’re right,” I smiled up at him. “What then? What do we do after that?”
He pursed his lips and moved his head from side to side. “We’ll figure it out. But right now, I think we should do exactly what your friend said there. Come on.”
Grabbing my hand, Damon led me outside, past Grandpa Joe and to the new motorcycle he finished building about a week before. With a sly grin, he tossed me a helmet. “Hop on,” he said.
“Where are we going? Not many celebration sorts of places in Fort Branch.”
“I know one.”
“Yeah?” I threw my leg over the back of the seat, hugging close behind him.
“One of those absolutely disgusting garlic, corned beef, horseradish and rye sandwiches sound good?”
I laughed maybe harder than I ever had. “Yeah, okay,” I said. “Take me to heaven.”
“Funny way to put it.” He kicked the throttle.
As we sped along Fort Branch’s one major thoroughfare, I stared at the beginning of a setting sun through my helmet’s dark shade. There was so much to do, so much to prepare for what Poko called a ‘reunion of the clan’ to anoint the new alpha. And now, I had a book to write, and another article to write, neither of which existed ten minutes before.
But right then, the most important thing was right in front of me.
I hugged Damon tight, glad I found him, glad he found me, again.
For someone who craves routines, it sure didn’t take me long to adjust to this change.
Maybe that’s how you know when something finally goes right.
The End
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Special Bonus Excerpt – SHIFT INTO ME
For years, budding journalist and recent high school graduate Lily Kyle wanted to spread her wings. Lily’s corner of the world, small desert town Fort Branch, feels more like a prison than a home. For all its faults, Fort Branch is all she’s really known, and leaving stopped mattering so much once she was claimed by a werewolf alpha.
When Damon King – her lupine soulmate and newly-inducted alpha – is called to the werewolf-run town of Scagg’s Valley to investigate a pair of murders, Lily gets a hunch. Something isn’t right, and while she can’t put her finger on exactly what, she’s not about to let Damon head out west without her.
Danger rears its ugly head a thousand miles from everything Lily has ever known, and she finds out the hard way that sometimes, she can’t rely on Damon to save her. Lily has to do the saving.
Will ancient magic, a rogue wolf warlock, and a string of terrible murders tear Lily and Damon apart? Or will the alpha and his mate learn to rely on each other, themselves, and their love to find a path through the darkness?
Chapter One
Nothing ever stays the same for very long, does it?
Things just have to change, have to move.
Shake off the cobwebs, crack those knuckles and stretch those shoulders.
Gotta stretch those wings, even when the last thing in the world you want is to curl up and stay right where you are.
Everything changes, sometimes in a heartbeat.
With the desert speeding by on either side of us, I gripped the seat of Damon’s bike with my thighs and wrapped my arms around his stomach as tight as I could. He didn’t want me with him on this trip, but I didn’t let him leave without me. Somehow, I got the feeling that he’d be happy I was along for the ride, even if it took two days to convince him.
Just a feeling I had.
“Look over there,” Damon’s voice was soft and almost placid in the helmet’s speaker. He cut into the last verse of Life is a Highway. He’d been playing that every four or five songs because if nothing else, Damon King, my werewolf Alpha boyfriend, is a big, giant, cheese-ball. “See that?”
He tilted his head as we blasted past bluffs standing sentinel off to the north. Huge, red spires sticking defiantly out of the desert, they seemed to be out of place, like someone put them there after the rest of the scene was finished.
“Yeah? They’re kinda weird.”
No reply.
I stuck my finger in the side of my helmet and pushed the microphone down again. “What are they?”
“They’re weird,” he said.
“Well yes, thank you.” I shook my head, grinning. “Anything special about them?”
Taking a hand off the handlebars, Damon rubbed my leg. He squeezed gently just below my knee. Just his doing that was enough to send a surge through me.
“Ten and two,” I said with a little giggle. “Or whatever the motorcycle safety equivalent is.”
Damon let out a soft laugh. “Yeah, yeah. I got this thing under control. Anyway, they’re supposed to be some kind of mystical place. I remember my parents talking about them.”
I nodded, only half-aware that he couldn’t see me, and let my thoughts drift as we passed the spires.
Parents.
My thoughts drifted back to the first time I saw Damon when he moved to Arizona. We were both sophomores, and I was a little... different, I guess is a nice way to put it. My parents died about eight years before that, and I lived with my Grandpa Joe. Our little hometown – Fort Branch – was more a place people ran away from instead of toward.
Damon and I hit it off right away. We did all the high-school-like things, and over the year or so we were together, I fell so hard for him that it almost broke my neck. Damon listened to me talk about everything.
Talk and talk and talk, it didn’t matter what I said, he always gave me We had our ups and downs, mostly because I expected him to be as open-lipped as I am, and he helped me through a lot of hard times. For some reason, my parents’ death didn’t really hit me until I was with Damon. I’ll never forget how long he sat with me, how patiently he coaxed me out of the shell I built up around myself.
Then it all fell apart.
I thought he was pushing me away, so I pushed back way too hard. I wanted him to be someone he wasn’t, I guess. It took a couple of years, and a whole lot of searching, but eventually we ended up right where we were supposed to be – with me behind him on a motorcycle heading west.
“My Skarachee,” he said, interrupting my thoughts. “They seem really nervous about this.”
Oh that’s the other thing – Damon is the fledgling Alpha of a pack of werewolves. I guess that’s an important point.
My whole life changed so much over the course of the previous few weeks, what with learning I was the fated mate of the Skarachee alpha, being pursued by the alpha of the rival Carak clan, who turns out to be Damon’s brother, and then somehow writing a prize-winning story for the New York Times... it’s one of those situations where living in complete unreality made my head spin just enough that the whole world being a little askew became my new normal.
“How are you doing with it?” I asked. “Seems like a pretty intense thing to have to deal with your first week on the job.”
He hadn’t been Alpha for two days when his elder, Poko, told him about the murders. Two middle-aged Skarachee, found in very... concerning... circumstances. He wanted Damon to investigate, to figure out who was behind it. Somehow, that seemed like a fitting initiation duty.
Damon shrugged. “This is my new life. Our new life I guess, since you don’t seem willing to let me do anything on my own.” There was a grin that tilted the tone in his voice.
“As much as you hate to admit it,” I said, “you’re glad I didn’t let you go alone. While we’re at it, uh, I don’t know how to ask this without being a little morbid, but I am a working journalist and all...”
“Let me guess, you want to know how two dead werewolves haven’t been found by the police?”
“Yeah,” I said, “or started acting like, you know, bodies.”
“When we die, we don’t do the same things that normal people do with all the stiffening and the—”
“Blech, right, so you don’t do things like normal people. Got it.”
“Anyway, our spirits just kind of leave, and our bodies dry up.”
Widening my eyes, I stared at him for a second. “You turn into mummies.”
“Yeah, more or less. Ancient elder alphas, like Poko, they sorta mummify while they’re alive. It’s creepy, but anyway, that’s why. The pack left them just like they were found. Apparently, the town shaman, a guy named Wilton, is the one who happened upon the bodies.”
“Wow, okay, well that’s good,” I said with a wincing smile. “Shaman, they’re used to handling mummies. I, uh, guess.”
Damon laughed softly into his microphone and tilted his head to the sky.
Overhead, the afternoon was getting a little long in the tooth. I reached for the wolf fang that hung around my throat. Damon gave it to me after I nursed him back to health following his first nasty clash with his brother Devin as kind of a promise.
That night was the first time we made love. That’s when he marked me. ‘Marked’ being werewolf-language for ‘claimed me as his forever.’
Ever since, we’d been inseparable, even with a few bumps in the road. When I was with him, I felt safe, secure. And I gave him the same feeling.
“Listen, Lily,” he said. “This could be bad.”
“Murders? Bad? What’s that you say?”
“Come on. Get serious for a minute,” he said.
Serious wasn’t something I was good at, but I’d fake it until I made it.
“Sorry,” I said. “I’m just deflecting.”
The moon had started its climb on the horizon, and with it, the warmth of the motorcycle’s saddle and my arms around Damon’s waist all worked together, weaving a spell over me. I lay my head on his back and felt the road pulse through the both of us.
“We don’t know who did this – or what did this – so I just know that my wanting you to stay behind doesn’t have anything to do with us. It’s just—”
With a sharp lean, Damon dipped down, and dodged a lump of shredded tire rubber in the road.
“Jesus,” I swore under my breath.
“You all right?” There was the hand on my knee again. This is a boy who knew how to make me want things I shouldn’t want, given the circumstances.
“Anyway, what were you saying?”
“Oh,” he said. “Just that it wasn’t me not wanting to be with you. I’m just... after Devin, I’m a little wary of anything happening to you. I know it’s not your favorite thing in the world, but you’re more important to me than...”
“Everything is fine,” I laughed, squeezing his shoulder. “I’m fine, I promise.”
Normally I hate people taking care of me. I want to make my own way, be my own woman, but with Damon, it was different.
It had barely been a month since Devin almost killed him, but in that time, we’d fallen into a really, really good routine. I wrote, Damon worked his part time bus-boy job at the tavern down the street from my house – the idea of my huge, muscle-bound, werewolf boyfriend busing tables never got old, by the way – and then he’d come home and we’d go out and do stuff I never imagined doing with anyone, ever.
We looked at the stars, we played around... it was just really pure, really good. And then two days prior to us being on the road to California, Damon learned about the murders.
He came in really late one night, just as I was about to go to bed. “I gotta go, Lily,” he told me. “Have to go back home. Something’s happened.”
It took me a full day to get anything out of him. He finally told me that the two Skarachee were found tied up in silver chains, and had awful things done to them. When I first told him I wanted to go with him, his response was predictable: “I can’t put you in danger, Lily. I just can’t do that to you.” He had said, in his worried, very serious, and yet somehow sexy Damon voice. “I can’t... no, I won’t.”
An hour or so after he made his stance very firm and clear, I had managed to convince him otherwise; even though he’s the pack Alpha, he is still susceptible to certain torture methods. I remembered the sweat running down his chest, the way I kissed him, the way he felt... I couldn’t help but smile.
But that’s not why I insisted on coming along. The second he told me about the murders, I started getting flashes of visions, or premonitions, like waking dreams. I told Damon, but he dismissed what I said as just an overactive imagination.
I had a feeling though, a hunch, and I’ve learned to take those seriously.
The visions I had were really strange though, kind of tilted at an angle and hazy. They didn’t seem like my normal imagination, but then again, they didn’t seem like much anything except daydreams.
Right before we left, Poko had the strangest look on his face when he saw me. “Be safe, Lily, though... I think there is more to you than either of us knew,” he had said.
It threw me for a loop, but seriously, I’d learned to take a lot in stride. It’s funny how the werewolf thing took a backseat to me learning to trust Damon instead of questioning everything he said and did, and assuming he always had some ulterior motive.
After dodging another lump of something in the road, Damon pulled off to the shoulder. “I think that’s about enough for today,” he said as he pulled his helmet off and shook out his hair.
Running his fingers through his black mane, he caught a shred of the impending dusk and almost glowed.
“Are you sure?” I turned to face him, sliding off my helmet. “Seems like we should hurry.”
“No sense in rushing tonight just to get ourselves hurt. Let’s get out to the base of one of those spires and set up camp. Shouldn’t take ten minutes to get there.”
“Camp? You brought a tent?” I said. “How did I miss that?”
Damon shrugged, smiled, and pulled me against his body. With those muscled forearms around my waist, he kissed me deep and sweet. His short, raspy stubble tickled my chin, and he gave my neck a gentle squeeze as he swirled his tongue between my lips and sucked gently as he pulled away.
“What,” I said with a deep breath, “what was that?”
“I’ve been waiting about three hundred miles to do that,” he said with a sly grin. “Come on, get back on. We’re gonna need as much rest as we can get.”
By the time we got off the bike and Damon threw the tent that he’d somehow snuck underneath my seat without me noticing, there had been two strange crescendos of waxing and waning vibrations that tickled the base of my skull.
It was a deep-seated rumbling sound that almost hurt as it peaked, and then faded so quickly I almost forgot it happened.
He kicked off his boots, pulled off his shirt and stretched out on the pallet I had arranged in the tent floor.
“Do you think there’s anything to what you said about these spires?” I asked as I pulled off my shirt. My skin prickled all up and down my chest as a desert breeze blew in from the open flap. “My head’s been buzzing since we got about halfway here.”
Damon cocked an eyebrow and motioned for me to join him. Just sitting felt good. Lying down with my head in the crook of his huge arm was even better.
“About them being sacred?” He lifted my head just enough to tilt me toward him. “What do you think?”
Only inches apart, I could feel the heat of his breath curling around my neck. When I sucked a breath through my nose, his scent filled me as his heartbeat thumped in my ear. My whole world, in that moment, was Damon King. The vibrations stopped, along with the quiver in my neck and the rumble in my mind.
In moments like that, who gives a shit about a couple of rocks?
I stared at him for a moment, memorizing every whisker, every curve and line of his face, and those green eyes with the flecks of grey running from the inside of his irises out. I don’t know why, but it seemed really important that I not look away from him.
A hand slid down my back, under my shorts, and then to the front where he unbuttoned me.
“You don’t waste any time, do you?” I said with a smile as I did the same to him.
“I have a feeling we’re gonna be busy soon,” he said. “I started wanting you halfway across Arizona. By the time we hit the state line, it turned into needing.”
He rolled my head closer, kissing me deep and hard, urgently pushing my lips apart and tasting me.
I pushed him backwards, so that he was flat on his back and straddled his trim, but wide waist. Tracing Damon’s muscle along the middle of his chest, then going gently brushing my fingertip across a spiderweb of scars, I drew a deep breath as he guided himself inside me. My body clenched around him, almost like it was the first time we were together.
He slid in so slowly that by the time we were fully together, I felt like an eternity passed. His heat against me, inside me, the rise and fall of his chest, and our bodies moving as one faster and faster, lulled me into bliss.
I fell forward, desperately clenching the sheets underneath us as Damon pushed up, and I gave up trying to hold off. He clutched me against his muscled body, the two of us breathing as one. Held tight against my Alpha, I took a long, slow breath that dripped out of my lips as I exhaled. Damon swelled inside me, and pleasure shook me from my center out, sending tendrils snaking from my core to my toes.
“No matter what happens,” I said as Damon’s body held me close, “it’s you and me, right?”
Damon smiled. Even though it was dark, and I could hardly see his outline, I felt his smile. “Now and forever.”
For a few blissed moments, Damon’s thickness expanded, forcing us to stay together, breathing, and staring into one another’s eyes.
When his bulge subsided sooner than I would’ve liked, I slid off him, still slightly shaking, and curled up against his side.
“Forever,” I repeated. Just saying the word was sweet on my tongue.
I closed my eyes as his breathing evened out. With his arm underneath me, and his huge fingers brushing my naked hip, sleep took me.
My dream that night started with the two of us, laying there. It was like my consciousness lifted out of my body and floated to the corner of the tent. There I floated, watching. Then, growing bored at watching myself snore, it slid through the fabric, into the air, where it caught an updraft.
Zooming upward toward the stars, I got a vague sense of panic at the speed of my spirit’s ascent.
Up, up, up I went.
I felt like a kid with my face plastered against the front glass of a car going through a dark tunnel. The lights whipped by one after another.
When finally I turned, I saw the whole desert spread out in front of me. Our little tent, tucked underneath a clump of scrub trees, was all alone, in the utter dark night.
But then I saw dots of light begin to sparkle, like stars on the ground. One after another, they popped into view until the whole world below me was lit. Up there, my spirit took a long, slow lap, never looking away from the lights in the sky, on the ground, wherever they were.
Are these people? Fires? Towns?
It reminded me of those “The World after Dark” maps that show the lights on in all the houses from space, but in this view, the cities – Phoenix and Los Angeles... or at least where I thought they were – were dark. It was the out places, the parts of the map that don’t even have city names on them, that were alive with light.
And then, all the little dots started changing colors. Some red, some green, some blue, and some of the dots switching back and forth.
Suddenly, my serenity began to shake. Violent vibrations throttled my spirit’s vision, and it was like gravity finally figured out I was up in the air. I sped down, plummeting with horrible speed straight to the earth. One by one, the lights on the ground below blinked out as I sped downward.
The tent Damon and I were in came back into clear view, no longer one point of light out of a million, but the only one I could see.
My spirit screamed past his bike, pushed apart the tent flaps, and slammed straight into my body.
“Lily?” Damon’s voice was the first thing I heard. “Lily? You in there?”
I opened my eyes, staring at him and trembling, trying to get my bearings. “I... I think I just went somewhere,” I said.
“Are you okay? You were shaking, moaning, and saying words I couldn’t make out.”
Taking a deep breath, I held it until my thudding heart slowed a little. I was in his arms I realized. “Yeah,” I said. “It was just a dream. A really weird dream.”
He let out a slow sigh. “Okay,” he said. “Just... making sure.” Softly, he lay back down, keeping me close.
I curled up again, but this time threaded my fingers between his.
“I’ve never been this far from Grandpa for so long. Well, since my parents...”
“Hey, hey,” Damon whispered, curling his fingers against my skin. “Everything’s fine. We got each other, right?”
Nestling down against his chest, I let Damon’s warmth fill me all the way through. “Yeah,” I said. “I’m just worried I guess. What if your friend doesn’t like me, or, I don’t know, what if I don’t fit in and just make everything harder. I never should have made you bring me. I’m just going to be in the way.”
“Look at me,” Damon said. It wasn’t a question. “Sit up and look at me.”
He pushed himself up in the blankets and threw the one covering him off. Sitting there, his head almost touched the top of the tent. Grabbing my hand, he pulled me onto his lap so that my legs draped over his. I could almost feel him against me. A stir distracted me for a second, but somehow I forced myself to focus on his face.
“I’m just scared,” I said. “But you’re right, I’ve got you and—”
“If I thought you were going to be in danger, I’d have fought you a lot harder about coming. And,” he paused. “Can I tell you something?”
“Of course,” I said, running my hand along the bulge of his forearm.
“I’m a little scared too.”
A month ago it took an act of Congress to get him to talk about anything more serious than his feelings about a baseball game, and now he’s admitting he’s scared?
I rubbed his arm softly, squeezing the muscle. “Of what?”
He shrugged those big shoulders and let out a sigh. “Lots of things. I haven’t seen my friend Hunter in years, for one thing. I hope he’s not mad at me for being who I am. I never expected to be the big guy on the block. It’s still kind of a shock that I’m supposed to lead a whole pack.”
“But that’s who you are, Damon. Who you were meant to be. Why be afraid of that?”
Damon shook his head. “It’s a lot of responsibility. And that’s another thing – I don’t even know what the responsibilities actually are. It’s like I’m supposed to just pick up on everything and figure it out. It’s like... sorry,” he groaned. “I shouldn’t complain so much. We were talking about you having a bad dream, not me being tragic.”
“Uh oh,” I said. “You’re starting to talk like me. That’s a bad sign. A real bad one.”
A smile danced across his lips, and I instantly felt relief course through me. I didn’t want to be a burden to him. He needed me to be strong and that’s what I was going to do. He was strong for me when my parents’ death hit me like a ton of bricks. I made up my mind that no matter what it took, I was going to do the same thing for him.
“But no,” I said softly, kissing his neck. “I don’t want you to feel like that. I want you to know you can tell me whatever you want, whenever you want. If you can be strong for me, I can do the same thing for you, okay?”
“I... should be the strong one. I’m the Alpha. I’m supposed to—”
“No arguments,” I said smiling. “Remember that obnoxious quote? Behind every great man there’s a woman who loves him?”
He laughed harder than I expected. “You’re not behind me at all. You’re the award winning writer. I’m just some meathead.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I guess you’re right. But you’re sure a hell of a meathead. Those big arms, I couldn’t imagine better eye candy, you know?”
I sat there, watching his face draw up until I knew he was about to protest and then I punched him in the ribs. “We’re good together, Damon. I shifted back to lying down, and pulled him with me, resting my head in the crook of his arm. We’ve both got our things, but we’re really good together.”
“Not good,” he said. “Perfect.”
There was nothing else to say. Nothing would be better than that. Instead I just nodded, and kissed the inside of his arm before curling up and nestling down, safe and secure, beside my Alpha.
That time when I fell asleep, there was a blink of blackness, and then morning came early.
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HIS CROWN. HIS CURVES. HIS FATED MATE.
Lyla Redd has just stolen her last precious artifact from the Klamath Bear Clan. The curvy smuggler got away with it before, but she doesn't know serious danger can arrive anytime in big, dark, and very muscular packages.
When werebear Alpha Nick Tunder lays eyes on the voluptuous beauty he's been sent to kill, he realizes the mission is a bust. Taking back his people's treasure is the easy part. Keeping Lyla away proves much harder, especially when she pursues and ends up in his bed for a thorough spanking.
Then the other Klamath bears find a human woman on their turf. Fur and claws fly as Lyla is sentenced to a darker fate.
Soaring passions hide much to explore, just like the mysterious artifact that brought them together. Deep love, lust, and an answer to their woes in an ancient royal bloodline are almost in reach, if only they can put the pieces together and their hearts on the line.
Destiny makes very strange bedfellows and beautiful fated mates...
I: Curves to Kill (Nick)
“There. That's her, young man. Your target.” Elder Branson growled across the table, his angry face illuminated by the pale lamp overhead. “Take her out. Make it quick and clean, but make her pay.”
I reached across the table for a better look at the face glowing on his tablet. I smoothed my forehead, sweeping away small droplets of sweat.
The human backroom made me seep moisture. Or was it from seeing the face of the woman I was going to kill?
She stared out the screen at me above the name LYLA REDD, a face with soft curves instead of protruding cheekbones, her pale skin glowing beneath a police camera light. Dark hair with rusty red highlights flowed down her shoulders, wavy and tossed back, all the better to see the oddly amused quirk in her rosy lips.
I blinked. This wasn't going to be an easy face to kill. I inwardly sighed, knowing I'd have to conjure up every last morsel of my bear's predator instincts to finish the hit.
Under other circumstances, I would've admired her beauty. But I didn't dare admire anything about Miss Redd when the head Elder of the Klamath Bear Clan was asking me to snuff her out.
“An execution order. When was the last time we had one of those?” I asked.
“Long before you were a twinkle in your daddy's eye, Nick. Been about a century, I suppose. I was just a young bear myself. Two eyes and all.” Branson reached up, grinned, and toyed with the strap holding his black eye patch.
He'd always been a little creepy, playing up his missing eye to intimidate. Unease worked its way through my veins.
Whatever, man. I'll handle it. Just let me the hell out of here.
“You want me on recovery too?”
“Yeah. The girl should have a big heavy stone in her car, about like this.” Branson held up his huge wrinkled hands, grasping an invisible shape about the size of a softball. “It's a dusty emerald green thing with carvings of little bear figures on it. You won't miss it.”
I nodded. “So that's what this is all about.”
“Not the only thing. Just the final straw. This human female has made a business out of stealing our clan's treasure, our history, and selling it to third rate peddlers. Sometimes foreigner collectors across continents. You know their police don't do a damn thing about it.”
I knew. Every encounter I'd ever had with human officers ended in them dropping their guns and high tailing it the instant I shifted, stood up, and roared.
They were cowards. Worse, they were lazy.
The human cops in these backwaters just wanted to issue speeding tickets and stop a few stray crystal dealers.
What happened with the bears was none of their business, and that's the way we preferred it.
“Does this Lyla really deserve to die over this?” I narrowed my eyes, wondering why Branson insisted on such a final, deadly solution.
“I already told you – yes. She deserves this and a whole lot more. We're making an example out of this one.” Branson folded his hands, turning his one good eye on me. “You're an intelligent young man, Nick. I don't need to tell you how terrible it is to have some thieving interloper destroy our history, our culture. Not after everything they did to us this past century.”
Branson lowered his head for a second. I leaned on the wall, letting my mind wander to the countless stories about our people's struggle with mankind's authorities. The land theft, the taxes, the camps during the war...any werebear who didn't feel a growl prickling his throat at the ancestral memories didn't have a pulse.
“Understood. I'll do it, Elder. You can count on me.”
“Good.” Branson smiled. “You're the roughest hunter we've got in our ranks. I knew you wouldn't turn this down. Listen, when it's all over, I'll help you take the Alpha spot. I know this bloody enforcer lifestyle is wearing on you, Nick. You'd like to stay behind the lines and send the troops out, and you've earned it.”
“I enjoy this.” I spoke the truth. To me, there was nothing like the thrill of the hunt, nothing like patrolling the woods in hopes of finding some dangerous invader to tear limb from limb.
Out in the wild, we were just like any other bear. The human side disappeared beneath fur, fangs, and claws, reason buried beneath a raging hunger for blood.
“Well, love it or not, you're getting to the age where a man ought to be doing more with his life. Settle down, maybe join the construction crew or the planning committee. Find a mate in a good woman or a half-blood.”
“I want to take on more duties, but I'm not here to shuffle around bricks. I'm here to protect us.”
“And so you will.” Elder Branson nodded. “You depart this evening.”
My eyes widened in surprise. Usually, the Elders deliberated about these things and dragged their feet, especially in all dealings with the human world.
“Take the woods and the mountain passes if you need to. Surest path. I'll send someone out to the edge of town with a fresh change of clothes to pick you up. With any luck, we can catch this bitch while she's still in Klamath County, before she goes down to Sacramento and sells another piece of us away.”
“I'll do my best,” I promised.
The early autumn wind nipped at my neck as I stepped just outside our village. Spiced meat and smoke from fires rose high into the air, tickling my nose, a familiar scent that never failed to bring a smile to my face.
At the edge of the gray forest, I shifted, waiting until the moonlight was on my naked skin. Many trees had been stripped of their old greenery, and others were charred black in summer wildfires.
I could dispense with these clothes, but not the shoes. I kicked them off and waited, gathering the animal energy inside me.
I found my anger, my need to pursue and destroy. My bear was right behind it, surfacing from a deep, dark mountain stream.
Worn fabric shredded around me. My arms and legs contorted first, dropping me onto all fours. Claws sprang out of my fingers, and my spine clicked as bones thickened and formed the grizzly's trademark hump.
The night looked a little clearer to these fresh eyes. The rich smell of cooking was no longer so appealing. I sniffed at the air for something wild and raw.
I tipped my huge head up to the moonlight, growling once. Off into the dense night forest I went, as fast as my big furry feet would carry me.
The roads through this isolated section of southern Oregon running into northern California were always rugged, slow, and unpredictable. Good thing bears could cut shortcuts through the terrain.
I moved northwest, soon throwing more energy into my walk when the tall trees began to ascend into hills. Shapeless animals tittered in the night, things that hadn't seen a bear in generations.
Real grizzlies had been extinct in these parts for more than a century. Clan outings were rare, and never for anything more than scouting or special surgical missions like the one the Elder had sent me on.
I'd never killed a human before. Would it excite the bear, the same way fresh blood pouring from a kill in the forest electrified my blood?
Hair prickled up across my body. I groaned and plowed on, moving down a steep incline, toward the town with the twinkling lights.
Klamath Falls treated us like any other distant, mysterious Indian tribe. For all intents and purposes, so did the US government. They'd done a good job of hiding our clan's special ability to shift from their journalists and investigators too.
My reckless side wanted to march into town in full grizzly form and enjoy the screams. But our people were treaty bound to remain in human form in outsider territory, weak and helpless looking, just like the humans.
An agreement with the Feds the Elders cut many years ago saw to that.
I snorted with disgust as I neared the edge of the road. Where the hell was he?
A dark car waiting across the road flashed its lights. I stood on two legs, yawning in the air, admiring the moon's beauty one more time with all seeing bear eyes.
I shifted. Fur and claws retracted, and it wasn't so hard to hold myself on two legs anymore.
The cold night hit me as fast as my body had altered itself. I waved, and the car kicked up dust as it wheeled around, lurching to a halt near the sandy curb.
“Gods, man! You didn't have to turn before I pulled up.” Beamer laughed, shaking the puffy hair on his head. “Your clothes are in the trunk.”
I heard the click as the old LTD popped its latch. I walked behind it and found the neat packed duffel bag, pulling out fresh boxers, jeans, and a t-shirt sporting some human team or other on it.
Not totally my style. But if I was going to get to her, I needed to look like one of them. Preferably a friendly, inviting one of them who could strike up a conversation with a twenty-something year old female.
“You ready for this?” Beamer asked, just as I put on my seat belt and we took off for the short drive into Klamath.
“Ready as I'll ever be. You got a lock on her location?”
“Yeah. The Old Pirate Pub just on the edge of town, almost out toward Midland. Ironic place for this bitch to hang out, right?”
I twisted in my seat, casting off some tension building in my bones. The girl was a bitch for what she'd done, but something didn't feel right about continually referring to her like that.
“Whatever. I'm not much interested in talking shit about this girl. Just want to do it and get away come morning.”
“Any idea how you're gonna take her out?” Beamer glanced over in the dark. His teeth still looked eerily big and sharp in human form.
“Quick and clean, just like Branson wanted. He offered me poison, but I wouldn't know where to start with that. Seems like a cruel way to go.”
“And a gunshot or a big claw swipe to the neck isn't?” He growled, brushing one hand through the air.
I sensed the feral excitement swirling inside him. It was the same uneasy bloodlust my bear shared, aching and ready for a kill.
“A quick way to put her out of her misery. Besides, I need to get to her hotel room to recover the artifact. Only one way to do that.”
He chuckled, low and throaty. “You're not a big player, Nick. You sure you can turn on the charm and get into her room? Guess it'll be easier to clean up the mess if she's naked.”
My arm resting on the window frame twitched in annoyance. How was he treating this like a joke?
“Just be there by dawn. I'll have everything mopped up by then and we can get rid of the rest somewhere out by our land. Need to recover that damned stone too.”
“Okay, charmer. Let me give you a little advice my Pa used to tell me about human women: don't fuck anything you think you might kill.”
I forced a meager smile to be polite. Even if I wasn't assigned to take her out, fucking her would've been last on the list. Human women didn't appeal to me.
Certainly not the scrawny, sneaky thieves auctioning off our history. And bears as persecuted as our Klamath Clan had nothing but history.
I pushed my way into the smoky bar, slowly walking along the stools. Lots of big, boisterous men sat laughing and sipping their beers.
At first, I worried someone else might have zeroed in on her for a pickup. If this was going to go off without a hitch, I needed her alone, damn it.
Then I saw her. From the back, Lyla looked like any other girl with long dark hair and a glowing green drink in her hand, out on the town to unwind for the night.
But she wasn't like anyone else. This woman was my target, and knowing that honed my senses to lock onto her.
I eyed the open seat next to her. I went for it, gently nudging away her heel as I turned the chair and sat, getting my first full glimpse of her when she was halfway through a sip of margarita.
Deep, dark eyes spilled into mine, a little surprise glowing in them like soft starlight. She stretched, never breaking eye contact, setting the drink down and exposing her full curves.
I sucked in a quick breath, hoping it wasn't visible.
That chest...those hips...Gods, she was full figured. Big, beautiful, and ripe in a way I'd never seen on a human woman. Let alone a single female in the clan, where nothing but toned muscle mattered.
Lush. The best word for her, lush all over with curves poised to make my heart jump. Or maybe some other place on my anatomy I didn't want to indulge just now.
No doubt. This was a real human woman.
A woman, or else a witch. The wanting heat in my head made me wonder if I'd been enchanted like something out of the old legends.
Worse, she was still looking at me, waiting for me to open my mouth. When I ogled her for two more seconds, she pushed her drink a little further away, and finally opened those kissable full lips.
“Hi, I'm Lyla Redd. Do you always gawk at women this way, or are you just drunk?”
Oh, shit. Her voice is just as smooth as those legs.
This job had just gotten a whole lot harder. Quick, clean, and over fast suddenly seemed a million miles out of reach.
II: Big Hard Mistake (Lyla)
I saw him moving slowly along the bar's edge, seeking an empty seat and an easy pickup. His type were as common to bars around here as cheap imports, though they rarely looked as good as him.
I sipped my margarita slowly, letting the fiery sweetness wash into my belly. I watched him in my peripheral vision, and then took a complete gander.
My, my, my...where did you come from, big boy? You'd make a mighty fine companion if I were here for date night.
I watched him carefully, breathing slow and shallow. Waiting, waiting, just waiting for the disappointment to surface on his face as his eyes roamed my body.
It always happened. Suppose it was inevitable when a man caught sight of those love handles, my plush tummy I always kept tucked beneath a couple layers, even during the warmer months.
Margarita salt ground on my teeth. I pinched them together, breathless and waiting, hoping he'd hop up from the stool and move on.
No such look.
He was staying put, and looking at me with – what? Desire?
Well, at least it wasn't disgust. No, he was staring very intently, just on the nice side of being creepy.
Shit. Hope this isn't some undercover cop. Better find out what the hell he wants.
“Hi, I'm Lyla Redd. Do you always gawk at women this way, or are you just drunk?”
His face hardened. I dragged my eyes up slowly along his hard body, admiring the ridges and angles that formed his chest, all the way up to his magnificent jaw line.
Yeah, he'd put his hours in at the gym.
“Nicholas Tunder. Everybody calls me Nick.” He extended a hand. “And no, I haven't had my first drink yet. Couldn't help but wonder what a lady like you is doing all by her lonesome in such a dingy bar.”
He glanced up – probably making sure the bartender wasn't in hearing range. I smiled and pushed my hand into his.
His hand closed. He shook mine, firm and friendly. Uncanny warmth rushed beneath his calloused skin.
I stared into his bright eyes, trying to get a read on him. Men were never easy to read, especially one as guarded as this.
It seemed like he was feeling me out, and not in an I'm-going-to-bust-your-ass kind of way.
“I'm finishing a long day. Unwinding before some travel tomorrow. You?”
As the bartender made his way around, my companion paused to order a scotch. Then the stranger – Nick – leaned toward me, casual, but measured.
“Ah, you're not a local then. That's a real pity.” He shook his head.
I laughed a little. My, that was forward. He sure knew how to bait a girl too.
“Pity? No, sir. I never like to spend too much time up here. Can't wait to get back through North Cali and back to civilization.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Nothing but rednecks and ranchers out here. Not really my type.”
“Too isolated?”
“I guess you could say that.” I sipped my green alcohol, letting it flood my stomach. Nick watched in silence, bathing me in another slow simmering smile.
Careful. Drinking with a man like this could have unintended consequences.
Didn't it always? Not that I could remember my last liaison with a man. When you're raiding digs for illicit art and spending more time in American Timbuktus than Sacramento, you don't have energy for that stuff.
Steady boyfriends were a luxury I just couldn't afford.
Short, one night trysts with the rare hottie, on the other hand...
I pursed my fingernails on the counter and raked them across it, slow and imperceptible to Nick. Maybe tonight would be a good night after all.
“I'm an art dealer,” I offered. “Work with a lot of tribes out here to get my hands on their stuff. You'd be amazed what rich fools in the cities will pay for a piece of the wild.”
“Interesting,” he said, a curious edge in his voice. “Any particular tribes around here?”
His scotch arrived. He sipped it nice and slow, giving me ample time to watch it slide down his beautiful neck. Toned muscles rippled out and smoothed back into place, flexing to his shoulders as his body accommodated the liquor's new, delicate burn.
He was a little older. Maybe ten years my senior. A little outside my normal range, but I wasn't going to say no to any age if the package was this big, this hard, this athletic.
“Mostly just the ones around Klamath. There's a certain clan – well, not really Indian – but their stuff is rare. Fetches top dollar. Their people aren't always very forthcoming, though.”
“Maybe they want to be left alone.”
I turned sharply in my seat. The last two words had nearly blurred into a growl...or was it just my imagination?
“You've heard about skinwalkers? Bears?” I eyed him cautiously, downing the last of my drink. At this rate, I might need another.
I went ahead and ordered.
“Yeah, I know all about those legends. Don't tell me you believe that?” He smiled, showing off a perfect row of big white teeth.
“Sure as Sasquatch,” I said. “Actually, I've seen it before.”
“Really? What is it you think you've seen?”
I flushed with drunken ire. Damn it, he was definitely working his way underneath my skin.
I nodded. “Watching a man turn into an animal in front of you isn't something you forget. I know, it sounds like late night paranormal radio shit. Trust me, I know what I've seen. I've offered the story up too, but the only media interested aren't paying very much.”
“Sounds like you're a good capitalist,” he whispered, then knocked back his scotch. “A driven woman. I like that.”
Heat flooded me. He wasn't looking at my eyes anymore, but up and down my body. Invisible fire poured from his eyes that felt just like rough hands sliding down my breasts, my sides, my hips...
Fuck. No. He can't keep launching me on a roller coaster like this.
I shook my head, catching myself. Nick breathed deep and his eyes flashed with a little more lightning, as if he caught wind of something very interesting.
“And what is it you do?” I wasn't just being polite.
I wanted to know. He didn't sound like a local, and there weren't a lot of other travelers in this little spot.
“Security. Big firm a little to West. New mining operation that sprang up since California's regulations tightened.”
“I thought this area was all tapped out.” I frowned.
My father had been a miner. Not so far from here either, working in underground shafts through the hot, stuffy summer for our little family back home.
Then one day a bear skinwalker ended his life. The cops tried to cover it up, but my mother knew the legends, and told my sister and I the truth. Sis wanted none of it, but I learned everything I could about the Klamath Bear Clan, suffering through all sorts of obscure files and crank theories to get to the real meat.
It paid off. Their dig sites held some amazing treasures. All poorly protected too.
“Not entirely,” Nick said. “Big boom in precious metals right now. Every little bit counts. Just like this...”
He picked up my newly arrived hard cider and held it to my lips. “This one's on me. Just as long as I get to feel those beautiful lips wrapped around this bottle.”
My heart skipped a beat. His words would've been rude coming from a lesser man, but something about the kinky hint in his command made it irresistible.
I flashed him my best smile, drawing my mouth around the bottle. Jesus, how much had I had?
I couldn't believe I was doing it. I slid the rim deep, taking the cool glass just past my teeth, following his movement as he tipped it up for a long, sweet sip.
Yeah, I liked men who took control. Liked it so much my tongue automatically swirled around the glass, imagining it was something warmer, softer, infinitely more desirable.
I stopped myself just short of moaning. He lowered the bottle from my lips. Arousal danced in his eyes, adding new heat to mine.
For a second, I saw his eyes flash to my nipples, buds drawing in so hard they pointed clean through two layers of clothes.
“You staying at a hotel around here?”
The fateful question. I nearly shouted yes! Something held me back. This stranger was moving way too fast, peeling away layers I'd spent years building up for just this kind of thing.
If this is going to happen, it needs to be on my terms.
“I've got a place.” I watched his hand moving toward my cider drink again.
This time, I snatched the bottle away, moving it to my lips for a long, refreshing drink. I was keeping control.
In the cool, sweet, carbonated heaven, I had time to think.
Maybe I wanted him. The need pulsing between my legs was getting tighter by the second, wet and real.
My body had decided for me. He might be fun for a night, and if he wasn't local, I wouldn't have to worry much about seeing him again.
Mining came and went like the wind. So did men like this, however handsome.
“Are you going to let me in?” he said, voice lower and damnably sexy.
I set the bottle down and blinked. “Let's take a walk while I can still stand and think. After that, we'll just have to see what happens.”
Nick paid our tab and we were out the door, slowly taking several blocks to the square little inn where I was put up for the night. We were waiting at a light when he reached for my hand, seizing it faster than I could slip away.
Very bold. Too fast to even think about saying no. Not that I would've wanted to.
I looked at him slowly. I needed a minute to compose myself before I locked in on those sharp, demanding eyes set in his handsome face.
“I can tell you're a security guard with that grip,” I said. “Speed is a giveaway too.”
He shrugged. “I just take what I want. And right now, I want to get every last inch of your sweet curves naked, sweaty, and pressed up against my chest. I want to see your ass shake while you're grinding above, below, and everywhere against my body.”
Holy fuck.
I stopped, even though the light had changed to WALK. No man had ever been so direct out on a public street before. Certainly not with me.
His words made me curl up inside and get painfully wet at the same time.
No, more than that. He wasn't just interested in a quick fling with any receptive lady who looked halfway decent.
My heartbeat pattered. He wanted me, specifically, because I had the body type that really fed coal into the engine beneath his hard flesh.
I'd only been with a couple guys like that. And every time, it had been amazing.
“Lead the way,” I said finally, feeling his fingers tighten around mine.
Stranger or not, we were going to get to know each other very well tonight. If it went well, I'd slip him my number and see if he was still here in six months for another hookup.
Good men were so hard to find, after all.
Right around the time when I expected to return to the dumpy clan reservation for another big paycheck. Once I got the big, round, emerald baby in my trunk home, I'd be set for months.
I'd been on edge earlier, but now it was evaporating. The old man I met a couple weeks ago told me to watch my back and stay armed if anybody came after this artifact.
I like what's happening here better than any paranoid bullshit that would've prevented it. Nobody's raiding anything but my panties tonight with Nick around.
As we approached the hotel, I smiled, stroking his hand with light finger strokes. I worked hard to make my bank account purr, so why not the rest of me?
“You got anything to drink around here, Lyla?” he asked, as soon as we were inside my room. “No need to stop since we left the bar. We're just getting started.”
He was wearing that delicious, irresistible smile again. How could I say no? Especially if I wanted him wearing a whole lot less?
“There's a bottle of bourbon in my trunk, I think. Let's go.”
I walked him out to the car. Nick watched intently as I popped it open.
The treasure I'd taken from the Klamath clan lay right next to the precious bottle. I eyed the big turquoise sphere for a second, grateful it was wrapped up in paper and hidden from view.
Don't want this sexy oaf getting drunk and playing catch with that thing. The way he's looking around, he just might do it.
I slammed the trunk shut. We walked back inside and he fetched some ice.
“Well, big boy,” I said, slipping my hands across his stomach from behind while he poured our drinks. “Are we gonna get down to it?”
God, his abs were rock hard. They felt like firm, rolling mountains beneath my hands. My temperature spiked a few more degrees as I imagined them jerking above me, a handsome avalanche of masculine stone burying me in pleasure.
“Drink this,” he ordered, shoving the bourbon into my hand. “Knock it down your throat, and then give me a kiss.”
Yes, Sir, I thought, tingling once again at the way he took charge.
Nick never let his eyes off me the whole time. His gaze rippled along every curve, making me feel self-conscious. Normally, when men stared, I imagined they were studying the freakish size of my ass or the flabby skin around my arms.
Nothing about his stare said fatty or freak. It was just pure desire, the kind of glint a man gets in his eyes before he claims a woman, and claims her damned hard.
The bourbon added its smoking embers to my depths. I set the empty glass down and stretched, letting a small moan slip past my lips.
It must've been the last straw. Nick swooped in, wrapping his powerful arms around me. Those hands splayed open on my back, slid to my ass, and squeezed.
I whimpered. He squeezed me so hard I rolled toward him, feeling the growing bulge between his legs pressed against my skin.
“Oh! You're fucking hard...” My voice withered low, husky with need. “Do you want me to see how much harder I can make it?” I pursed my lips, moving my tongue slowly and visibly across them.
This was a rare man indeed. I actually wanted to take him between my lips, around my tongue. Not just because he'd reciprocate, but because it would be a joy to watch him squirm and growl at my tongue work.
I looked up from the sweet bulge in his jeans. His eyes glowed, a feral look more animal than man, unbearably sexy.
“We'll get to that.” He gave me another kiss, hard and deep. “First, I want to watch you squirm. I want to feel you shake when you're blazing hot and all tied up, begging me to stop.”
Oh! I knew there was something kinky beneath the surface.
And very insistent too. More kisses fell on my helpless lips. Nick's strong hands squeezed harder. His big frame pushed against mine, moving me to the leather chair in the corner.
I toppled on it a little awkwardly, too drunk on his latest kiss to stop myself. When I looked up, mind and body blurry with dueling warmth, he had his belt off.
“Hands behind your back. I'm gonna tie you down tight. Wouldn't dream of letting you go...not when I'm this fucking close.”
This kind of kink? Really?
I eyed him reluctantly for a moment. God, he looked good enough to lick from head to toe.
Okay, you win, big boy. If kink is the price of admission to that hot bod of yours...
I tipped my head backward with a purr. Sweet surrender.
I'd never really experimented with BDSM before, but the idea had always been appealing.
You know you like it rough. And everything about this man says rough and wild to the bone.
My hands slipped behind the chair and met somewhere in the middle. He stood behind me, his breath picking up as he bound my hands with that belt.
He wasn't kidding about tying me down tight. The smooth belt kissed my wrists with its coolness, covering my skin, a delightful contrast to the bright lust seething in my blood.
Nick finished looping the belt into place and stopped. When he didn't come around a second later, I tapped my feet on the chair's front legs, pushing out my heavy breasts.
What the hell's the delay? These girls are aching for your touch. Don't make them wait, Nick.
I cleared my throat. His breathing picked up behind me, hard and fast and ragged.
There was a harsh click near my ear. I would've known that sound anywhere.
In a single second, the lust surging through me went out like a candle's flame, replaced with a terror fueled adrenaline instead. I tried to whirl around – forgetting I was bound – but my body wouldn't let me twist to face him.
“Put the gun down, you asshole. I knew there was something off about this,” I added under my breath.
Stupid, stupid, stupid! Should've listened to a different instinct.
“You're not in a position to be making any demands, Lyla. As much as I'd like to toy with your beautiful body – and I really would – I've got more important business.”
He stepped around to face me. A handgun was lowered to his side and his face was red, as if he'd just surfaced from the water, deprived of precious air.
“What business is that? Stealing my shit so you can collect the profits?” I hissed the words through my teeth, rage flickering through me with every word.
Mostly at myself.
Fucking idiot. Guess it isn't just men who make stupid decisions with what's between their legs.
“Yeah, I'll be taking that thing in your trunk. Gonna return it to its rightful owners, and make sure it winds up in a place where a pretty little thief like you won't be able to come after it a second time.” Nick smiled. His grin wasn't so sexy anymore.
Bastard. Watch who you're calling little.
I snorted. Very slowly, he lifted the gun, making a bead on my forehead. More fear exploded through me.
Scraps of my life flashed before my eyes, a dizzying slide-show that ended the last time I saw my father. I wasn't particularly religious, but if this was it, at least I had being reunited with him to look forward to.
I broke. Tears began rolling down my cheeks. It was humiliating enough to be tricked like this, but to be killed by one of them, just like dear old dad...
“Do what you're gonna do. I'm a human woman. At least we have heart, which is a hell of a lot more than I can say for you.”
I jumped when I heard the clatter. The gun in his hand didn't fire – hell, no. When I opened my eyes, it was on the floor, and Nick slumped to the bed, beet red frustration streaking his strong face.
“I was ordered to kill you,” he said pointedly. “Gods, I wish you were a man. This would've been so much easier.”
I watched in silence as he sprang up and paced the bed. Then my eyes jerked back to the gun, but it was way too far for me to reach, even if I tipped myself over and fell next to it.
“Good news: I can't do it. Not to someone as beautiful and sweet as you.”
I clenched my jaw. We were way past compliments, though I'd never heard of a shifter giving any human mercy.
He's complicated for a bear. I'll give him that.
“Then...” I swallowed hard, collecting my words. “What are you gonna do with me?”
He looked up at the nightstand. The smile was back, a kind of dark pleasure at some new idea rattling in his head.
“You're gonna drink this and enjoy a nice long sleep for me, beautiful. The artifact will be gone when you wake up in the morning. Sorry for the busted trunk. It's just the price of doing business, I suppose. And a small cost for your life.”
The smile melted. His face was deadly serious again, hard and determined in a way that would've been hot if he weren't threatening me.
Stupid, stupid girl. Can't believe I'm still feeling attracted to him, even after this.
I moaned and thrashed my head when he brought the squat bottle to my face. Nick pushed the glass to my lips. I licked the edge and spat at him.
“Drink, damn you! If you don't, I'll have to think hard about sticking to the original plan after all.”
Our eyes locked like two volcanoes smoldering at each other across a canyon. The stupid ball in my car was worth a lot – a couple year's worth of survival and play money – but wasn't my life worth more?
It took all my strength to relax my mouth and not hiss or spit again. He raised the tip to my mouth, surprisingly gentle.
Rich bourbon sloshed around in all its biting glory. I swallowed it, and then readied for another sip, never taking my eyes off the darkness in his.
He let me breathe for a couple minutes when the bottle was nearly drained. Just enough time for the stuff to kick, and kick hard.
The world blurred. Rage melted away like a glacier. Deep down, I was still annoyed, but I couldn't remember why as I watched this strange man pacing the room, muttering soft curses to himself.
“Fucking crazy. Branson's gonna have me for dinner if he finds out about this...wonder if she'll even sleep through the night.”
He came closer, the hairs on the back of his neck standing. Time folded, collapsing in on itself. Whenever I blinked, the lighting in the room was a little different, and Nick seemed to be in a different place or not here at all.
At one point, I saw him naked in front of me, his perfect body grabbing at the big wooden stand next to the TV. He was hunched over, sprouting fur and growing three times bigger than the biggest man, shifting a snout and claws in front of me.
The one thing about the skinwalkers that always scared me was...well, the fact that they could change from people into giant hulking bears in a wink. I'd only seen it from a distance before, twice, never this close. And never with someone who'd given me a dangerous temptation.
I opened my mouth to scream. The bear fell back on all fours. It stared at me and opened its mouth, showing the finger sized sharp teeth filling it.
I never heard his fearsome roar. I collapsed into a deep churning blackness, a bourbon and fear fueled coma broken only by sharp scratching sounds outside the window behind me and a few hushed voices.
“Ma'am? Jesus Christ! Are you all right?”
I jerked awake. My head was pounding, easily the worst hangover in years since I'd gotten over hitting up the bars as a giddy twenty-one year old.
I tried to answer. Something thick and rubbery was stuffed in my mouth. I just ended up slurring breath and words instead.
“My God! What the fuck was in here?”
I looked over the middle aged hotel manager's shoulder. Wooden splinters, mud, and clumps of dark brown hair matted the carpet.
It took him a couple stumbling minutes to undo Nick's leather belt, the only human sign left that he'd ever existed. Then he pulled at the washcloth pinched between my teeth.
Gasping for air, I held my knees, wishing the brutal thud in my head would go away. Outside, it was another morning in Klamath Falls, cars and trains running parallel.
My car!
As soon as I remembered, I jerked up, spreading my palms on the cool window. I sighed with relief when I saw it was still there – except the trunk was uneven, unhinged, as if a big animal had broken inside.
“You gotta be shitting me. You mean the parking lot had breakins too?” He sounded exasperated, and I didn't blame him.
“Just one,” I muttered.
Turning, I looked at him, and then edged my way past. I needed some water before I started to heave.
“Hey, Miss, do you know anything about this?” he called to me as I stood at the bathroom sink, gulping plastic glasses of cool, refreshing liquid.
“A random act of brutality. This guy I met at a bar...thought I knew him. He took my shit and broke into the car. That's all there really is to it.”
I came out, wiping the water I'd smeared across my forehead. The hangover headache seemed a tiny bit better. Maybe.
“Hold up,” the manager said. “I'm gonna need you to come down to the lobby and wait until the cops show up. You're the only witness here. Your story doesn't explain all this damage...and what the fuck is this hair?”
He reached to the floor, picked up a clump of bear hair, and twisted it between his fingers. His face alternated shades of red and white, base rage battling dumbstruck confusion.
“You'd really make me relive that?” I swooned, twisting my voice until I sounded a lot more upset than I really was.
He took a step back, shocked by the weird discord that came over me.
“I...I'm sorry,” I blubbered. “This isn't the first time I've been held up. Please, sir, just let me grab my things and forget about this. The robber drugged me...I don't think I'd remember him anyway.”
There's a big fat lie. Nick's face is burned into my brain for good, man and bear, especially that firestorm in his eyes.
I saw it even now. Remembering his face sent fury tickling up my spine, alongside a wicked and unwelcome wish that things had gone a different way in this room last night.
“Okay, doll. I get that you're upset,” the manager said. “But we're never gonna catch this guy if you don't...you know...”
He turned away from me and released a pent up sigh. I bit my cheek, hard enough to make the tears come easy and hot.
“Alright, alright. Just please tell me you know what caused this!” The manager waved toward the mess on the floor in front of the TV.
Ha! You'd have me committed if I told you the truth. I doubted any hotel in Klamath Falls had ever gotten a bear inside it.
I shrugged. “No idea. Please, just take my money. I have to go. Now.”
I zipped up my jacket and reached into my purse. Plucking out several crisp twenties, I pressed them into his hands.
Thankfully, the manager lingered in the room, still staring at the mess my grizzly intruder left behind.
I threw my stuff into the backseat and checked the trunk. Something huge had ripped it open by one hinge. The metal bobbed beneath my hand like flimsy paper.
Annoying, but nothing I couldn't get the nearest garage to tie down. I jumped in the car. It started without issue and the radio kicked on.
Good. Sorry, Nick, looks like you weren't smart enough to cut a brake line or give me a nasty leak.
You really should've slowed me down.
The man who held me hostage and stole my treasure didn't know me. He thought I'd turn tail and run after being threatened like that.
He thought wrong.
I gripped the wheel and pulled out of the parking lot, pointing it onto Klamath's main strip leading out of the town, toward the rugged wilds of northern California.
I didn't give up easy. I swore I'd take that big jade ball back or else make my new friend finish his hit.
The door popped easily with a quick screw and turn of the knob. No creak, its hinges were well oiled.
Thank God for small favors.
I'd never been in a werebear's house before. Just a couple rickety dig outposts nearby, where their inattentive researchers scratched and pulled up new treasures, seemingly at random.
In bear territory, they clearly didn't bother to lock their doors. I supposed the bears didn't have thieves among them, and the idea of a human interloper coming through wasn't very threatening when any one of them could change and make her into a snack in a lightning minute.
I swallowed, held my breath, and crept gradually inside, pushing the door gently shut behind me.
The place smelled remarkably clean. A few wood carvings were on a shelf near the wall, just below a painting of huge, snow capped mountains that looked like they'd been fashioned from Western Montana's jagged peaks.
I picked up an owl and turned it over. NICHOLAS T. was carved on the bird's flat little podium. The signature was more uneven than the sign I'd seen outside engraved with the same name.
I've come to the right place. But where the hell would he keep it?
I put the owl down and very slowly walked through the small kitchen. The bears normally slept late on their own turf. Morning to early afternoon was always the best time for artifact raids, before they woke to prowl around at night.
Normally. But hell, was there anything normal about this?
A big, faint growl from the room up ahead curled the air. I froze, feeling hot adrenaline cool into icy fear in my veins.
I didn't move a muscle for a full five minutes. When there was nothing else, I moved forward again, unease nipping at my back.
As a big girl, I wasn't exactly the most sneaky or nimble. I relied on smarts, patterns, everything I'd learned about the Klamath Bear Clan after dear old dad's death.
My studies drilled in one thing: these skinwalkers were always very regular, ritualistic creatures.
According to one of their legends, their human and bear sides communed deeper during sleep. A bear who didn't get proper rest wasn't just risking his physical life, but the two spirits inside him, animal and man.
I stopped and stared into Nick's bedroom. My jaw dropped.
He slept naked, the lower half of his body barely covered by a big furry blanket. He was stretched out from the waist up, bare chested and immaculate, his big arms curled up around his head.
That's one big, pretty, sleeping baby. I inwardly cursed myself, wondering how anybody's good looks could make me forget about what he'd done.
Just now, I needed to forget the rage, though. I had to get past him, to see if he was still hiding the damned thing in his room.
I took another step, bracing one hand on the frame leading into his bedroom. I peered around the corner and nearly laughed.
Holy shit! Right on his dresser, still in its paper wrapping and all.
All muscles. No brains. Figures.
I took a long, slow breath, mentally prepping for the hardest part. One foot forward at a time, I moved in.
Sweat beaded on my brow as I came closer to his bed. Making a single sound would've been a big mistake. And looking at him too hard or intently just might make me do it.
No time for any distractions, pleasant or otherwise.
Come on, Lyla. Focus. Focus!
Closer, closer, steady and stealthy...
I was hunched over walking forward now. I passed a mirror, frowning when I caught my chubby thighs in the periphery. They were thick slabs even though they worked well.
Self-consciousness about my figure stirred at the worst possible time. It made me think of seeing myself naked, and that led to thoughts about the sleeping Adonis next to me, buff and perfect in every way.
Oh, except for that whole I-need-to-kill-you thing.
Good thing I didn't come here to win Miss Oregon. I plucked at my bottom lip with my teeth and pressed on.
Finally, I was at his dresser. I wondered how often bears needed to re-stock their drawers when they tore their clothes to shred with every transformation.
Nick stirred behind me and flopped over on his side, making me look anxiously over my shoulder.
Fuck. Don't let him wake up now. We're on the home stretch...
Then I remembered it was wrapped up tight in that crinkly paper. Damn it! There was no hope of moving it without making one hell of a ruckus.
Behind the artifact, he had a small box filled with knickknacks. My eyes searched, looking for anything sharp and heavy to free my prize, so painfully within reach.
Scissors. Black handled, beautiful, shiny scissors!
My heart thumped when I saw my golden ticket to freedom. They were a small hand held pair, like something a man might use to clip stray hairs or trim his mustache.
Easy...easy...
I picked them up, testing to see how smoothly they pivoted apart. More luck was on my side. They moved quick and easy, without making more than an almost imperceptible snap.
I chose to start at the top of the artifact's wrapper and work fast.
Some noise was inevitable. I avoided the worst crinkling, forming a clean cut along the side, exposing the dark green surface inside.
The thing sparkled a little bit when the sunlight hit it, gold slits around the little bears on the side glowing. One of many reasons I'd found it sitting in an unguarded box in the first place.
I let myself smile when the wrapper was off. Come to momma!
I nestled it against my breast, admiring its smooth, cool shape. This pretty baby promised to bring in some serious dough and piss off the great big grizzly man behind me like nothing else.
I still had the sphere clutched tight when pure force slammed into me from behind.
Not tight enough. The artifact jumped in the air and landed on the dresser with a thud, rolling against the wall, easily launched by two hundred pounds of masculine fury behind me.
Rolling around, I screamed, feeling for Nick's face. I didn't stand a chance unless I scratched at his eyes.
The thought of putting out the beautiful fires dancing there forever saddened me. Made me weak too – painfully weak. This was combat, damn it, where every second counted big.
Nick caught me first, tugging at my hair. I screamed again, rolling as he clasped me in the other arm. He turned me all the way around and we dipped, tumbling to the bed, flattening me on his messed up covers and mattress.
“You're not welcome here, female!” he roared, one hot, menacing threat in my right ear. “Your persistence is going to fuck you up bad. And I really, really didn't want to be the man to do it.”
I kicked at his legs. He just snarled, tugging harder at the ponytail fisted in one hand, growling the whole time.
“Maybe you wouldn't have to if you were better at protecting your – what is it? – your precious culture.” I sneered. “Do it. Release the beast inside you. Finish me!”
The inferno hardening his face weakened. He looked at me more softly, moving his face so close to mine I could feel each breath.
Probably wondering why I have a death wish. Why I'm not afraid of him and his stupid bear power. Not like I should be afraid, anyway.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” he snapped. “What did my people do to make you like this?”
I jerked in his hand, refusing to answer. If he was going to kill me, I needed to die without a confession to my enemy.
I wanted to die brave like a smuggler. Not like a scared little girl, breaking down, crying, and begging for her life.
“That's between me and God,” I said in a huff. “None of your fucking business.”
He curled his lips, half-smile and half-snarl. Another jerk at my hair.
Is he enjoying this? Typical brutal bear!
“You really shouldn't have come to our reservation, Lyla. That goes double for my home. If anyone else finds you, they won't be so forgiving.”
“Maybe to you,” I said sourly. “That's really what you're worried about, isn't it? Saving yourself? It must be a serious crime to do anything with a human girl that doesn't involve your teeth and claws.”
A low growl thundered out his lips, onto my bare, vulnerable cheek.
Despite the courage and sass shielding me, I started shaking. Nobody in their right mind could hear a bear's warning growl so close and stay firm.
“Stupid, reckless, beautiful girl...” He released my hair and cautiously lifted up. “You have no idea.”
Jesus, he was completely naked after all. A very big, swollen erection jutted up between his muscular thighs, angry as the rest of him.
“No? You obviously didn't finish the job last night. You had your chance to kill me and you blew it. Someone's got to be pissed about that.”
Another growl. He shook his head, mostly to himself, and paced quickly to the other side of the room, slamming the door shut.
Nick wanted me sealed in. He stood near it, arms folded across his big, beautiful chest, lording over me like an enormous guard dog.
Guard bear?
“You're right,” he said, stepping forward, a dark note in his voice. “I should've finished what I really wanted to last night.”
He lunged forward. I whimpered as he landed on top of me, cradling me in one big arm. Then he flipped me over, onto my belly, dragging me by the calves toward the edge of the bed.
Nick tore at my jeans. My eyes popped in surprise as he unclasped the brass button and dragged down the zipper.
Before I knew it, the denim was around my waist, exposing the lacy black panties underneath. Nick had an instant glimpse of the wet spot between my legs too.
Damning proof that fear wasn't all I had on the brain. Not by a long shot.
“Hold still!” he roared. “I'm going to spank your big, beautiful ass raw. You're a brat, Lyla, and I'll do you one better than killing you. I'm going to knock some fucking sense into your sweet body, if it's the last thing I do...”
He told the truth. I still gasped in surprise as his palm landed on my right cheek.
Fire shot through me. No man had ever spanked me before, not even my own father.
If he wanted to shock me, then mission accomplished. I lay tense on the bed, my back slightly arched, weathering four more blows spread equally over both of my big, round cheeks.
The heat condemned me, total and hot. Not just from his hands.
I pinched my thighs together, feeling my sex constricting, gushing in delight. The emptiness inside me became a gnawing void; a dark, irrational, totally irresistible need.
This firm spanking just added to the storm. The sudden, sharp sensations moving through my body, above and below, were like lightning landing in a forest fire.
Sharp, agonizing grunts slipped out between my teeth. I stiffened, absorbing another round of ass smacking fire, suddenly pushing my plump rear closer to receive them.
He must've given me a dozen good whacks before he stopped. His hand rested gently on my well numbed ass. Nothing except the sound of our heavy breathing filled the room.
Sweet silence. Even sweeter lust.
“Get out of here. Leave the artifact alone. Be a good girl and go home.”
One last chance. That's what he's offering. Dare I listen to common sense for once?
Of course not.
I swiveled, rolling underneath him, reaching both hands around his neck. My senses were overwhelmed, too hungry to do anything but what I did next.
Nick growled his surprise, just as awed as me when I pushed my lips to his. One kiss can corral a lot of things.
My hunger spilled into him. Our mouths sucked and licked. He took the lead, winding his tongue around mine, ringing my plush, warm lips with soft, wet strokes.
We kissed for a long time, making a whole meal of it. I wondered if it was this intense because he was love starved like me. Or was it just because he wasn't fully human?
God! I'm seriously kissing a fucking bear!
I ran my hands down his shoulders. His whole body was hard, a full slab of a man, muscles working in concert for work and pleasure.
I'd broken the ultimate taboo. And there was no going back after one kiss.
Nick broke first, moving to my neck, nipping and needling me with faint stubble just beneath the ear. I reared up against him, crying out, sputtering for more, more, more!
He knew what I needed. Maybe he could smell my arousal or just taste it on my skin in a way a normal man couldn't.
My enemy-turned-lover swept lower, clawing at my shirt. I straightened my arms so he could yank it above my head.
Big, ripe, needful breasts popped out into his hands, wobbling for attention. He tore the undersized bra down, letting my left nipple pop right into his mouth. Perfect timing.
Electricity zapped through me. I lifted my legs, wrapping them around his muscular flanks, alarmed at how fast I wanted to be utterly consumed by this beast, this bear.
He sucked my nipple deep behind his lips, holding it with his teeth. When they pinched together, I screamed, hooking my chin over the top of his short, sandy hair.
Indecent girl! You can't hide anything from this bear, can you?
Hell no. Especially not when he pawed at my other breast, plumping it fuller, tweaking both nipples with fingers and teeth.
I melted beneath him.
I pushed up, grinding against the wonderfully naked bulge pressed to my panties. I wanted – no, needed – to get them off. I wanted him in me, hard and deep and instant, unceasing until I was fucked into submission.
Nick's teeth and hands changed place. Now he teased my opposite nipple with those rough, eerily precise teeth, using the slickness left on my newly freed breast to roll it between his fingers.
I hissed. I moaned. I might have even cried a little.
I never thought it was possible to come just from having a man suck at my boobs. But I was dangerously close, each lick and stroke melding me a little deeper into the pleasure, another inch closer to – “Huh?” I lifted up, wondering why his weight wasn't so perfect along my body anymore.
Nick's head sank lower. I reached, running my fingers through his short hair.
It didn't take me long to figure out where he was going. He looked up, making sure I could feel the hot words and rough breaths steaming out his mouth.
“Hold still, beautiful. I'm gonna lick you where it counts, and I won't stop until you're punching those bed springs, making them share your screams.” He pushed my legs down.
Nick wasn't lying. The old springs creaked loudly, fueling our carnal inferno.
Fuck!
I flushed, and opened my mouth to try to sway him in a different direction. Having a man's face buried between my legs made me self-conscious. Up close and personal – especially down there – he could see every imperfect fold, every overly plump ripple in my flesh.
Nick grabbed my panty waistband and ripped. It zipped down my legs, twirled off around my ankles, giving total access to the hard, determined creature between my legs.
He didn't even hesitate. Nick dove, kissing and licking his way up my right thigh, sucking hard at the vulnerable flesh of my inner thigh.
I saw stars. My legs shuddered, but he forced them wider. All the better to bring his handsome face with its wickedly skilled mouth right there.
His tongue spread my labia apart. One big lick up the center, one lap of pure steam.
My whole body jerked in delight. Muscles I didn't know I had convulsed, swaying like they'd been hit with a steady, relentless current when his evil tongue found my clit.
Around and around and around he licked...clockwise, counter-clockwise. Up. Down.
Very wise.
Flames darted up my womb, coalescing into a fireball. My thighs began to shake, but it just made my new lover pin them down harder.
He sucked. My sensitive button disappeared behind his lips, carefully balanced between his teeth, awaiting one final tap.
Literally on the edge, I held my breath, mashing my head deep into the mattress. One lick was all it took.
I exploded. Screaming, clawing, bundling my thick thighs around his head.
Orgasm roared up and consumed me. Nick was still cutting tight, wet laps around my clit, forcing my body to match the circular rhythm.
Jerking, I pinched my ankles into his back, wishing I could pull him into me. For now, his tongue, his teeth would do nicely.
Very, very fucking nicely.
Sharp spasms lifted me high. Each burst streaked through my body hotter and deeper, warming me from the inside out. My whole sex danced for him, a drunken tango starting at my womb.
His mouth slowly peeled away. One last growl, and I collapsed backward, flat on my back and panting for air.
My toes remained curled. He caught one foot, pulled my calf close to his face, and kissed it.
“You came just like I imagined,” Nick said, wiping his mouth and standing up straight again.
“Yeah?”
“You're a firecracker, Lyla. You've been holding back a hell of a lot, haven't you?” He went between my legs and stopped, hovering over me, positioning his gorgeous arms next to my head.
“Maybe.” I held my words. A therapy session with a man who should've been my worst enemy was the last thing on my mind – especially while we were both horny and naked.
“Nothing else to add? I haven't forgotten you broke into my house and tried to steal clan treasure, you know.”
I locked eyes with him, running my fingers across his broad shoulders. He held himself above me, a stiff mountain, hardness culminating in the big peak between his legs, just a couple inches from shoving its way inside me.
“That's too bad. Guess you'll have to shut up and hate fuck me to get over it. Right?”
Watch it what you're saying, the saner side of my brain cautioned.
Too late.
An animal flicker ran through his eyes. Growling, Nick grabbed at my hair with one hand. He kissed my neck, lips giving way to teeth. Soon those kisses turned into full on love bites, harsh and exciting.
His free hand went to the old nightstand next to his bed, yanking the drawer open. He reared back, never letting go of my head, tearing at the condom wrapper with his teeth.
“Put it on. Don't make me fuck you senseless while I hold that pretty mouth shut...”
The temptation to give him more bullshit was off the charts. Still, I held my tongue, transfixed by the magnificent feel of his length as I rolled the condom onto it.
It fit snug. Ready.
He pushed me down, another growl rising in his throat, deeper than the others before it. Nick wasn't giving me any time to spread my legs or get ready.
He pushed into me, sinking to my depths. I lurched, whimpered, wrapping myself tight around him. My insides struggled to accommodate his length and size.
He reared back and thrust deep, hard and sudden. I jerked, mixed pleasure and shock tumbling inside me.
Well, you asked for a hate fucking...
Nick jackhammered between my legs, throwing his whole body into it. Each time he went deep, he nipped at my neck, my shoulder, pulling a little harder on the hair he held tight in one fist.
Nobody had ever taken me like this. I should've known the bears would make love – mate, they called it – sudden and brutal. I should've been able to admit I liked it like that too.
Instead, the resistance gnawed at me, only fading when he chipped away with new strokes. He thrust hard and deep, making any thoughts except how good he felt deep inside me impossible.
I clawed at his back, digging my heels into his ass. Each thrust pulled me a little deeper into the storm, a foaming hot abyss where my inner walls crumbled.
He fucked on, the bed springs grinding beneath us. The neat pubic hair above his cock ground its friction against my clit whenever he went to my depths, stopping just short of my womb.
Most men would've blown keeping this tempo. This was no ordinary man.
I gave it up first, like flipping a switch.
Orgasm ripped through me, hot and fast and bright. He poured more lightning through me, cutting through my screams with his guttural satisfaction.
His balls slapped the edge of my ass. In my crazy, sticky ecstasy, I had a glimpse of him spilling into me without a condom, some crazy, primal urge in full bloom.
“Don't! Don't you fucking stop!” I whined, kicking into his warm buttocks harder, spurring him like a horse.
His thrusts hit harder. Impossible fire raced through me, a tight and dangerous dance of flames, so hard and hot he stretched my whole cunt every time he spiked deep.
My first orgasm hadn't even finished its aftershocks when another one hit. The bed springs screamed along with me, a hellish, high pitched squeal I swore would shatter wine glasses.
“Keep coming. I know you can do a whole lot better than this,” he growled, sucking at my earlobe.
Better? Are you out of your fucking mind?
Then his hips punched forward, harder than before, filling me completely. He jerked his head back and bellowed loud.
I didn't understand until I felt his cock swell. My animal brain expected an inrush of heat, glorious seed, flooding my womb to overflowing.
Muscles instantly tightened and convulsed once again, jerking my whole body around like someone had tied stiff ropes around my limbs.
Together, we came, my velvet rippling and spasming out around his beautiful cock. He unloaded in the condom, still fucking me at the hips. The rest of him became a huge granite plank, pure muscle turned to stone in its rapture.
Sparks showered off us. A few more seconds and we could've started the bed on fire.
The steady contractions waned, allowing me to open my eyes. Up above, he had his face pinched shut. Beautiful in his release.
I watched him open his eyes and look at me. The flames there swirled a little lower. Warm, but tame.
“What's the matter? Cat got your tongue?” He leaned down and kissed me.
“I think it's a bear,” I teased.
I hadn't realized how sickeningly exhausted I was until he collapsed next to me, pulling me close. Hell, how long had it been since a man spent a few hours with me in bed, let alone a full night?
The whole heist seemed a million miles away. Nick's bear hug relaxed, soft and comfortable, and his bed chest rose against my cheek.
I glanced at the jade artifact once, toward the spot where it had rolled and propped itself up against the wall.
Can I really let this go? Not just the artifact...all of it? All this fear and madness I've lived with for ten years since he was killed?
I didn't know. I just wanted to sleep. I snuggled into Nick's chest, savoring the peace.
Whatever the night would bring, I'd be ready. For now, I just needed to enjoy myself, and enjoy him.
“Nick! Niiiick! Are you in there, man?”
I woke with a start, huge fists beating on the door several rooms away. Nick was already up, prowling around the bedroom.
He scraped up his jeans and started to tug them on. When he heard me stirring – those damned bed springs – he pivoted, his sharp eyes glowing.
“Don't move. I'll handle this.”
“What is it?” I pulled the covers close.
“Somebody must've seen your car outside the reservation. They know I'm hanging onto the artifact. Another guy picked me up after I tore it out of your trunk last night.”
“Shit!” I scrambled across the room, gathering my clothes.
Nick quickly finished dressing, giving his hair a quick comb through. The pounding just outside the living room wasn't getting any more forgiving.
He closed the bedroom door gently behind him. I scurried up to it, pressed my ear close, straining to hear as I struggled to freshen up my clothes and get dressed.
“What the hell took you so long, buddy? We were ready to break down the door.”
“I just overslept, Beamer. What the hell's going on?” Lover Bear sounded convincing.
“That girl...or somebody she knows is here. Old man Turnage found her car parked in a crop of trees just inside the reservation's gates. And, hey, why the hell didn't you finish the job last night?”
“What job is that? To kill an innocent girl? I recovered the fucking ball. That's all that really matters here.” Nick let an angry growl slip out.
I marveled at the feral sound, wondering if he was lapsing into some language the other bears would understand.
“We'll see about that,” a third voice said. “You ignored the Elder's orders. You're gonna have some serious shit to discuss with Branson when he wakes up tonight. But first we gotta find this human bitch.”
“Hey, hey, hey! Watch it, Victor.”
Footsteps scraped across the floor, all of them heading down the hall. I panicked, looking at the old window across the room, my lone escape route.
No way I'd ever fit through it. It would've been a tight squeeze for a skinny girl, let alone one who carried a few extra pounds.
I couldn't make out the words anymore. Nick was yelling something, and the other shifters were talking among themselves between growls.
A big hand slapped the door, jarring it in its frame. I paced the room, trying to think. What I wouldn't have given up to suddenly pass through walls!
“What's in here? Nick, get the fuck over here and open this. We demand to see the artifact. Now!”
“Okay.” His voice was hushed, so much terrible reluctance in just one word. “Put the gun down. I'll show you our damned artifact.”
Shit! Gun? So that's why he's giving up without a fight.
The door creaked open. I stood across the bed, holding my hands out, putting on my bravest face.
Didn't do a very good job of it. My cheeks were already flushed, and my throat had that heavy lump that always shows up before I'm about to cry.
“Holy shit!” It's her!” A tall man with wispy hair leaped over the bed, pushing me against the wall. “Hands behind your back, female. Now!”
“Beamer, back off! Let her breathe. If you hurt her, I swear I'll –“
“What?” The shorter man called Victor held the gun up to Nick's face. “Make me blow your idiot brains out and leave the council one hell of a mess to clean up? I knew you were a softie, Nick, but laying with this human girl...fucking despicable. Guess that Alpha spot's gonna be mine.”
He gave my lover the nastiest smile that suddenly stopped in mid-grin.
Victor breathed deep. I blushed when I realized he could smell our sex. Jesus, wasn't this humiliating enough?
Nick growled in frustration. His expression left no doubt – he was seriously contemplating charging the two anyway, shifting into grizzly form, and tearing into them. Gun or no gun.
I hoped he'd keep his cool. Everybody in the room might end up dead if we had me and three ferocious grizzly bears ripping at each other with fur and fangs.
Keep it together. I tried to beam the plea into his eyes with mine. We'll find a way out of this.
“Come on!” Beamer led me around the bed, keeping his tight grip on my hands. “We're gonna take you to somebody who knows what to do with you.”
“You too,” Victor said quietly.
Nick and his captor shuffled slowly behind us. It was nighttime outside. High stars glowed small and bright in the clear autumn sky, making the reservation feel like another planet in its nightmarish isolation.
The men led us down a neat, paved path curving between cabins. We approached a bigger building after about a quarter mile. It looked like an old re-done mansion that might've belonged to a territorial Governor or else a really rich merchant long ago.
I rolled my eyes. Even werebears set their leaders up in places meant to impress and frighten.
When they shoved me inside, my fear instantly doubled. Bones were everywhere, hanging on the walls and piled in neat stacks.
The place smelled musty, more like catacombs than a real house. They had bones from every animal, including more than a few humans. Hollow sockets stared back at me from skulls above a high fireplace.
Thankfully not lit, or the sight would've been twice as disturbing.
“Go on. They're in there waiting,” Beamer said, pushing me toward the double doors. “The Elders will sort all this crap out.”
Victor took a few steps away from Nick without taking his eyes off him. Another low growl rumbled like distant thunder, barely repressed behind the sound of the doors creaking open.
I took a heavy step forward, Nick at my side. It was a small makeshift courtroom with three of the nastiest skinwalkers I'd ever seen sitting in antique chairs behind a table.
“Better hang onto this gun, I guess,” I heard Victor say to Beamer behind us. “Never know what they'll want us to do with them.”
Behind us, someone pushed the doors. The room rattled as they slammed shut.
III: Two Kinds of Judgment (Nick)
“Unbelievable...”
Elder Branson lifted his head, shaking his long hair from side to side. His single good eye burned with fury.
Victor had just finished briefing him on what they'd found. I was glad it was all aimed at me instead of Lyla, though I doubted that would last long.
“This mistake is mine,” he said. “I chose you for this mission, thinking you were Alpha material. I've never been so wrong.”
Alphas recognize the full picture, I thought in a rage. They don't commit desperate women to death who can be talked out of their crimes. Not even human women deserve that.
“Judy, Hector, my fellow Elders...it's been a long time since we've had a treason case. After all the Klamath Bear Clan has been through, I never thought we'd see it again. And I never, ever expected one of our best sons to go gallivanting off with this human, this female who should die!” Branson stood, smacking his lips to keep from foaming.
I gave him my most toxic smile. He had to be pretty worked up to salivate like that in human form. Maybe if he got a little more pissed, he'd have a heart attack and keel over.
“We're here to sentence these two, aren't we? Not rip them in two...” Judy placed her wrinkled hand on Branson's shoulder, her glassy eyes looking more worried than usual behind her thick spectacles.
The lone female Elder had always been a nervous lady. That went double when she had to keep a lid on Branson, the man who really ruled the two puppets next to him with an iron fist.
“You're right,” Branson said. “I expect this to be quick and clean. The girl should die.”
“No!” I roared, lunging forward, right up to the white line no Klamath Bear was ever supposed to cross in this room. “You can't do that.”
Lyla began to shake and cry. She looked small, vulnerable, not at all like the confident woman I'd first met in the bar and hauled into my bed.
I just wanted to go to her and hold her against my chest.
“And why not?” Hector coughed, and then kept coughing. He needed a full minute to settle his ancient lungs before continuing. “This is how we've survived, Tunder. You know how many men gave their lives so we could administer justice on this land as we see fit?”
I knew. Old Hector was one of the few guys left who'd gone in an internment camp during the last big war. Government boys trusted shifters about as much as the Japanese, and we were way too close to the West coast for comfort, especially after a Japanese balloon bomb exploded near Klamath Falls.
Half a bear's lifetime had passed since then. But the old wounds remained, alive with pain.
“The past is the past,” I said, trying my very best to be diplomatic. “Humans haven't bothered us much since the treaty several decades ago. Yeah, Lyla's done wrong. I should know because I'm the one who recovered the fucking artifact!” I nearly spat on the floor.
“Yes, and that's the lone reason why you'll be protected from a similar fate, Nick.” Judy looked quickly from me to Branson, hoping her words satisfied the chief.
Branson glowered. Very slowly, he hauled himself up, shuffling toward me with one angry eye and the pitch black eye patch.
“There's no changing this, Nick. The last thing in the world I want is to sacrifice one of our best and brightest – even if he is a defiant little shit.”
Little? I'm bigger than you and over thirty years old. Watch it, old man.
“Let him do what he's gonna do,” Hector said, just before collapsing into another coughing fit.
“It's our way. The human female will come back if we let her go. We can't just hold her here, away from her own people. That's inviting trouble. If you'll recant, admit you fucked up, we can still find our way through this, son.”
I'm not your fucking son either. What I wouldn't give to have my father in charge of this clan, instead of you...
At one time, when I was very young, it looked like dad was going to take the Alpha's reigns, an easy path to the Elder Council. Then fate intervened and he was killed in an auto accident.
Branson reached out. I cringed as the Elder's hand found my shoulder. He squeezed – much harder than any reassuring grip ought to be.
It took clenching every muscle in my body to refrain from knocking his domineering hand away and planting a fist in his face.
“Okay,” I said at last. “You're right. I've been too reckless. There's only one way. Just, please, Elder...let's put this all behind us. You've got everything you wanted.”
Branson managed a weak smile. I'd surprised him. He was a cold hearted bastard, but for some reason he really wanted to keep from killing me.
If I cooperated – or pretended to cooperate – he wouldn't need to.
It was hell shutting out Lyla's terrible screams. I wanted to give her a wink, a nudge, anything to show her they'd have to kill me first if they wanted to get to her.
But any little gesture would've given it all away.
I closed my eyes, staring past the Elders, past Branson as he wandered to the edge of the room and slammed the door shut after Victor and Beamer dragged Lyla away.
“We'll do it tonight,” he whispered, as if that was supposed to be consoling. “Quick and clean, young man. I promise.”
“I know you will,” I said.
I bit my tongue so hard I drew blood. Judy and Hector eyed their lead man as he returned to his seat.
“Sleep through the night. Don't let your mind wander. In the morning, we'll have Beamer collect the artifact from you. He'll watch you tonight and make sure you don't have any second thoughts about our little understanding here. Does that sound good to everybody, or what?”
“A very reasonable plan, Elder,” Judy said.
“Agreed,” Hector whispered, all he could force out before he collapsed into coughing again.
“Good!” Branson leaned back in his big leather chair. “Then it's settled. You've done us a big wrong, Nick. You get one chance at redemption. Don't fuck it up.”
I tried to make peace with Beamer the only way I knew how: generous shots of whiskey over checkers.
“Wait, man. Wait. Am I supposed to hop off the board like this?” He slumped in his chair and belched, clutching a black circular chip in one hand.
His big loud grizzly burp rattled the whole ceiling.
If it were any other night, I would've laughed. The older bear had always been good to me, except for his latest stint following Branson's orders.
Somehow, I summoned a ghost of a smile. It only lasted for a second.
All I could think about was Lyla, no doubt being held in some dingy corner of the Klamath Clan Executive Office, that dead eyed creep Victor standing over her. I had to drink Beamer into a stupor and get the hell out of here.
They wouldn't finish her until it was near dawn. Branson had taken his usual big meal of venison and roast beef, and then he'd probably sit with the other Elders, sipping brandy until it was time to gloat over Lyla's death.
All that would take a few hours. Plenty of time for a rescue.
“Here, Beamer. Your glass is looking a little weak, let me top you off and take my turn.”
“Oh, it's your turn?” He rolled his head, slowly blinking his eyes.
The big fuzzy hair on his head bounced. I helped press the replenished drink into his hand.
For a second, the hair on his arm rippled, tiny crops of fur sprouting. It took a lot of alcohol to make a man lose control of his bear and start shifting.
Good. Exactly where I wanted him.
“Come on, Beam. Drink up. This is a new night for us. Not just me, but the whole Clan.” I raised my glass, clinking it against his.
I made a few quick moves on the checker board and stopped. A cub could've beaten him at this point. It was all for appearances.
“You said it, man! I'm real glad you came around. I knew you'd do the right thing, Nick. And you know, I don't give a shit what Branson says. You're still Alpha material to me. We need a guy like you in charge when the next generation of Elders kicks the...”
Beamer collapsed. Checkers flew everywhere as the board folded up around his face.
Out like a light. I listened to him snoring as I got up, grabbed a pillow from the couch, and tucked it underneath his chubby head.
He smacked his lips, whining like a grizzly who'd just come across some sour berries in the forest.
“Thanks for the kind words, old buddy.” I patted him on the shoulder. “If I was Alpha, I wouldn't have to do what I'm about to do next...”
I saw Lyla's silhouette in the basement window.
She was exactly where I thought she'd be, up against the wall near storage. Victor sat across from her, the handgun in his lap, scratching at his stubby bald head.
I suppressed a growl and rounded the corner, looking for the nearest entrance. The Executive Office had a couple old doors from its time when the US Air Force used this place as housing for local staff.
The doors stuck out like a sore thumb. They'd been sloppily thrown into uneven passages to conform with US safety regulations. Not something that ever mattered to the Klamath bears who'd built this place, and later restored it.
I found the small silver knob and yanked as hard as I could. Didn't budge.
“Damn!” I muttered, gathering all my strength.
I had to be careful. I was sure I could bust the door open, but tearing in too loud might alert the asshole holding Lyla hostage.
Grab it with both hands. Brace your feet. On three...
One...two...three!
I pulled. As expected, the rotten hinges snapped, even more easily than I'd thought. One jerk of grizzly strength took the door clean off.
I stuck my head in and listened closely. No footsteps or voices. The Gods gave us small favors sometimes, didn't they?
Propping the door up behind me, I crept in, making a dead target for the basement where they were holding Lyla. It was strange to be after her again, stealthier than ever, and this time not as a killer.
I was going to save her. I had to.
This woman intrigued both sides of my soul, man and bear. No, not just the wild curves she had either.
Her scent, her eyes, the way she tossed her hair when she sassed me back...
For a human, she wasn't afraid of me. She tempted and teased the bear inside me in a way no female bear or half-blood ever had.
Better pay attention, I told myself, rounding the corner. You want to keep on claiming her, don't you?
I came a couple feet from them, just around the bend, and stopped. It was time.
The anger prickling up inside me exploded. I dropped to my hands and knees, bursting my clothes, growling the entire time.
Bones cracked, rearranging themselves. Dark brown hair burst out around my pores, and so did razor sharp claws.
The transformation only took a few seconds in all. But I needed every precious second. I intended to catch that bastard by surprise and make him pay for what he'd done.
“Tunder!” Victor squeaked the name when saw me.
His gun clattered to the floor. Nobody knew better how useless handguns were on a full sized grizzly than our kind.
He dropped, his fight-or-flight engaged, shifting to save his own ass. I was on him before he fully ballooned in size and ripped out of his clothes.
I dug my claws in, reaching to get a tight hold on his half-furry back. The creature beneath me screamed, a bloodcurdling roar of rage and pain that echoed through the whole basement. It was almost loud enough to drown out Lyla's own shrieks.
Hearing her terror sent more fire pounding through my heart. I pushed, fatally embracing my enemy.
I lunged at him with my mouth, getting a good hold of his jaw. If he'd still been in human form, I would've severed his jugular.
Too late.
Now fully changed, Victor pushed back. He was powerful, just like any bear, but I was bigger and younger as a man and a beast.
Ignoring the claws ripping at my sides, I tightened my hold, going straight for his face. My jaws caught his snout and began to shred his fat, leathery nose.
I held his mouth shut as he tried to scream. Pain, anger, and raw fear blasted out of him. My bear tasted long overdue blood and rejoiced.
This is for the way you made her suffer. This is for carrying out Branson's orders like a mindless animal.
My jaw popped. I winced at the pain, struggling to regain my hold. I released the death bite when I realized his claws weren't pressing into me anymore, nor was he bellowing his lungs out.
The bear underneath me slumped to the ground. I stepped past, dipping one paw into a puddle of sticky red blood pooling beneath his head.
Sorry, brother. Except you were no brother of mine in the end.
I never wanted to kill my own kind. Regardless, there would be plenty of time for soul searching later.
I needed my girl. I pricked my furry ears up at the air, gathering breath, hoping no one else had heard the battle downstairs.
I waited several seconds, listening intently. Nothing.
My hind leg touched the cold black handgun. I shifted into a man, resting the bear, wiping excess blood onto the wall to clean my hands. I reached toward the ground, picking up the gun and my jacket too – the one thing I hadn't shredded to pieces when I changed.
Lyla gave me the weirdest look when I came around the corner. I was naked from the waist down with a slim leather coat wrapped around my shoulders, the gun drawn at my side.
“What the fuck happened to your pants?”
I just gave her a smile.
“Oh...Jesus!” Her eyes popped open. “I never thought I'd see you again! You gave me up.”
“No, you saw a ruse. I'd never, ever turn you over to these animals to be ripped apart. Count on it.” I moved behind her, working out the knot in the cord. They'd bound her hands behind the chair, a painful reminder of our first meeting. “Let's just get you out of here.”
She stood and quickly stretched. I marveled at her curves, shaking with their newfound freedom.
I nearly had to hide an erection.
“There's a door this way. I'm gonna lead you down this hall. Step over Victor carefully and don't look.”
I knew it was an impossible order, but I had to try. Gawking at his body would only delay us.
Lyla did her best to keep her eyes trained on me. I took her by the hand and we walked quickly down the old maintenance corridor, past the crumpled being on the floor and the widening red pool around him.
“Wait!” She hissed, just as I kicked the busted the door aside. “You're going out like that?”
“Isn't like I have much choice. I'll change as soon as we get away from here. We have to get to your car.”
I moved, quickly walking out into the cool dark night. Lyla was right behind me, struggling to keep pace as fast as her big beautiful legs could carry her.
“Hey, hey! Where are we heading? Would you just slow down and tell me what's going on?” Frustration boiled in her voice.
“We need to put distance between ourselves and this place. Some real fucking miles. Here, there's an old barn we use as a garage up ahead...I'm positive they would've taken your car there.”
She followed me in silence. It only took a few minutes to cross the back paths through the reservation.
Luckily, it was so late now that the whole town was asleep, or else packing in for a late dinner.
The proper hunting season hadn't started yet. There shouldn't be any bears in the woods except the patrols. And among that handful, one was dead and the other was peacefully snoring in my cabin.
The people didn't know about this incident yet, even if someone had found Victor. News traveled fast among our small group, but not that fast.
“There!” I stopped at the door leading into the big long shed. I knocked once, just to be safe.
No answer.
I reached for the handle and pulled. The rotten woodwork gave way even faster than I expected.
Lyla cursed behind me, coughing. The big wooden slab hit the ground hard and kicked up a small dust cloud.
I reached behind me, found her hand, and pulled my companion into the office. Luck found us again: there were no other vehicles in for a fix right now.
Brady, our lone mechanic, was messy and lazy as ever. He'd left the keys on his desk, right next to the old thermos stained with a thousand old cups of coffee and soup.
We were out in the garage fast. I raised the door and then ran to the side, just as Lyla started her car up.
She popped the lock and I climbed in. It was weird sitting in a stranger's car naked, but the slight amusement in her eyes said she didn't mind.
“Let's go. I'll direct you along the back roads...we have to make good time on those. Best not to take the main routes around the reservation. Sometimes the boys patrol those for stragglers who might want to break in and do us harm.”
“People like me,” she added.
I looked at her, darkness dashing out the light in my eyes. The triumph swelling my heart from our great escape hadn't lasted long.
Damn, beautiful. You really had to remind me, didn't you?
I took a minute to let a long, harsh F-bomb echo through my head.
Fuck. Fuck! Double fuck.
There was no getting around it. I'd killed a fellow bear, however much he deserved it, all to help a convicted thief and smuggler make a getaway.
There had to be more than this, no matter my feelings for her.
“That cabin right there – turn!” I yelled, pointing.
She roared behind my place and jerked the car to a sudden stop.
“Nick! What the hell are you doing?”
“Be back in a second...”
This had to be about more than saving my curvy new obsession. I slid in through the back door, listening to the steady rumble of Beamer's snores. He was still dead drunk and collapsed over the checkerboard.
I made a hurried trip through the bedroom, grabbing a bug out bag I always kept with a change of clothes and a First Aid kit for my patrols. I zipped it open, snatched the artifact off my dresser, and shoved it inside.
The bastards who'd marched us over to the Elders were too caught up in seizing Lyla to worry about the big green ball.
I half-wondered if Lyla would drive away without me. I wouldn't have totally blamed her if she did.
After all, I was the one who pretended to throw her to the wolves – or rather, the bears – the only chance I had to save both our asses.
I packed my stuff in and threw on a change of clothes. Just enough time for that, and not a second more for anything else.
Her bright eyes sparkled behind the windshield when she saw me emerge, clad in a new pair of jeans.
I knew that flicker. Surprise, uncertainty. Was she really thinking about leaving without me?
“Let's go on,” I said, sliding into the seat next to her.
“Well, yeah! Now that you're dressed to ride, cowboy. Hope it was worth it.”
I smiled, gesturing to the fork in the road just outside the reservation's main gate. The car turned, and we were out into the night, heading as far north as a half tank of gas would carry us from this nightmare.
“Where the hell are we? I've never been this far north before along all these little back roads.” Lyla swallowed.
I'd taken over driving at the last stop. I kept urging her to rest, but she was obviously too alert to follow through. Having a man who'd been ordered to kill her not so long ago driving the car had a funny way of keeping a person awake.
“Junuta. Small town, not too far past Bend. We're on our way to the Idaho border now, baby.”
“Don't you baby me,” she said sharply.
I glanced over. We had three or four solid hours until sunup.
Darkness billowed all around us, a constant shroud of dark gray clouds rolling by. Thankfully, bear eyes always saw better in the dark than a human's. Regretfully too, since it let me see the lines of stress and sorrow furrowed near her pretty eyes.
“What is it?”
“You didn't know what they'd do back there,” she said sullenly. “They could've killed me. Hell, I really thought you were going to let them. The way you handed me over to that vile man, that animal.”
She sniffed. Hard. Fighting back tears.
My heart sank lower. Damn it, there wasn't any choice! Why didn't she understand?
“I knew they wouldn't hurt you. Not for hours. Everything I did was to save you, Lyla.”
“You abandoned me.”
I jerked the wheel, almost tearing the car over to the dark curb. My foot tapped the accelerator, quickening our journey into the dark night.
No. No matter how heated this gets, I have to keep going. Gotta put more miles between us and them.
“Look,” I said, pausing to collect my words. “I don't know what the hell happened between you and bear shifters in the past. If I knew there was a single chance Branson and his goons would've hurt you before I could get to you, I would've torn him down then and there. I would've given everything – everything! – to keep you safe. And I still will. Trust me.”
“Trust? You broke my trust the first night we spent together! The first time we kissed, I got tied up...” She swallowed hard, as if her mouth were filled with something bitter.
“And I saved your life over this damned ball. Twice.”
I stared at her, casting one glance back at the open road. The truth had given her serious pause.
“I just...this whole fucking thing is crazy! I never, ever thought I'd end up with a bear – on the run no less...” Lyla shook her head.
I had to force myself to focus on driving again, away from the long hair flowing around her supple breasts. Gods, to throw myself on her again, wrapping each hand around her softness.
“Why? Tell me what happened. We're not monsters, Lyla.”
Not all of us, I thought, a vision of the one eyed Elder smiling sardonically in my mind.
“My father,” she began, looking out the side window. “He was killed by a bear.”
Surprise. My eyebrows stretched up toward my forehead. Well, that explained a hell of a lot.
“Around Klamath? Our Clan?”
She nodded. “Yeah. He was a miner. Went north for some little startup and ended up around Klamath Falls in the mid-eighties. Everything went well the next ten years, until he got in a fight. Happened at a poker game, my mother said, a fight with another man. Or what he took for another man.”
My heart began to pound. Something about this story was awfully familiar. I remembered a time in my teen years when Branson and a couple other guys were big on gambling with humans.
“He shifted,” Lyla continued. “His teeth were in my Dad's neck before anybody could tear the bear off. Then these fucking government goons had the nerve to cover up the whole thing. Told my mother to keep it under her hat, or else it would cause a lot of bad blood between the local people and the reservation – as if you're some kind of harmless Indian tribe!”
I glanced down. Her fists were clenched, pressed deep into her plush hips, shaking slightly as fury rolled through her.
Dead fathers. One more thing in common, I thought.
“I've never told anybody that before. Never expected the first person outside our family to know it would be one of your kind...”
“It's okay, Lyla.” Slowly, I reached for her hand, wondering if she'd shrink away.
She didn't. Her shallow, soft sobs filled the car as I held her hand. Both of us stared at the dark road flanked by rocky forest, onward to Idaho.
“My clan's been on a warpath for decades. It was only forty or fifty years when they finally got a treaty locked up with the government. Money was never been easy to come by. The Elders always approved a bunch of stupid schemes with the human world, but Branson's were always the worst...”
“Can I ask you something, Nick?” She locked eyes on me, big and round and sad.
I nodded. Wouldn't dream of saying no to that look.
“Do you know who killed him?”
I shook my head. I didn't know. And if I did, would I have turned him over, betraying another one of my people for a crime that happened so long ago?
No easy answers to that.
“No. I was just becoming a man at the time. I remember hearing something about a fight in a bar, some trouble with the government...the Elders are the only source of information we've got. They share a few scraps with those in their inner circle. Hardly anything with bears even lower down the line. Very hierarchical. Everything we do is based on power and ritual.”
“I know all about that. You were training to be an Alpha, weren't you?”
The words stung. After this, speaking in the past tense was more than appropriate.
“Yeah. Branson trusted me until he found your car on our property. That's why he sent me to do the job, and not some asshole like Victor. I've always been the strongest among the younger bears. Last Alpha we had died up north five years ago...a little known shoot out.”
“Shoot out?” It was her turn to look surprised.
“Short lived gun running operation for this human group based out of Redding. Another one of Branson's stupid ideas. That's how he lost his eye.”
“Shame,” she sneered. I practically shared the bitter taste of Lyla's sarcasm.
I drove on several more minutes in silence. Out here in the boonies, dead of night, it was like we were the only man and woman on earth.
Something calming about that. Or maybe we were both satisfied that we'd laid our cards out on the table without laying claws into each other.
“Well, what now?” she asked, lightening her grip on my hand and stroking the muscular sides. “Your buddies will come looking for us. If they aren't already. Can't keep driving forever.”
She glanced in the side mirror. I'd checked carefully for any familiar vehicles behind us on the road every time we filled up. By now, someone had probably discovered Victor's corpse and our hasty departure, but I was sure we'd gotten at least a hundred mile head start.
“We'll find some place to settle. Get our shit together while we plan our next move. It'll take them forever to find us in the next state over.”
“I thought bears were supposed to be awesome at tracking their prey?”
“Then you forget we're half human too,” I said, managing a small smile. “Let's get ourselves across the border and find some place to rest. They'll have to fan out, slow and confused. The few clans we've had contact with are really spread across the country, and the Klamath bears have never been on the best terms with our kinsmen.”
“Not surprising with who you've got in charge.”
We drove on. The darkness wasn't so claustrophobic now. More like a dark soft sea gliding us to safety.
I was finishing my steak and eggs, staring up at a huge stuffed elk's head on the wall. The lodge we'd found across the Idaho border was good enough. For now.
“How do the rates look?” I asked.
Lyla studied the booklet the old Indian owner at the front desk had given us. It was a breakdown of rates by the day, week, and month. She had her phone out, crunching numbers on its calculator.
“If we go with the weekly, we can hide out here for quite awhile. More with the monthly discount, but I thought you might want to move on at some point.”
“At some point,” I repeated.
I looked at her plate. She'd only eaten half her spiced oatmeal and toast with jam. The tea next to her was untouched.
“You should really eat more.” She looked up, a suspicious twinkle in her eyes. “I'm serious. It's been a long journey and I know you haven't had much for a few days.”
She flashed a slow smile, and then went for her tea, stirring in extra sugar. Her pale cheeks turned slightly red. Plush, rosy, and beautiful like ripe apples.
“What's up?”
“It's nice to be around a man who's concerned about what I eat for real reasons. Not because he wants to change my figure.”
“Hell no,” I growled the words so there would be no doubt. “You're fine, Lyla. And I do mean fine, just the way you are.”
Our eyes met. For the first time since my cabin, we allowed our lust to frolic, insistent and on the rise.
After all this, I couldn't imagine anything better than getting her alone in one of these big lodge rooms. I gulped down the rest of my coffee and squeezed her hand.
“Hold on. I'll be right back. Let me go tell this guy we've decided what we're gonna do.”
Mostly rest. Stay safe. And sort this shit out – whatever that means.
I looked over my shoulder. Next to Lyla on the table sat the artifact, carefully wrapped in a small plastic bag we'd gotten at a gas station.
I didn't have a clue where to start. I'd exiled myself from the Klamath Clan forever.
Two choices: stay with this beautiful woman I barely knew and carve out a new life. Forget the sweet volcanic hill country and forests of Northern California.
Or else learn as much as I could about this artifact and why it was so damned valuable.
“Excuse me, sir?”
The old Indian man came forward, his long gray haired tied back in a ponytail. He took the form out of my hand.
“We'd like to take the weekly rate. Off season.”
He nodded slowly and tapped a few keys on an ancient looking computer. An equally archaic printer squealed, spitting out our receipt.
Reaching for my wallet, I fished out the cash I expected I'd need. Then he passed me the paper and I did a double take. The numbers next to the dollar signs were a lot lower than expected.
“What's this? I wasn't expecting such a cheap rate, even for late autumn.”
“Traveler's special,” he said. His eyes glowed a little brighter, but stopped just short of winking.
I paid the cash, folded the receipt, and stuffed it into my pocket. I waited before re-joining Lyla in the empty dining room.
I had to be damned sure this wasn't some kind of trap. Not that any connection with my clan seemed possible in this remote place.
That Indian can't possibly know anyone back home...
A chill worked its way up my spine. I had to be sure.
The walls where the dining hall and rooms forked had tons of old pictures stacked along the walls. I looked them over carefully. Didn't find any clues about this place there, nothing alarming or obvious.
The old man was in a few images. I stopped at the last row, a couple grainy black and white pictures dated in the early 1950s.
Behind a row of smiling men dressed like lumberjacks was the front desk. The very same, sans the computer. The old man was there too.
He hadn't aged a day in fifty years.
While I couldn't rule out the possibility he'd taken over for a father, a grandfather, or someone else, the photos didn't lie. The old manager in black and white was identical to the man I'd just spoken to.
I looked over my shoulder, but no one was there. Growling, I fingered the edge of the photo's frame.
Gods. Even bears didn't age that slowly.
I wondered who – or what – I was dealing with here.
“What is it, Nick? You've been awfully quiet since you got back to the table.”
I sat in our room by the window, staring out at an early morning frost. We were further north, where mountains and forests snowed over quicker and deeper than the mild Klamath winter I was used to.
“That old man at the counter, the guy who manages this place...”
Lyla relaxed on the bed near me, tilting her head in confusion.
“Something odd about him. He gave me a discount without even asking. That's something no lodge in these parts should do, especially when it looks like we're the only paying lodgers right now.”
She sat up, a look of alarm souring her beautiful face. I stood up, pushed onto the bed next to her, slipping a comforting arm around her soft shoulders.
“It's okay. I don't think we're in danger. I searched the hallway high and low for any signs. Never heard of the Klamath Clan having associates this far north either. Not in Idaho.” I spoke slowly, deliberately probing my mind to make sure I hadn't overlooked anything.
Think, damn it. Any missteps here could have a grave price.
No, nothing. Whatever the old Indian's angle was, it couldn't be a beef with me. Or Lyla, for that matter.
“Then...what is it? Why do you think he'd do something?”
“The photos on the wall. Some of them go back fifty or sixty years. I saw him in the background, looking just like he does now.” Lyla's face tightened in surprise. “No, I don't think he's a shifter. This is...something else.”
“You need to talk to him. Find out.”
“Yeah. I'm just not sure what the hell I'll actually find.”
“So much for getting away from it all...”
She was right. I leaned in and kissed her, grateful for the vote of confidence buried in sarcasm. Gods, her plush skin was amazing beneath my fingers, soft and warm and still amazingly sweet.
It didn't matter that we'd been on the run for almost a full day without even a shower. No dirt, no wear and tear, could ever tarnish her beautiful body.
I squeezed her tight. Lyla kissed me back, wet and sultry. I sensed her heat, her scent, releasing pheromones of desire that stopped just short of raging lust.
We were exhausted. My erection wanted her now, but my brain demanded sleep.
Later, I promised. We'll rest up and take her that much harder. And she'll love every brutal second of it.
Lyla didn't protest as I pulled her close to me. We laid together, my arms wrapped around her, hugging her close to my chest.
I almost lost you. Never again, I vowed.
I swear it.
Soon, her curves rippled gently beneath my arms, rising and falling in time to her breaths. Sleep had found her.
My blood pushed through my veins, warm currents reminding me how badly I needed rest too. The last twenty-four hours had easily been the most brutal and hectic of my life.
A shame it takes brutality to crystallize everything. For nearly forty years, I'd always been someone's protege, a hired gun of claws and fur directed by Branson or Beamer or some older bear.
Back home, they're calling me a traitor, I thought. But at least I can call myself a man.
A man with a purpose much greater than anything Klamath ever offered.
I nuzzled into Lyla's neck, careful not to wake her with my scratchy stubble. She looked, smelled, and felt like perfection.
The dreams were dark.
The bear ran rampant, communing with the spirit world all shifters sensed in their sleep. I was an animal again, prowling through the wild, high grasses and untamed forests that existed long before humans settled the Wild West in huge numbers, back when real grizzly bears lived among our kind.
And my bear grew tired of the endless hunting and fighting. Eventually, he laid down in a giant hollow, wanting to rest, jealously guarding the curvy young human female stroking his fur.
IV: The Destiny Stone (Lyla)
We slept together long and deep, all through the evening and night. Waking up the next morning was like entering another world.
I rolled, feeling the beautiful man next to me. His grip lessened in his sleep, but he never took his arms off me, those strong protective hands circled around my waist.
I woke first, rolled gently, and studied his face.
Every handsome detail tore at me. This face had threatened, betrayed, loved, and protected.
All in the briefest handful of hours too, as if time and emotion had been condensed by an angry god and funneled into him, Nick Tunder, a creature who was more than just a man.
His eyes opened. Those ice colored eyes drew me in, a breathtaking glacial landscape concealed in two neat gems.
“Ready for a shower?”
I nodded. The nascent heat between my legs became a full sauna, and doubled again when he took me by the hand and pulled me up.
I followed him into the small, tidy bathroom attached to our comfortable living space. Then the animal inside him awoke too, the beast who pushed me against the wall and began tearing at my clothes.
Nick kissed me hard, deep. I knew he shared my same raw need. My stomach growled once, but I ignored it, too hungry for something else.
“Gods, you're a real woman,” he said, pushing up my shirt. “Not a scrawny little female. Your hips, your tits, your curves...give me a day. I'll run my tongue along every inch of you.”
The low edge in his voice made me quiver. That was a promise.
Before I knew it, my clothes were off, and I was shuddering harder against the wall as he kissed his way up one leg. Nick's fingers plunged into my swollen sex, deep into the wet cream gushing to his thrusting fingers.
He hammered me harder, incrementally increasing the pressure. I steadied myself against the wall, hoping my knees wouldn't give out. Wave after wave of brute, hot, animalistic pleasure – his pleasure – tore through me.
Orgasm hit like a whirlwind. My brain tipped upside down. Crashing, drowning, rending apart in the white hot heat electrifying my whole body.
Nick growled, pushing his thumb against my clit. I came harder, curling my fingers and toes, spreading my body along the wall in rapture.
Nothing was held back anymore. He made me feel beautiful, as if he didn't see a single imperfection. And I quickly learned how fast, how hard that made me come.
Apparently, good orgasms shared a direct relationship with freedom, the liberty to be who I really was. Or at least to be worshiped as a beautiful woman first, and not a plus size throwaway men took in desperation.
“Come on,” Nick murmured, tugging at my hand as my senses recovered. “Undress me.”
“You got it! Can't imagine a better way to wake up than this...”
He spread his arms and legs. I worked fast, tugging off his shirt, and then the old jeans hugging his powerful hips.
His dark boxers were last. I hesitated for a second, knowing his wicked cock would drive me wild the instant it appeared.
But the need to have his scent, his taste, was officially too much. God! I really did need him after all we'd been through...
No more waiting. His waistband snapped and I jerked it to his knees.
Now he was naked, glorious, every angle of him pointed and ready. He lifted me up. I brushed against his naked skin, weathering his embrace, every fiber of my being roaring to have him inside me.
Shit. We don't even have any condoms. I'll have to settle for something else, and hope that's sufficient to tame the beast inside him.
Nick's eyes beamed into mine. I walked backwards with him guiding me, stepping carefully into the shower.
He stopped to grab the soap and crank on the water. The sleek shower head sprayed, hurling its droplets over us, but mostly across every rock hard inch of him.
Nick moved to the wall and clasped his hands behind his head. “Work me over, Lyla. I'm giving you my trust.”
Yes!
Snapping to attention, I grabbed the bar of soap, trying not to get too distracted by the aching sight of water jets screaming across his muscles. The streams exploded, showering his hard peaks and valleys, rolling down slabs of muscle in purifying rivulets.
He deserved this. And so did I, especially after all we'd suffered.
I lathered him up myself, starting at his neck and moving to his shoulders. He turned, letting me get his back good and deep. A satisfied growl burbled up from his throat as I massaged his body, admiring the endless hard hills and dips between pure granite.
When I came to his ass, I squeezed. His cheeks were so hard, so wonderful, so strong.
They rippled beneath my hands. My nails teased his skin, scratching where his glutes met his back thighs. He groaned and growled.
I moaned, tasting a few stray water droplets on my tongue. I leaned in behind him, drawing my hands to his hard abs around the front, kissing his neck.
This morning, this gorgeous skinwalker was mine. Sure, I'd vented all over him on the drive last night.
But I was tired, conflicted, half-crazed with fear.
He was a man, and men made tough decisions. He'd saved me. The fact I was alone with him in this cozy lodge, not dead and buried in a pit, proved it.
It was a new day. I had to show him how much I appreciated what he'd done for me.
Besides, admitting mistakes always feels best with flesh and senses blazing.
I lathered his front, slowly urging him to turn back to me. Halfway through his pivot, I pushed one hand lower, wrapping it carefully around his cock.
His breath hitched. He turned, giving himself fully to my hands.
In my fingers, I discovered how big he was, swollen to perfection and throbbing just for me. I felt him in the beat of his blood, man and beast, starved for a woman's attention.
I stroked him once, all the way to the tip. Soap trickled off him, moving with my hands, coating his finest heat in a wet hot stroke just slightly less magnificent than my own.
Nick locked eyes on me and watched as I stroked him again and again. My hand rolled to his large balls, then back up, steady flicks rolling to his thick tip.
“Faster,” he urged, placing his hand on mine to show me how he liked it.
I flushed. No one had ever given me any guidance like this.
I held my bottom lip, tense with the new lust driving through me. Stroking him harder, faster, I formed a tight pocket with my small fist, covering his length in hard, quick pleasure strokes.
Impulse forced my lips to his hard, slightly hairy thigh. I kissed him, licking at the water.
He never expected me to move up so soon.
Water poured through my hair, turning it wet and warm, a silent urge to draw him deep into my mouth. I licked his head, a quick test, then sank down on his length, as far as my lips would carry me.
Nick grunted, increasing his grip on my shoulders. I sensed his whole body harden, and his cock jerked once against my rolling, teasing tongue.
“Fuck!” He bared his teeth.
Go ahead, honey. Let it all out. I like to feel it when I'm doing something very right.
I sucked him harder, loosening my mouth to take him more easily. Nothing about sucking his fullness was really easy, but the work was well worth it.
Anything was to see him twitch and growl like that.
His hips rocked forward. My hands sauntered up to his ass, discovering his cheeks were clenched harder than ever, readying to expel the explosion building beneath his length.
“Shit! Gods, Lyla...your tongue...make me fucking come. Just don't stop, no matter how much I grind and twist.”
I wouldn't dream of it.
He opened his mouth like he wanted to speak again, but no words came out. My lips ringed his cock, going down deep, down to the base beginning to stiffen and balloon.
Come shot up a second later, giving me less than a second to react.
His size grew in my mouth, pumping his hot, thick sap along my tongue, a mouthful in every savage jerk. Bestial thunder rumbled from his mouth, dredged up from the current tearing through him.
Music to my ears. So was the tempo I somehow managed to keep up, matching his primal rhythm to mine.
I gulped his come, drawing his essence deep inside me, though I secretly wished it were flowing somewhere else.
You have to fight that urge. The last thing you need is a baby on the run.
Still, just having him buried deep inside my mouth was privilege enough.
The great flood became a soft trickle, and then slowed to nothing. He softened, pulled out. I swallowed the last of his seed, engraving his spicy, masculine taste on my memory forever.
His strong fingers went beneath my chin. He cradled it, tilting my face up to look at him.
“That was perfect, Lyla. And from a woman like you, I'd expect nothing less than perfection.”
I stood up. We embraced for a long time, stroking and kissing, taking the world's longest shower.
Just now, the world's dangers might as well have been on the moon.
We had the whole world to ourselves in this lodge, a world made for nobody but him and I.
“Sir? You ready for a chat?” Nick stood next to me.
“I told you once, young man. Call me Tuts. And yes, I am.” The old Indian man smiled behind the counter.
It was late, about an hour after dinnertime. Not that it mattered much because there was exactly one other couple staying at the lodge who we'd seen.
Tuts walked into the backroom and spoke to the young woman there in a language I couldn't understand.
“You sure about this?” I asked, looking up at my man.
“Completely. I have to find out what he knows. He agreed to talk to us.”
“Us?”
“I told him about your interest in local history. I want you there, Lyla. If anyone deserves to be at my side, it's you. Bears never forget anyone who shares their sorrows.”
He took my hand. His fingers were warm and tight, but his pulse was steady and peaceful.
“It's just...this thing.” I shifted my free arm, shuffling the heavy round artifact I held there. “How could he possibly know anything about it? You sure we're showing this to the right person?”
Nick's face tightened. Neither of us liked it when I doubted him.
“I never told him what we had. Hell, neither of us really know what it is either, except that it must be valuable. I doubt he'll have much to add, but it won't hurt to try. It's not like I'm gonna let some old man overpower me and steal that thing again.”
Well, there was no arguing with that. Tuts returned to the desk a second later, the young woman around my age in tow.
“My granddaughter will take over. Let's go. Right down the hall on this floor, second room on the right.”
He walked fast and steady for someone who had to be at least eighty years old. We followed.
The old man's private room looked like a museum. We sat around a glass table, flanked on all sides by animal bones, dark stones, dream catchers, and thick quilts on the walls glowing with all the vibrant hues of the American West.
“Let's get down to business.” Nick's voice was dark and curious. “I want to know who the hell you are, and how you seem to know what's going on with us.”
Tuts laughed. At last, he showed a small sign of his age – what few teeth he had were whittled down to tiny stumps.
“I'd know a bear from a mile away.” Tuts paused, giving us plenty of time to stare with dumb interest. “You've come to escape something terrible. I am only trying to help. You too, young lady.”
His deep, dark brown eyes fell on me. I shifted uncomfortably across the table, managing a weak nod.
“I saw the pictures,” Nick said. “You must be over a hundred years old. Or else you look exactly like the last guy who ran this place. Which is it?”
“Right the first time. It was the old Montana Clan who taught me the secrets to long life.” He reached for a thermos on the edge of the table and poured himself a dark green tea, indulging a long sip.
“Didn't know there was a Montana Clan. We haven't had any contact for generations.” Nick leaned forward, suddenly intent on the conversation.
“Their traders came in my father's time. I got to know several men quite well. They offered me longevity, old bear magic that can sustain a man's life, just like a bear's.”
“Impossible!” I piped up, shaking my head. “Shifters are genetically different from people. Their genes cause them to age more slowly. They can't pass that along to a human being.”
Somehow, my words sounded uncertain. Flat.
“Whatever you believe, young lady. Your science has been wrong many times.” Tuts flashed me that empty smile, clearly amused at my confusion.
“Doesn't matter. We didn't come here to talk about cheating death. What can you tell us about this?.” Nick looked at me and gestured.
I lifted the sphere to the table and slowly unwrapped it. Even in his dark apartment, flecks of jade green paint showed brighter than others, almost like it were coated in emerald or some other earthy material.
Tuts leaned in and stared at it. He reached for the ball, touching his withered fingers to its cool surface, caressing it like it was one of his own grandchildren.
“Well?” Nick flexed his hands on the table, obviously impatient.
“A destiny stone. My, my, my!” Tuts inhaled sharply, holding his breath. “I have not seen one of these in ages, and only one long ago. Traveling bears from Canada brought theirs once, on their way south to retrieve a mate for their king.”
“King?” Nick and I spoke the loaded word in a whisper simultaneously.
“Yes. Your people have no leader?” Tuts came very close to looking surprised.
“No, Klamath has its leaders, but no king. Never did. Our Elder Council's been running things as long as I've been alive.”
Tuts' wrinkles softened. His face relaxed, deep and contemplative.
“Wanna tell us what that's got to do with that thing on the table?” I pointed. Nick's impatience was wearing off on me.
“These stones were forged many ages ago, when all bears were in the same clan. Long before man ever came to this continent – even my people. Skinwalkers lived here first with tall glaciers and ferocious mammoths, heaved up by nature, the true beings the spirits mean to rule this wild land.”
We listened silently. Legend or not, at least his beliefs were...interesting.
“Destiny stones were built by master craftsmen and handed off to each group of settlers. Every tribe had its Alpha, its king, a supreme bear to guide his people. Clan kings are second only to the King of Kings who ruled the original tribe. Of course, you know there has been no King of Kings for many eons...”
Nick shook his head. I eyed the shocked mask on his face, more than a little amused.
He doesn't know his own history. Then again, what do I know? This is a total retelling of everything I thought I knew about the Klamath Bear Clan, or whatever came before them.
Government records and folksy old diaries weren't exactly forthcoming and thorough about bear history.
“Guess we know why it's so valuable now,” Nick said to me.
“Yes, very valuable indeed, young man.” Tuts slurped more tea. “In its rightful hands, this stone is a symbol of a king's authority over his clan. To challenge an Alpha bloodline with this stone, this proof, is to challenge the gods.”
Ugh. Now I really regret trying to steal and sell this thing.
I really did. My heart throbbed when I looked at Nick. I watched him carefully wrap the stone up and drag it across the table to his lap.
“You're not going to rat on us, are you? I swear my clan has no king. We found this, buried outside an old dig site. Klamath's Elders have been trying to get in touch with their history lately.”
“Any skinwalker who calls himself an elder should already know the past,” Tuts said. “Your people have grown strange. Out of touch with themselves and their nature. I suggest you do some research so you can bring it to them.”
“Just how the hell are we supposed to do that?” I folded my arms. “I've read everything available about the Klamath Bear Clan since I was a girl.”
Tuts smiled, but this time stopped short of showing us his worn teeth. He got up, went to an old bookshelf in the corner, and came back clutching a gigantic book that looked like an old Bible.
“Hold out your hands,” he told me. “You may have read much, but I doubt you have ever read this.”
The book weighed a ton. I scuttled to get it on the table.
Its cover was just as worn as the old yellowed pages sticking out between the hard shell. A Chronicle of the Ursus Arctos Skinwalkers and Their Traditions, the title read.
I carefully opened the cover and thumbed to the front page. The same title, an author name I didn't recognize, and then the date below it.
“1916,” I said, more than a little impressed. “This is one old book.”
“And one of a kind,” Tuts added. “The Montana bears told me they only had two more copies when they gave it to me. Must've been almost thirty years ago. None of them have returned for many years.”
I flipped to the table of contents. Nick looked over my shoulder, following my finger as I traced it down the page, searching for Oregon, Northern California, Klamath.
“There! Holy shit. There's something in here about your clan after all.”
Nick furrowed his brow. He looked at Tuts.
“Can she borrow this?”
“As long as it never leaves this lodge.” Tuts watched my hands shaking.
I gently closed the book and held it tight to my chest. Against all the odds, we'd truly come to the right place.
Maybe there was more to that whole destiny stone thing than just a name.
“I'll return it safely just as soon as I can,” I told the old Indian. “Ready for a history lesson, Nick?”
My lover smiled. “Didn't have much of that in school, and can't say I enjoyed it. But I'm willing to make an exception with the right instructor. Helps that it's a damned good cause too.”
“Read it together,” Tuts said. “You, young lady, should take the lead. A man with no past is usually shocked at what he finds. For your friend here, this will be like finding his own father.”
Nick's face darkened. Surely, Tuts couldn't have known about his personal life. Except that really hit home.
I read it on his face, his posture, his expression. I stood, hoping I'd be able to lug the book upstairs without breaking my back.
“This is a once in a lifetime opportunity, Nick. Let's find out what they've been keeping from you.”
“Yeah,” he said, grabbing the artifact. “Thanks for your hospitality, Tuts.”
The old Indian nodded. He stood near the table as we made our way to the door. I felt his eyes on my back until we closed the door, mysterious and heavy, the same as the monstrous volume in my hands.
“Gods!” Nick paced to the window, peeled back the curtains, and stared out at into the encroaching darkness.
I didn't blame him one bit.
The big old book held an entire chapter about the Klamath Bear Clan, an offshoot of an older northern shifter branch who'd migrated down from British Columbia.
“It's amazing, isn't it?” I whispered.
“What?” He turned, showing me the fires blazing in his narrowed eyes. “The fact that our whole damn history has been buried and forged? Those assholes told us we'd been near Klamath forever.”
“You couldn't have known...nobody could...”
“And here I thought we were supposed to be concerned about humans coming in and taking our artifacts. The real thieves were right under our fucking noses.”
Sadness spread through my heart. No, he was right to take a jab at humankind again, and indirectly at me for stealing their treasures.
The Klamath Elders had already taken so much, only to have nosy, desperate humans like myself hitting them from the other side.
I tried to push down the lump in my throat. Tried, and failed.
“Why are you crying, Lyla?” He came over, pulling me into his arms.
“I regret the way we met. I regret everything that came before too! I'm just like those assholes in the records here: settlers, prospectors, government goons. Just one more human female using shifters to her own ends.”
“The pain goes both ways. You read it yourself.” He squeezed my shoulders, burying my face against his shield-like chest. “Your father's just one example. We killed plenty, and not always in self-defense.”
“Yes, but it was your land, your property taken. No shifter armies ever occupied whole kingdoms or ransacked human cities.”
“Who can say?” He shrugged. “I'm sure the history goes back a lot further than what's in this book. We're lucky to have anything at all. All I know is, in Klamath the betrayal came from our own fucking kind, and continues to this day.”
I lifted my head, nodding. He was right about that. The history book proved it.
The first pack of criminals had been Branson's own father, Theodore. It was during a difficult time for the Klamath Clan, just after the century flipped over.
King Alexander couldn't feed his people. Grazing off the land wasn't easy anymore with fierce droughts and more humans moving in by the year. Their territory was shrinking, and the Klamath bears would've seen their numbers halved if it wasn't for trade deals with the local humans.
Then the humans saw their chance, and so did Theodore.
Overnight, the trade deals ended. Human settlers demanded more land, more resources, more access to clan property. Old Theo was willing to give it to them.
It was a familiar chain of events, and surprisingly human too. I'd always been amazed at how quickly an empty belly and an enterprising traitor could create a revolution.
Theodore and his partners drove the royal family away, promising a new beginning. Theodore created the Elder Council, unlocking some brutal and reckless impulses in the group to cement his power.
The Klamath bears fanned out across the West, robbing banks and attacking small outpost towns until they caved, resuming the old trading deals at a favorable rate for the clan.
And so the Elders consolidated their power. It was the new democratic way forward, sick from birth with all the corruption and backstabbing politics any human democracy brings.
“You must be glad you've left that world behind.”
Nick stared at me intently. I wanted to swallow my words.
How stupid. The look on his face says he's anything but happy about exile from his country, his people. Love it or leave it, right?
“It's good to take a break,” he said slowly. “Not like I have much choice. If I ever show my face among the Klamath bears again, they'll kill me.”
“Don't be so sure about that.”
He gave me an odd look. My heartbeat picked up.
Shit. There was one little thing I left out as I read through the book and summarized all the relevant parts.
“Tell me, Lyla. There's something else in that book, isn't there?”
Busted.
“I didn't want to tell you like this.” I moistened my lips, feeling his arm tightening around my shoulders. “It's Klamath's royal bloodline...the family name was Tundrae, and I think you know what that means.”
“Tundrae like Tunder? What, it's some derivative name? You mean...”
He trailed off. Nick's grip on me changed to a harsher kind of comforting, growing in intensity, except now it wasn't just me he was trying to pacify.
“Congratulations, King.” I gave him a big, silly smile, hoping it wouldn't be too inappropriate for the strange situation getting weirder by the day.
“Gods!” He stood up, walking to the window again before coming back to me. “What about them, then? My father? My grandfather? Does that book say anything?”
I dove for the huge open tome on the small desk. In his mad rush to devour everything, he might end up tearing its fragile pages or worse.
“I told you everything. All of it. The chronicle stops in 1916. Didn't record anything about your family's fate. Obviously, someone returned to the Clan at some point.”
“At some point. I was born there. Makes me wonder if my father was really killed in an auto accident after all.”
Nick eyed me quietly. He'd revealed the family secret we shared, and somehow that brought us closer. Sympathy, love, everything gushed beneath the surface, filling the invisible space between us with a special kind of static.
“Accidents can be planned,” I muttered, imagining all kinds of horrible possibilities.
Nick took several steps to an open space on the wall. He leaned there, collecting his wits, a terrible storm of rage and nausea undoubtedly passing through his body.
“You should rest, Nick. It's been a rough couple of days. We've got all the time in the world to figure out a new life, to forget all this shit...”
“No.” He spun to face me, muscles engaged, flexing like he was bowing up to fight. “You've shown me the truth, Lyla. It's crazy, everything that's happened with you and I. But I can't just walk away from this.”
Of course you can't. You're a man. Even if you're really more than that, you think and act like one.
“Nick, think about this. Please! Not to be Captain Obvious, but we're dealing with some very dangerous people here. If you're really going to do...whatever it is you're going to do, then I can't stop you.”
He relaxed. Slight satisfaction brushed his face, making it look warmer and more wholesome again.
“I'm glad you acknowledge that. Listen, Lyla, you've set this whole thing into motion by accident. I want your help, beautiful.”
Holy shit! I didn't even know where to begin. Except I wasn't even going to think about declining this plea.
“You've got it. Morally.”
“No, more than that.” He embraced me, harder this time, pulling my softness to his hard body.
He needed me there, tight against him, reminding him of everything we'd suffered. So did I.
“There's got to be other resources. More books, records, bears...something else that old Indian knows. I need you to help me find it. I have a feeling the answer's right in front of us.”
Slowly, he guided me to face the table with him. The destiny stone sat there half unwrapped, its surface glowing like a tranquil green sea.
“Find out everything you can about this sphere. You've got a brain like I don't. I can't sit down and sift through all this shit like you. Come on, beautiful. I need you.”
His words melted my heart. I leaned in, kissed him, tugging hard at the muscles along his back.
“It's a deal.” I smiled. “Just as long as you keep those rough, hot kisses coming.”
Tuts was nowhere to be found the next day. His granddaughter Doe said he was out hunting.
“Did he tell you about the talk with my boyfriend and I yesterday?” I balked a little at the B-word.
Nothing else fits, I thought. Hell, we've been fucking constantly when we're not chained together at the hip. Isn't that what boyfriends do?
“Yes. My grandfather talks a lot. His favorite thing in the world.”
She didn't nod, didn't smile, didn't reveal anything.
“You must know about all this stuff. I mean, the legends, the skinwalkers, all that crazy jazz. Look, I'm trying to finish more research. Tuts gave us a very valuable resource, but I need more.”
“County library,” Doe said. “Ask for Hammond. He's the old chief librarian in charge of the antiquities downstairs. My grandfather donated his private collection a few years ago. Said it would be good for posterity.”
“Thanks,” I said.
If anything positive was going to happen, I had to move fast. Nick took my advice and rested while I went out.
My chance to give him support in more than mere words had arrived. If the library trip was a bust, I didn't know where I'd turn. And if I didn't turn up something useful, then he was all too likely to go back to the Klamath bears and do something stupid, no matter how much I begged him not to.
One musty trip to the library later and a short chat with Hammond brought me into a little room. I had a pile of old books and folders at my side, all of them donated by our old friend at the lodge.
Hours of digging later, I fished a portable towelette from my purse and wiped my hands. Ugh. Dust like that would be sucking moisture out of my hands for weeks to come.
“Come on!” I whispered to myself. “Could really use a little of that bear magic old Tuts was talking about...”
Halfway through another folder of old sketches, I found it. The hard charcoal lines didn't match Tuts' own steady style from the wildlife prints I'd seen.
It was a black and white drawing of a huge grizzly standing on two legs, its claws stretched, roaring at a small crowd gathered around it. A short man next to the screaming bear held a very familiar looking sphere.
The destiny stone had vibrant rays shooting out of it like a second sun.
I flipped it over. The caption was written in a faded, crabbed script, like something engraved on paper with a quill tip pen. I managed to make it out, straining my eyes over each line.
Coronation Day for a King.
When a rightful ruler takes his proud jewels in his rightful form, his people rejoice. The sphere of destiny glows like a blood red moon, proving his claim to legitimacy.
The skinwalker has a natural edge over all men who wear the crown. While men depend on Cardinals and courts of aristocrats to give them their crowns, it seems God himself approves the Bear King, a sign from the heavens even this wary observer cannot ignore.
Archibald Van Moltke. June, 1834.
“Jesus.” My heart began to pound like a steady drum in my chest. “There's no way this can be real.”
Or so I wanted to believe. But how many strange things had I seen since I started delving into bear lore? Hell, how strange was their very existence?
Obviously so eerie and improbable the US government would never admit to it.
I looked around carefully. I vowed I'd never steal a precious artifact again after Nick saved me, but surely I could make an exception for this last little scrap, this crude drawing that might be telling the truth, literal or symbolic.
Okay, there's got to be something here. And I'm not going to let another something slip away.
I carefully folded the old paper and pushed it into my purse.
Just in time. The room's lonely speaker kicked to life above me, announcing the library would be closing in the next fifteen minutes.
Up in the Idaho mountains, we could already see our breath. Winter was imminent at these elevations.
We'd driven several hours north to a park flanked with mountains, and very few touristy lookouts and cabins. Nick insisted on total isolation.
“Are you sure you want to do this up here? It's awfully cold.” I hugged myself, wishing I had a thicker jacket.
I know, a fat girl should tolerate the cold better. Leave me alone.
“This place is perfect. Nobody should see us in this forest.” Nick sounded much more upbeat today.
Probably something about being out in stark, rugged nature. Even I appreciated it, and I didn't have half his bear sharp senses.
“Do you have it, Lyla?” He turned to look at me, stepping back from a rocky outgrowth hovering over a small depression in the ground where dark green saplings were beginning to sprout.
I lifted it out of the small bag at my side, glancing over my shoulder one last time to make sure nobody else was around. The destiny stone felt heavier in my hands than it had before, or maybe I was just dizzy with anxiety.
“Here. You can have my coat if you're cold.” He drew it off his shoulders, adding it to the bundle in my arms. “Won't be needing it for a little while.”
I leaned on a tall fallen tree adjacent to our little spot. Nick undressed, starting with his shirt, carefully hanging each piece of clothing on the low branches nearby.
Watching him strip was damned sexy, even when it wasn't supposed to be.
Soon, pale yellow light filtering through the bright green trees above fell on his gorgeous flesh. I almost forgot to brace myself for what was about to happen next.
“Pass it to me when I stand up and sniff the air. I won't hurt you. I promise. We're in full control when we let the bears rise. Never forget that.”
Yeah. Easy when it's all theory, but not so easy when there's a fifteen hundred pound grizzly bear standing in front of me, staring like I'm lunch.
I'd never seen a shift at close range before while I was sober.
Always a first time for everything.
Nick stretched his arms and legs. I eyed his half-full erection, inwardly chastising myself for the constant stream of dirty, delicious thoughts.
Then he fell to the ground and sexy went on the back burner.
I squirmed uncomfortably, wondering what it felt like to sprout fur, claws, and have your bones splintered in several dozen places.
It always happened fast too. Nick's body cracked and transformed, ballooning into a big, hairy ball with arms and legs.
The grizzly was back. The huge bear stared at me, tilting his head in a way that would've looked friendly and funny if I were watching him through the bars of a cage.
But it was just him and I out here. No barriers, no prison bars. Just faith.
“Nick?” I said, more than a little unease in my voice. “Are you ready?”
The grizzly took a few steps forward. I could hear his huge lungs inhaling and exhaling, large dragon puffs of smoke snorting through his leathery nostrils.
It's okay. Don't be afraid.
Without warning, the bear stood. I cringed and stumbled a few steps backward, but he stopped short of landing on top of me, as promised.
Nick raised his head, sniffing at the air, giving a raspy whine that tugged at my heart.
“Okay, big guy. Let's get this over with.”
Passing over the destiny stone was the hardest part. It took all my willpower to reach out to the bear, to carefully place the heavy orb in his big, furry paws.
I wondered if he could even grip with those huge claws.
Nick got along okay, adjusting his bear fingers for a secure grip. He clutched the holy artifact tight to his chest.
We waited. Nothing.
I shook my head, hating myself for believing that stupid mumbo-jumbo in the library. Nick growled, a thousand times more ferocious than he ever did as a man.
Somehow, he kept the same cadence of a very pissed and disappointed man, despite being a heavy bear.
Then there was a hiss from his hands. The green color changed, blinding like a meteor coming in through the earth's atmosphere.
I whimpered in surprise and shielded my eyes. Nick's growl came louder, and his furry paws jerked around it, as if it were burning him.
When the glow lessened, I opened my eyes. His back was turned to me, and he was moving to the small cliff, ambling along slowly on two bear legs never meant to walk upright for long distances.
He stopped just before the edge, slowly stretching his arms, still cradling the stone.
Now, it truly glowed vivid red, like a harvest moon dyed in blood. Nick pitched his head back and began to roar. His guttural sonnet resounded with the nature around us, scattering the birds, vibrating deep into the trees.
I pressed against the fallen trunk and covered my ears. I couldn't decide whether I should laugh or cower.
This really is his destiny! And whatever fate is on its way makes me shake with happiness, fear, and confusion in one stroke.
When I opened my eyes, the bear had turned around. The stone was on the cliff's small incline, rolling down toward me.
I stepped up and caught it just before it landed in a patch of mud. Nick crouched low, flattening himself on the ground, shrinking and turning bald as his bones rearranged into a man's shape.
His hands and feet were slightly muddy when he looked up, breathing heavily. Shifting must've been one hell of a sucker punch to the body. Or was it the stone that drained him?
The glowing stopped. Its warmth was fading, and it only took several seconds for the jade green to reappear, banishing the crimson fire that filled it before.
“It's true,” he said, rising and fetching his clothes. “Everything.”
I let him dress in silence. Contemplation clouded his face, likely the same thoughts and fantasies tearing through my mind.
“Now what?” I asked as soon as he faced me again, buttoning up his shirt.
“Now, I thank you properly for showing me what I really am.” He threw me into his embrace so fast I laughed.
Crushed between us, the destiny stone nestled into my breasts. There wasn't much good humor in his eyes, just raw, hungry, animal need, instincts that hadn't disappeared with the bear.
“Come on. We've got a long drive back before I can throw you down and fuck you senseless. Then I'm going to plan every last detail of my return to Klamath. I'm still hungry for blood. Branson, Judy, and Hector's blood, to be specific.”
No big surprise. But the way he kissed me was.
The sphere pressed uncomfortably between our bodies as he threw himself into me, pouring hot breath past my lips as his tongue found mine. There was no pushing back, no teasing him.
Nick's kiss had nothing but force behind it, stopping just short of biting my bottom lip. His kiss literally stole my breath away, sucking it deep into his body, replacing oxygen with earthy lust.
“Holy...holy shit,” I moaned when he finally let me up for air. “What's gotten into you?”
“Plenty. Now put that thing down and forget the drive back,” he said, snatching the sphere from my hand.
He walked it several steps to my purse, set it carefully on the ground, and then came back to me.
Blood rushed into my ears. Was he really suggesting what I thought he was?
Another embrace, another feral kiss, another intense grip in his rock hard arms held the answer. He pushed me against the tree, never letting up on the kisses, plunging his tongue into my mouth again and again.
He licked me like he wanted to fuck me. My depths turned slick and convulsed, suddenly wishing it were the other way around.
I wanted – no, needed – more than just his tongue flicking in and out my mouth.
I reached up, tearing at his collar. My hands broke a couple buttons as he helped me take his shirt down, and then it was my turn.
Well, so much for getting dressed. Damn if this isn't a hell of a way to change your mind, though.
Our clothes fell in a flurry, stripped away like annoying second skins. Nick held my curves expertly, making me delirious with his kisses, the way his hands clasped my ass and squeezed.
Growling, he walked me back. I squealed as he tightened his grip, making me fall with him onto the cold ground.
It had to be around fifty degrees up here. Not that it mattered, not with the sticky heat racing through my blood.
We rolled, twining arms and legs, and now I was flat on my back, open as the cool earth beneath me.
Nick kissed me again, stamping a steady trail of hot fire past my lips, down my neck. He grabbed my right breast. I rolled my hips and groaned when my nipple disappeared behind his lips.
Tongue and teeth lapped at one breast, and then the other, making expert laps and pinprick clenches that drove me wild. I reached past my legs, gripping his cock in one hand.
Fuck!
He was hard as steel. Longer and thicker than I even remembered, just inches away from forcing it to my depths.
We didn't have a condom. I was past caring.
I couldn't resist, couldn't think about stopping, even as I wrapped my arms and legs around him. I ran my nails up his neck, listening to the happy rumble in his throat. He came closer, closer, closer still when my legs went around his hips, pulling him dangerously close to my aching slit.
“I. Need. You.” Staccato words burst from his mouth and into my ear like billowing steam.
Nick pushed into me with one thrust. I arched my back, slapping the cool earth lightly, instinctively rising to meet the powerful length slipping to my depths.
He fucked hard, fast, devouring me in a rough sprint rather than a slow and sensual marathon. The force of his hips on mine took me by surprise.
I moaned again, all my senses going into overload. Nobody's flesh had ever felt so good inside me, his skin on mine, burrowing deeper with risky intent.
Everything between my thighs burned hotter as our rhythm increased. Even the cool soil and moss beneath us did nothing to cool the rising flames.
“Fuck, you're so tight,” he growled. “Just makes me want to tear you apart, make you a perfect fit for my cock.”
“Do it!” I whimpered.
Nick bared his teeth. He grabbed my ass, moving his hands up my legs, placing them over his shoulder.
I flushed as white hot fire zipped through me. Big girls rarely imagined being fucked like this, with so many curves creased and exposed, but Nick didn't care about any of that.
He loved every inch of me. Most of all, he wanted to go deeper, and now I was fully open for him as he jackhammered into me.
My lips opened in a hot ring of pure pleasure. My clit throbbed each time he slammed down, slapping his balls on my ass. My toes curled across his shoulders, winding up for the explosion.
It came.
Worlds splintered apart in my mind. Every little piece of stress or self-conscious fear left in me unraveled.
I buried my hands in the soil at my sides and scratched, trying to relieve the molten blast inside me.
But there was nothing to do but let the fever run its course.
Growling, Nick slammed deeper, fucking me through my orgasm, timing his thrusts to match my velvet as it convulsed and sucked at his erection.
“I'm...I'm fucking losing it. Oh, little Lyla, I'm going to fill you, mate you, breed you...”
His voice gurgled into another growl, deeper than a normal human could manage. His hips mashed against mine, and he held himself there as his big cock erupted into my climax.
Our bodies rocked, fucked, and spasmed together.
My orgasm started all over again, surrounding my brain in delicious warmth a second time. But there was something else.
Thick liquid heat flowed through me, shooting through my womb. I realized it was his seed jetting into me, foaming like a volcano overflowing.
His sweet, forbidden essence hurled deep, covering my fertile valley, something I shouldn't have allowed it to do.
Bad girl, I thought. Bad, bad, bad...but so fucking good!
My sex spasmed again, milking his cock dry. My body knew what it wanted. It wanted to squeeze every last rich drop from his spasming flesh, sucking it to my depths, bringing light and heat to the wet darkness.
I never knew how long we came together. The pleasure reached a crescendo, tearing at every nerve, rabid music thudding through our veins that came to an abrupt stop when we could take no more.
Nick grunted, gently lowering my legs. He rolled off me.
I reached between my legs and felt for the steaming mess trickling out of me. Absolutely no doubt: he'd planted his seed deep.
Why doesn't that scare me?
Nothing about him frightened me anymore. I'd seen all the shades of himself, and he'd seen mine. All I knew was that I loved him, as insane and improbable as that seemed.
“Rest your eyes, beautiful.” He pulled me close, gently brushing stray leaves out of my hair.
I dozed on his warm protective skin, listening to distant birds serenading us. I secretly wished this private Eden could keep us there forever.
But I knew he was looking past me after he kissed my forehead. Nick's eyes were on the destiny stone.
Whatever came next, it involved us and that big enchanted boulder.
“Stay with me,” I said, fighting off the drowsiness and staring into his eyes. “No matter what.”
“Of course I will! A man doesn't let his love, his mate, down. I'd rather have you than rule over a thousand bear clans.”
My heart swelled. I kissed him, emotions burbling over, his rich essence still making its warm impression in my womb.
“I love you too, Nick.”
I kissed him. He kissed me back. My hand brushed his erection, returning to its beautiful readiness.
He rolled on top of me, opening my legs again. I smiled, begged a little, and took him deep.
Anything to prolong the return to harsh reality.
Here, I had him all to myself. And I didn't like to share.
V: Born to Rule (Nick)
“You can't do this, Lyla. It's too dangerous!”
The curvy impetuous woman sitting on the bed in front of me just wouldn't take no for an answer. Gods, I loved her, stubborn or not.
And that's why I was running smack into her determined heart, like hitting a wall, when I was hellbent on never putting her in harm's way again.
“You can't just keep me up here while you're fighting for your life. Who gave you this idea, Nick? Who!”
We both knew the answer to that. It was late one night, just a couple weeks ago, not long after we returned from the forest where I'd seen my destiny in a blood red promise.
“You did, love. It's up to me to execute it.”
She nodded. Her cheeks were flushed with a rosy redness I'd seen before, the same dark red that came when she was going off in rage or ecstasy.
If it weren't for the serious discussion, it would've made me smile.
“And it's up to me to help you. That's what a real partner does. I've read the chronicle – all twelve-hundred pages! You should read about the way some females saved their kings and brought peace to their clans.”
A low growl formed in my throat. I kept it in, even though it was a pain.
“You are my mate, Lyla. My true love, my fated mate, a gift from the Gods.” I closed the distance between us and sat next to her. “But you're not a bear. Remember that.”
Her eyes flashed darkly. Damn it, I didn't want to hurt her, but she had to be reminded of the truth.
“Yeah. You've made that very fucking clear.”
I reached for her shoulder, but she turned away from me. I pushed anyway, wrapping my arm around her, squeezing with a sigh.
Please! This is difficult enough.
“Your plan is wonderful. Better than anything I could've come up with. You know me – I like to come in with claws drawn – or else guns blazing.”
“Doesn't sound wonderful if you don't trust it enough to make me part of it...”
“I can't stand to see you hurt again. If they captured you, or worse...it would be the end of me. You know that, don't you? Lyla?” My hand brushed her cheek.
Slowly, she turned to face me, tears in her eyes. My beautiful, stubborn mate hated when I was right.
In this instance, so did I.
“Whatever. We don't know if it'll even work,” she admitted. “It just sounds stupid. Why should any of these bears recognize what that bright red glow means if they've never seen it before?”
“They will,” I growled, though I was really as unsure as she was. “We didn't know if the old page you found at the library had any truth to it either until we went out in the woods for a test. It worked. Call it magic, call it science, but there's something in the stone that tells the truth about my blood. Your research was right before. Now we need to trust it again.”
“What if I hang back? I'll carry something for protection. Please, someone's got to be there, at least to phone the police if something goes wrong.”
I snorted. The police...like a human sheriff ever gave a damn what happened on bear land!
“If there was ever an internal issue that needed to be sorted out by the clan, it's this one. You know that. Look, I know you're not going to give up easy...”
“No fucking way,” Lyla insisted, crossing her arms.
“Then I'll let you come. We'll stay in radio contact the whole time. And you're not getting out of the car. If anyone finds you or there's the least hint of trouble, you run. Start the engine, break the connection, and don't look back. You'll do what you have to when you're safe and far away.”
“Fine.”
“None of my kin are gonna be happy to see me after the way I left. Hell, Branson has probably told everybody you brainwashed me into killing Victor...they'll all be hostile.”
It hurt just to think about it. I forced a hard, bitter lump down my throat.
No time for tears. And definitely no room for showing weakness in front of her.
When she wrapped her arms around me, I nearly lost it. I held in the overwhelming storm, looking past her, looking through her, wondering why the hell the Gods had chosen me for this ridiculous tragedy.
Amusement. This is playing out like a sick comedy.
Maybe the spirit world has grown tired of happy endings for the last couple thousand years. Everything she's told me about our history on this continent is just one long tragedy.
It really wasn't personal. Bears had suffered for a long time, and maybe I was just the latest act in a terrible production that began long before I was born.
My arms found hers, held her tight, holding on to gather the senses I needed more badly now than any other time in my life.
“This will work,” I told her. “Don't worry. Nothing's happening to me until I see Branson and the rest of those assholes dead. The Klamath Bear Clan won't be ruled by scum-fuck Elders any longer.”
“Nothing's going to happen to you at all,” she insisted, drawing me in for a quick, comforting kiss. “You'll run them out. Then we can plot the rest of our future without looking over our shoulders or abandoning your kind. Our future...that's what counts.”
Our future.
I repeated it in my head. The single phrase held more promise than the blood red glow in the sphere announcing my legitimate bloodline. It excited me a hell of a lot more than being a bear king too.
“Okay. Let's go through the checklist one more time, and make sure the car is all prepped to go.”
“Checking out so soon?” Old Tuts smiled his empty grin, a Cheshire cat who'd lost his teeth.
“Been about...a solid month? I wouldn't exactly call that soon,” I said. I reached into my pocket, fishing for my wallet, hoping to pay up our last bill and be on our way.
We had a long drive ahead. Then, if all went well, a hard night of vengeance.
“Very well, young bear.” He took the cash from me and fiddled with some keys on the old computer.
The ancient printer ground to life, slowly spitting out a receipt. I shuffled, feeling the tense bristle building beneath my skin, the need to get the longest day of my life over with.
“Here you are. Hope to see you back one day. It's been a long time since this lodge hosted a King.” Tuts nodded as I looked up, fire in my eyes.
“Thank you,” I said simply, crumpling the receipt into my pocket.
“Good luck to you. Remember to be true to the old ways, and the spirits will smile on you tonight. Do not let your anger get the best of you.”
“I'll keep that in mind.”
I turned abruptly, pushing through the neat glass doors. Lyla was already waiting in the car, most of our luggage carefully tucked away.
The old Indian freaked me out, but I couldn't deny the uncanny wisdom in his words.
Okay, old man. I'll remember what you said. If you're my oracle, then I really need some magic...
On the drive out, we passed a calm deer standing at the edge of the lodge's big trees. When I looked in the mirror after passing, I swore there was a young Indian woman there instead.
I didn't know if I'd been given good luck by a family of strange half-bloods or lower gods. Right now, I needed all the well wishes I could get from above and below.
“You wait here. I'll have this little mic clipped to my coat and I'll be in contact the whole time. Keep your phone off unless you need it. Just in case.”
“Oh, Nick. Take care of yourself!” Lyla reached across the dashboard and embraced me.
I held her, silently praying it wouldn't be for the last time.
The drive should've taken a lot out of me. It took hours to blast clean through to Klamath land with only a couple brief stops to rest. But I was more ready to get out, walk, and fight than ever before.
“Here,” she whispered, passing the destiny stone to me. “Come back to me in one piece.”
“I will, beautiful. Wouldn't dream of leaving you out here alone.”
I stuffed the heavy sphere into the small bag I'd prepared. Then it was out into the night, dodging between trees, calling up my grizzly senses to smell for any sign of night patrols.
It had been more than a month since we'd disappeared. Long enough to let any extra guards get lazy.
Less than a mile to the village center, I found Beamer, drunk and slumped against a tree. He didn't even bother to put away the handgun resting on his lap.
I smiled, slipped right past him, and reached down carefully over his shoulder. What would it hurt to disarm him and give myself one less threat?
I doubted the rest of this would be so easy.
The drive had taken us all day through early frost in the mountains and intermittent rainstorms across the West. I knew most of the bears would be in their cabins, winding down for the day if they weren't already asleep.
The grizzly statue towered above the tallest roofs, an old gathering point where my forefathers must've spoken to the people long before the Executive Office was built. This bear was propped up on two legs, mouth open in a defensive roar, his front paws stretched upward, flexing claws to the Gods above.
I slipped in unseen, gunning my legs to cover the distance to the statue. When I reached the big wooden claws at the base, I looked up, wondering how easy it would be to scale.
If I was going to do this, then it had to be in this form. Grizzly bears weren't built for climbing to lofty heights, and shifters were no exception.
A little rope. A small scaling hook to make progress, inching my way up the old pliable wooden exterior. I climbed the huge bear's back, not stopping until I was comfortably perched up on his shoulder.
I reached into my sac. First, the bullhorn, and then the destiny stone. I left the two guns and flash grenades inside. No need to flash my teeth unless I had to.
“Alright, grizzly people!” I switched on the bullhorn, letting my words clarify as it shrieked to life with a resounding squeal. “Come on out! Come see the traitor, the heir, and your true destiny...”
I stopped, listening as a few nearby doors creaked open. Drowsy older bears wandered out, all in their human form, barely clothed and rubbing their eyes.
“Come on over, boys! That's right. You're not dreaming! It's your old buddy, Nick Tunder. I'm back with good news, the truth that's been stolen from the Klamath Clan by our own Elders. Somebody call them out! Bring out those ratty old bastards, especially that toxic cur – that asshole – Elder Branson!”
I paused, straining my ears to hear thirty feet down.
“Holy shit, it's really him!”
“Gods, the murderer is back. This really is a cursed year! Somebody go ring the damned Executive Office.”
“Stay inside, stay inside...wait until all this passes.”
Claw marks. Several impatient bears below me had shifted to their grizzly form, snarling and clawing at the statue's base, helplessly trying to shake me down.
Nope. It'll take a lot more than that. Not coming down until I see Branson's ugly eye staring at me.
It took a good ten minutes for the Elder I wanted to arrive. Old Hector and Judy must've been taking their sweet time, if they were going to come at all.
Just now, I had several dozen gathered beneath the statue, practically the entire Klamath Bear Clan.
Perfect.
“Going really well,” I whispered into the small plastic piece attached to my collar. “Now the moment of truth.”
“That fucking terrorist has a lot of nerve showing himself around here...” I heard Branson's voice and looked past the crowd, toward the small group of men flanking the one eyed Elder. “Yes, you idiots! Shoot him down.”
A tall figure pushed his way through the crowd at a lopsided run. He carried a rifle in hand.
Shit. My hand reached into the bag, fingers twitching as they felt for the cold surface of the flash grenades.
I relaxed when I saw the closest man with the big gun was Beamer. He hadn't raised his rifle yet, hadn't taken aim. He was just beneath me, staring upward, his eyes sick with stormy conflict.
“Beamer! You don't have to do this,” I shouted through the bullhorn. “Put the gun down. Better yet, turn it on the bastard who made you pick it up in the first place.”
“I don't want to!” He shouted up to me. “You've done a lot of damage here, Nick. Just come down. We can talk this out! If you don't, then you're not leaving me much choice, man...”
“Yeah, we'll talk this out, alright. But it's not going to be you and me in some dingy prison room!” I raised my voice and tipped the bullhorn toward the crowd.
“Friends, the Elders have usurped your birthright and mine. Our corrupt little trio murdered your rightful ruler and usurped power for themselves. They've kept us isolated and vulnerable, fishing for artifacts only so they can keep them hidden.”
“What the hell are you talking about, you snake?” A man shouted up from below. “You're a fucking murderer!”
“Killing Victor broke my heart. I had to do it. You didn't know he was about to execute a human girl in cold blood, did you?”
I really had no idea. I had to test them, find out what the hell Branson had said about the incident, what lies he'd told.
Several shocked gasps came up from the crowd. Obviously, he'd given them a different account of that night after all.
Several people turned to face Branson. The Elder's single uncovered eye twitched with glassy hatred.
“It's true,” Branson shouted, much to my surprise and everybody else's. “What he isn't telling you is this girl was a thief. Yeah, I kept it hidden. I didn't want to invite retaliation against our human neighbors and kick up a whole new bout of shit. This girl's as responsible for Victor's death as Tunder!”
His arm shot up, pointing an accusatory finger at me. I repressed a bitter smile.
So, he'd gone with a safer story after all. Hadn't told them about Lyla at all. Until now.
“I get it,” I said, switching the bullhorn on again. “You're all shocked. Surprised. So am I. Thank you, Elder, for proving my point. You see how this man keeps secrets? Don't worry, people. There are a lot more deep, dark secrets where that came from! Oh, but it's all for 'the good of the Klamath Clan,' isn't it?”
“You're still a traitor, Tunder! You betrayed your own kind for a human female, you sick sonofabitch!”
I ignored the anonymous voice below. I was more concerned about Beamer, who'd at least lowered the rifle.
“The girl did steal from us, yes, but then she made up for her crimes. I'm telling you the truth. This little incident pales when it comes to the real secrets our illustrious Elders have been hiding. Why don't you tell them about your old man, Branson? Tell folks all about Theo's purges and bank robberies, all the lives he ruined by getting our people into crime, bear and human alike!”
“Crime? What's he talking about?”
“The Elders rule like little dictators, pretending their seniority alone gives them wisdom. But the Clan wasn't always run with secret deals and three votes, was it?”
Branson was practically shaking with rage now. The other two had shown up. Judy was at his side, her old face lined with worry. Hector coughed, propping himself up to stare at me over his walker.
Perfect timing. I decided to whip out my Ace card.
“This is the proof! This is the artifact that's caused so much trouble. All because it has so many answers for our people.” I held up the destiny stone for everyone to see.
Plenty of curious eyes. No one was very impressed, and I didn't blame them. It wasn't much to look at when it wasn't glowing, shooting its red rays in all directions.
“Beamer! You've got to let me down. No arrest. Give me a minute to prove what I'm saying is true.” He lifted his rifle. “None of you have much reason to trust me. But if you don't let me do this, you won't know there's even less reason to trust our all knowing council.”
I took a deep breath and began to climb down. Really, he could've shot me at any time, or maybe he was just waiting to intercept me as soon as I got my feet on the ground.
It's now or never. All in. I'd rather get a bullet in my brain than keep up this charade.
Angry men and women in the crowd chattered louder as I descended. I kept going, without even looking at them or Beamer.
My feet touched the ground. I pressed my hands to the statue and turned, one last time.
My old friend and mentor had the rifle pointed at my face. A second later, he lowered it, shuddering with self-disgust.
“Hey! What the fuck are you doing, you idiot?” Branson exploded, screaming over the rest of the people. “Shoot him! Shoot him dead. No more fucking delays! This murderer, this traitor, doesn't deserve a second trial.”
Several people turned toward the booming, bitter voice slowly. Their faces were lined with shock.
Branson had a history of public outbursts, but never before the entire clan. He looked like a fire hydrant shaking with too much built up pressure.
“You see that?” I whispered to Beamer.
“Yeah. But that doesn't mean I trust you either. Get up in front of the statue, man, and do whatever you're gonna do. This won't end well any other way. If something awesome doesn't happen, you're going in handcuffs.”
That was fair. I strode forward, destiny stone in hand, gripping it as I spread my arms and legs.
Summoning fire in my blood for shifting wasn't hard. I fixed my eyes on Branson and his vile companions as I fell, screaming as bones, flesh, and nerves contorted with unusual fury.
Shit. Hope I didn't break the mic. Lyla won't be able to hear anything if it's shattered or all muffled.
I worried about her showing up unannounced. But just now, back in my grizzly form, I had bigger worries.
The bear whined deep inside me, hungry for blood. I had to restrain myself from charging straight through the crowd and biting into Branson's head.
The stone, the stone. Go for the stone.
My paws fumbled with the big round object. I managed a grip, throwing my strength into my hind legs.
When half my claws were touching it, and it caught the distant moonlight filtering down from above, it burst fiery red. At night, the glow was far stronger than it had been in the daytime forest, more like holding a big red sun than a bleeding moon.
People turned toward the cherry red brightness and gasped. Some of the ones in the front shielded their eyes. Behind me, Beamer swore. I heard the unmistakable sound of the rifle clattering on the statue's wooden platform.
I tipped my head up to the sky and roared, calling on the Gods to come to me this moment, purveyors of truth and fate.
The destiny stone continued to flicker, a livelier red than before. The blood red glow circulated with dizzying intensity, almost like a mechanical heart churning blood inside it.
I poked out my huge tongue through sharp teeth, gasping for cool, nourishing air. Something else was happening. It was like the sphere was sucking the life force out of me, as if it were my energy fueling the blood red glow.
I fell on all fours, holding the stone snug in my paws. I began to shift.
The heat surrounding my hands instantly dissipated, its shooting star glow tamed back to a jade green. I crouched around the stone, pretending to hide my nakedness. Really, the crouching position helped me feel like I wouldn't pass out.
“What the hell was that?” Beamer whispered behind me, echoing the sentiment of a dozen bears in the crowd. “Feels like I've seen those fireworks before. Strong, calming...right.”
Several people just below us nodded their heads. I smiled. Maybe they couldn't put it into words, but in their hearts, they knew damned well what the red light meant.
Half the crowd turned to Branson for answers, and the rest to us. I reached for the bullhorn.
“Do you see that, everyone? Do you know that light?”
More heads nodded in the crowd, bemused and reluctant.
“This is what he's hidden from you. The truth about your past, your future, the Klamath Clan's destiny and mine. I, Nicholas Tunder, am more than just an Alpha-in-waiting. I'm the heir to this bear clan's throne.”
More gasps, another long wave of chatter among my fellow bears. No one spiked up challenging it.
Not even Branson. I eyed him warily across the crowd. All three Elders looked too shocked to speak or even think about giving more kill orders.
Well, at least I've accomplished something here tonight...
More excited tittering, jeers, and thunderous growls from the crowd. People were getting overly excited, dangerously close to a full out fight breaking out in the confusion. All it took was one overexcited bear taking grizzly form and –
A deafening bang exploded behind me.
I spun, just in time to see a quick puff of smoke rising from Beamer's file. He'd fired straight up into the sky. That got everybody's attention.
He reached out to me, pointing at the bullhorn. I handed it over.
“Alright, everybody, listen up! We've got a hell of a crisis on our hands. Just stay calm and we'll sort all this out. I'm calling on the other security guys to take the Elders into custody. I'll do the same for Mister Tunder here.”
I didn't resist as Beamer grabbed my arm. Over the crowd, the look of horror on the Elders' faces was priceless. I beamed my smile at Branson, all my hate and triumph into that one good eye.
“Wait, wait, wait...” There was an old, meager voice repeating the same word over the clamor.
Beamer led me forward, and stopped just short of the Elders. We pushed through the crowd, many of whom had wisely decided to fan out and return to their cabins.
A bear called Gerald, a little older than Beamer, had a small handgun drawn as he stood next to the Elders.
“It's Hector. He wants to tell you something,” Gerald said to Beamer, flashing me a wary look.
“Everything he said is true,” I heard old Hector say from a distance, surprisingly cough free. “I'm the oldest here...I remember the old ways. Branson's father took over more than a generation ago. Killed the King, and later his son. That hit on the girl...Branson thought she was armed and dangerous. He was hoping Nick and her would kill each other.”
The two men shook their head. So did I, wondering how wickedly addled Branson's brain really was to think of Lyla as anything but a harmless, if misguided art thief.
I watched Branson, just a couple paces away, silently fuming next to Judy. He wiped his mouth, salivating like he was getting ready for a fight.
Suddenly, he lunged forward. I did too, making a line between him and Hector. Gerald and Beamer scrambled to separate us.
I glared at the Elder, growling, but all his hatred was directed past me at Hector.
“You dirty old rat. Fucking vermin!” He panted. “I'll gut you myself with my own bare claws when all this over. You've just chosen the wrong side, old man.”
“Please,” Hector coughed to the guards. “He made me...now I'm telling you the truth.”
I wanted to roll my eyes. Of course, the old fart was being self-serving as usual, but at least it was only feeding the suspicions I wanted fed about my one-eyed rival.
Very few bears were left watching the spectacle. Several growls erupted from a few paces away. I turned, horror wrinkling my face as I saw Lyla running past several very pissed kinsmen a hair away from shifting.
“Hey!” Beamer yelled after me.
I ran, putting myself between the grizzly bears and her, preparing to turn to protect her. She threw herself into my arms, not even caring that I was still buck naked from changing before.
“I'm sorry, Nick,” she whispered. “I couldn't wait a second longer. It sounded like a pack of wild animals tearing into you over the mic...then it went dead. My phone wouldn't get any reception out here. I couldn't call help.”
“Harry! Arnold!” I shouted over her shoulder, stroking her hair. “Back to your cabins. You know you can't take me, and I'll seriously fuck up both your worlds, human and bear, if you lay a single hair on this woman.”
The bears snarled, but kept their distance. Beamer and Gerald caught up to us. I growled, foaming with rage as they tore Lyla from my arms.
“Separate these two!” Beamer shook his head, clearly overloaded with all the craziness. “Fuck me! Now we've got five outlaws to deal with, and four of 'em might still be our superiors.”
“No! Not another trial. Please!” Lyla screamed. “People know we're missing. If we don't check in, they'll come looking...you can't kill me. And you won't hurt Nick either!”
She spat at the ground. Beamer looked up and growled. Gerald lingered cautiously, a few steps from leading the Elders away to a holding place.
“I've had it up to here with you, female, especially your little threats,” Beamer said. “Look, if you're really as harmless as Nick claims, then you won't do shit. Come with me. Stop struggling. Nobody's getting hurt tonight. I'll even put you two in the same cell...mostly because there's nowhere else for you.”
“I trust him, Lyla,” I said quietly.
She stopped kicking and flailing her arms. Slowly, Beamer fished out two pairs of handcuffs and clapped them on both of us.
We were at my old friend's mercy. At least I wouldn't have to worry about Lyla out there, all alone, though I wished every second she'd started the car and driven away to safety.
It was far from over. Things were only beginning to get wild and complicated.
Hold on tight, beautiful. It's gonna be a long night before the sun rises in the morning.
VI: Blood and Answers (Lyla)
“Tell me again. Did you kill Victor that night?” The big bear named Gerald standing over me gave me the worst looks I'd seen since the ruthless beast he was asking about.
God, what an idiot. I can't believe I let them take me from him, even if there wasn't much choice.
If an interrogation with these assholes is our only chance out of here, then I'll keep telling them the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.
“For the last time...No!” I said it so loud I nearly choked. “I came around the corner with Nick, and he was already gone. Obviously, he must've shifted and attacked Nick first.”
I ignored the rattling cough across the table from me.
“Fine. You're insisting you have nothing to do with this. Just wonder how deep all this goes. How much has been planned...this isn't the only time you've seen Hector since your first trial here, is it?”
Our eyes met. The old man gave me a careless look, like he wanted me to spill everything.
“For the last time, we met once at some ho-dunk town in California,” I said, biting my bottom lip. “It was shortly before I took the artifact off bear land. He said he was an art broker, promised me a pretty penny for getting that thing into his hands...”
“And I told her to guard it with her life. I warned her others would be coming for it, just like Branson told me to. She was supposed to kill Nick when he came for her. Better yet if they killed each other. Guess you could say Branson got a lot more cunning since he offed Nick's old man, Grant, in that accident.”
Gerald sighed. He paced the room slowly, totally acting the role of a salty old cop who'd seen far too much in his day, unable to digest one more great big disaster.
“We lost one good man and had a hell of a scare, all because of this conspiracy?”
Bah. It's sickening how many consider this Victor guy 'good.' I'm not crying any tears.
“I told you already, that's Branson's mode of operating,” Hector sputtered, coughing into his palm one more time. “Been waiting to get rid of this bastard for a long time. I went along with him, using this girl as a pawn...”
His old eyes flicked up. I saw amusement dancing there, rather than remorse.
Well, fuck you too, old man.
“Looks like she's proved herself way more useful. Never would've dreamed in a million years Nick would find out the truth with this human girl. The Gods' work is a mystery!”
He laughed. Gerald and I locked eyes, sharing a brief moment of mutual sympathy.
Selfish prick. You oughta be going down like Branson, I thought, scowling across the table.
“Quiet,” he said to Hector, before turning back to me. “Your stories match. But why, then, didn't you ever tell Nick you'd seen this man before?”
I blushed. Bottling the secret up turned my stomach, almost as much as being separated from my love while they were doing who knows what in his own inquisition.
“There wasn't any reason for him to know...when we found out about the destiny stone at the Indian lodge, I wanted him to be confident. I think my brain shut down too.”
“Shut down?”
Across the table, Hector smiled. Nick was right. He really was a self-serving bastard, even if he was our bastard right now.
“Yeah. Nobody wants to think they're being manipulated. I knew Branson and the Elders were scum the minute they put me on trial.” I stressed the plural, staring Hector right in the eyes. “But I didn't want to believe they were so...manipulative.”
“It goes both ways, female,” Hector said. “You underestimate us. We've always just been dumb animals or monsters to your kind. And you humans...no bear wants to believe you're the seeds of our destruction, even though it keeps happening time and time again.”
Silence. Gerald finished one more lap around the room as Hector forced himself through another round of coughing.
“What happens next? I've given you everything you wanted.”
Gerald turned his icy bear eyes on me. I could see the predator inside him, restless and frustrated, the same way Nick's eyes glowed with blood and fire when he wanted to let his baser instincts roam.
“I'll take you back to him for now while we sort that out. As for you...” Gerald turned to Hector. “We've got a lot more questions for you. Just as soon as we're done with Tunder.”
Gerald walked me back to the empty little storage room they called a prison cell in the dank basement of the huge old mansion. I pulled the single worn blanket there over me and slept.
When I woke, the door popped, and Nick slid in through the small gap.
Beamer was behind him. I sat up straighter when I noticed he didn't shut the door right away.
“What is it?”
“You're both free to go for now. Nick will fill you in on the rest...”
“What?” I smiled, and ran to hug him, but he didn't return half my exhilaration.
“Let's get out of here. Sounds like the cabin's turned into a mess since I left. Or rather somebody ransacked it and turned it into a mess.” He paused, looked around at the torn wallpaper. “Still beats the hell out of this place.”
It was early dawn. We crossed the familiar path in silence, with Beamer behind us, one more set of guns and claws to make sure no impulsive bear tried to jump us.
“Fucking hell. Looks like a bison charged through here,” Nick said, as soon as we opened the door to his cabin.
It wasn't a crazy description either. What little furniture remained was turned over, a small table and sofa splayed along the ground.
Everything else had been pillaged. The wood carvings, the bony trophies, the old paintings...everything was gone.
I closed the door behind me and stepped further into the devastated living room. My feet kicked up stray ash that had spilled out of the fireplace and I sneezed.
Above it, someone had scratched TRAITOR into the brick wall.
Nick looked at me closely, taking his sweet time. I waited, knowing the storm building inside him had reached its peak.
“Why didn't you tell me?” he said, drawing closer. “You lied to me, Lyla. After everything we've been through the past couple months...”
My intestines formed knots. I didn't know about the condition of the bathroom, but if this kept up, I'd have to take my chances to relieve the nausea cramping my stomach.
“Hector?” I waited until he nodded. “I didn't know there was a plot. Honest, I didn't! I couldn't let you think they'd manipulated me, twisted me into doing what I did...God! The old bastard told me where to find the destiny stone.”
Funny how that backfired, isn't it?
For a second, I thought Nick was going to charge me, pin me to the wall, and rip the lies from my throat.
Instead, he collapsed back on the shredded sofa, darkness swirling in his eyes.
“Never lie to me again. I don't care who you're trying to protect. There's no room for half-truths and white lies among bears. Been too much of that lately. We're all about blood and claw to fix our problems. And covering the way he kicked this whole thing off is much worse than a little white lie, Lyla.”
Don't cry, don't cry, don't cry...
I fought back my tears, staring right in his eyes. Then I realized trying to keep up this fake tough girl act had gotten me here, looking straight at the betrayal of the man I loved more than any other.
“Fuck!” I screamed, spun, and slapped the brick. “I didn't mean this. Never, ever meant to hurt you. I'm overwhelmed, Nick...so fucking beaten.”
I crumpled against the wall, not caring about stray ash flying around. Tears rolled down my soft cheeks, hot and sharp. Even the cold brick against my forehead couldn't cool the furor raging inside me.
It wasn't until his hands wrapped around my waist that I knew he was behind me.
“You made a mistake. A big one between a human and a bear.” He paused, pushing his lips to my ear. “But mistakes can be mended.”
He kissed me, held me close. One of his rough hands found its way to my face and wiped the stream of tears from my eyes.
I still felt horrible. But having this man's muscular arms around me, bathing me in his love, swept away all the dark waves sloshing inside me.
He made me feel beautiful, inside and out. As long as I didn't continually fuck up, I knew he'd keep doing it too, no matter how much I stumbled, or even if I gained a few more pounds.
Mine. His. Forever.
“There's something else,” he said, whispering softly in my ear.
His hands let up. I turned to face him. The serious glimmer in his eyes scared me.
“The guys have sorted this shit out.” He paused. “Sort of.”
“I knew there was a reason they released us.”
“Branson's invoked a right to defend his rule. Hector spilled the beans on the old chronicles his buddy had stuffed back in some dusty closet all these years. Things his father hid during the kingdom's time.”
“I'd kill to take a look.” The history geek inside me hopped up and down on her chubby legs. “Wait, you mean they're actually thinking about letting that lunatic keep his power?”
The cramps were back, painful and intense. I went to sit on the couch for relief.
“It's his right. It isn't bullshit. Usurpers or not, the Elders have filled in for kings for a solid century. The old law says a king could be challenged at any time by royal blood, and would have to defend his rule.”
“That's crap! There isn't an ounce of royal blood in that creep's veins!”
Nick shrugged. “The law's the law. It's how Beamer and the other guys are interpreting it, and I'm not gonna stop them when we're this close. Hector, Judy, they're too old and weak to put up a fight. If Branson wants to go down the hard way, then putting him out of his misery is the least I can do.”
My lover put his hands together. He cracked his knuckles loudly.
“Holy shit,” I whimpered. “You're sure you can beat him? I can't stand to see you hurt – especially in some crazy death match!”
“Damn, Lyla. You really must be upset to think I'd let him hurt me. The old bastard only has one eye and a lot of venom. I'll have him flattened in no time.”
I swallowed hard. Something about this didn't seem right. Then again, maybe Branson thought he had nothing else to lose. Maybe he'd chosen to kill himself while doing one last round of damage.
“I hope you're right,” I said, squeezing his big hand.
“Today, the Klamath Bear Clan is gathered to witness a historic event. This is destiny in the making, folks, a compromise we've cut to make sure our people aren't torn apart. This is the will of the Gods and –“
“Come on! Get on with it, dude!”
Up on the podium beneath the statue, tall Beamer wiped his brow. It was funny to see how public speaking put such a big, goofy guy through the wringer.
“Alright, for all you impatient folks out there, I've said my piece. Both you guys ready?” He looked to the two men in all their hateful, life-or-death splendor, separated only by several feet between them.
In the makeshift ring the bears had set up beneath the grizzly statue's watchful eyes, Branson and Nick glared at each other, stripped to the waist down. The Elder had his hands in his trunk pockets, twitching his fingers beneath the fabric every so often.
Both men nodded to the referee outside their circle of death.
This is insane. They'll probably shift and tear into each other before anyone even throws the first punch. How the hell are those little ropes supposed to hold back two grizzlies locked in battle?
I fought the urge to move backward in the crowd.
No, this was too important. I had to be close to Nick. Had to see him throw his teeth and claws into the demon bear before him. This was going to be the end.
“Alright, alright. Just remember, this doesn't have to end in anyone's death. If either of you throws up his paws and forfeits, the action stops. The loser can walk away with his life. He just won't have power in this village ever again.”
Beamer stopped, knowing both of them would rather die than surrender. He lifted the handgun at his side, pointed to the high noon sun peeking between the thick clouds, and fired.
The shot hadn't finished echoing when Nick fell to the ground, split his pants, and turned into a bear right before my eyes.
Cheers and shrieks ran through the crowd. Branson dropped to the ground and turned right before Nick was on top of him. The Elder's huge head snapped his eye patch clean off, leaving one empty socket to twitch with rage as he watched the hulking bear closing in on him.
Come on, I thought. Finish this asshole quick so we can celebrate and get on with our lives.
My stomach throbbed knowingly. It was a dull cramp, totally psychological.
I shook my head, hating myself for taking the pregnancy test that morning. I'd picked it up from the nearest drugstore before we left Idaho, as soon as I had my suspicions.
God! What if he doesn't make it? What if I never have a chance to tell him?
I hesitated before we left the cabin that morning for the big fight. Regret curled my blood, heavy and dark.
Telling him about the baby would've taken the fight out of him, I'd told myself. Just now, he needed every little bit of primal strength aimed at his foe.
The grizzly bears crashed together, two big boulders the size of cars colliding. I watched in horror as their jaws snapped, each bear trying to get a sharp hold on the other's face. Both sets of claws darted out, wrapped around their opponent's body in a hellish embrace.
The strangers around me were eating it up, especially the males. Scruffy guys growled their bearish approval, doubling in volume and pitch when Branson's claws sank deep into Nick's hide.
His head tipped back in a terrible screaming roar.
“No!” I cried, loud but silent beneath the crowd's tremendous noise.
Then I saw the metal ring around one of the Elder's paws. The cheating bastard, the monster, the devil had something strapped to his furry paws.
No, both sets of paws.
I wanted to run up to Beamer and let him know. Fear kept me frozen in place, glued to the solid ground.
Branson's teeth went for Nick's shoulder. More vicious, forest blasting screams. The Elder's enhanced claws raked his sides, tearing wounds in his fur. Hair and dark red blood flew to the ground.
My lips opened in one long scream like a shrieking steam engine snaking through a tunnel. Something snapped in my brain, the evil recognition I was watching the love of my life getting killed in front of me.
My eyes didn't want to work anymore, but I couldn't force them to close. I watched Nick's powerful neck bulge and twist as he gnawed Branson off his shoulder.
More snarls. Endless bloody gashes. More giant rows of teeth, snapping and tearing, emissaries of life and death from almighty Nature.
The faded murmur in the crowd swallowed up all the other sounds. Or maybe it was because they'd grown so muffled now, with Branson's muzzle locked between Nick's jaws.
Bears always went for the face, and so did skinwalkers, disabling another bear's fiercest weapon.
Two crazed grizzlies were joined at the face. There was a sound just past Nick's mouth like a tree splintering, and then a sickening gurgle.
Those massive claws stopped scraping his sides and went limp. Nick pushed with his whole body, sending the one eyed demon back.
Branson fell with his broken skull, stumbled, and then lay flat on the ground. The crowd erupted, jeering at the bleeding, twitching mess. Their excited roars became a complete deluge when Nick fell a second later, collapsing to the ground.
“Oh my God! No. No. This isn't really happening, isn't really in front of me, isn't real...” I sputtered like a baby.
Anybody who heard me just then should've forced me away from the ring and hauled me in to treat a bad case of shell shock. Instead, I stood unmoving, letting Klamath people wander past in the commotion.
Several men near the front grew so excited they shifted and tore out of their clothes. The lean grizzlies stood on their hind legs, straining to see, sniffing at the air and whining when they caught the scent of their Alphas' blood.
Gerald ran up, just in time to join Beamer, who'd already jumped in through the ring.
“Dead! He's gone.”
My heart pounded. There were too many people in front me now, I couldn't see what the hell was happening.
I exploded, screaming like a mad woman and pushing my way through the crowd, through the ropes forming the makeshift arena.
I ran past Branson's corpse and almost tripped. Beamer saw me as I approached, held his hand up, but I wasn't listening.
My knees landed in the mud. I was at his side, cradling Nick's huge, furry head, stroking him from his eyes to his ears.
“Wake up. It's over! You've won. You can't go now...you can't!”
Overhead, the high sun beamed bright through a break in the clouds. It looked like a nice sunny day, but the pale light couldn't bring its cool autumn breeze. The chill current swept around us, occasionally blowing at Nick's hair.
“You can't be out here, human. He needs some serious assistance. It isn't good to move him.” Beamer was getting more angry with every sentence. Still, he was too exhausted to do anything except plead with me to leave.
We both jumped when there was a large, guttural rumble shaking Nick's body. The head in my hand twisted, groaning as it smacked its lips.
He opened his eyes and saw me. Despite all the horror, I smiled, overwhelmed to see those bright eyes again, even in a bear.
There was a snap, and then about ten more in quick succession. I drew back, along with Beamer, and we watched the wounded bear beneath us quickly rearranging itself into an injured naked man.
Nick lay on the ground coughing. The wounds on both sides were deep, like he'd been mauled by a bear in human form.
“Valia! Valia! Get your ass over here! He needs help!” Beamer kept screaming the same thing over and over again.
I watched a skinny, middle aged woman arrive with two teenage boys at her side.
“It's okay, Nick. They'll help you. I'll be right at your side. I'm not leaving you.”
The woman, who must've been the clan's doctor, gave me the evil eye. I glared back. I was in no mood to take more shit from anyone.
If Beamer, the doc, or anyone else wanted to tangle with this old girl, then I'd send my fists into their face – even their snouts if I had to. Big girls have a funny way of losing their fear when a loved one's life is on the line.
“Careful! Easy, boys. You need to move him very gently,” Valia said. “Let's go.”
The boys carefully propped him up on a stretcher and carried it through a gap they made in the arena's ropes. I followed.
“Gods! Fucking Branson...these things are like brass knuckles for grizzles. Cheater to the end, eh?”
I overheard Gerald as I followed the team with Nick. Then Beamer spoke up, the last voice I heard before passing out of range.
“Whatever. I'm just glad the right man won.”
So am I.
It was the morning after the fight, and Nick was up.
I'd been at his side the whole time, only turning my eyes away when the doctor dressed his wounds. She shot him up with some sedative that let him sleep through the night.
“Ugh. Gods. I feel like complete shit.” He rubbed his eyes.
For the life of me, I laughed, pushing my chair closer to his bed.
“Welcome back. I was scared you weren't going to make it through that fight.”
He looked at me, his eyes flashing with coherency for the first time. Joy quickly followed. Nick stretched out his arms to embrace me, but stopped in the middle of his bear hug, wincing with pain.
“Don't try to move too much. Here, my love, let me do the heavy lifting.” I leaned into him, squeezing his huge biceps softly.
Those harsh bear muscles never felt so good. His skin glowed beneath my palms, sweet and warm, a beautiful reminder the danger had really blown over – for now.
“When can I walk?” he asked.
“Valia said about a week.” He groaned, and I smiled softly. “Don't worry. I'll be right at your side. It's not like there's much to go back to.”
“Yeah. So much for sprucing up that cabin. Maybe somebody will help a King out.”
We locked eyes. He said it like a joke at first, but there was nothing funny about it.
Too much had happened the last twenty-four hours to think about what victory might mean. Nobody else seemed to know either. Or, rather, their heads were still spinning as much as ours.
“You did it,” I whispered softly, pushing my fingers through his and squeezing. “You overthrew him. You took back what's always been yours.”
“I'm gonna take a lot more than that as soon as I get out of here.” His hand clenched on mine harder, an unmistakable hunger in his veins.
“None of this would've happened without you. You, Lyla, and that damned rock.”
Heat pulsed through me. Nick had an amazing way with moving my heart. Whenever we were together like this, steeped in his love, he made me glow hot and bright and red.
No different than the destiny stone.
“I won't take any credit. I've fucked up too much. This was you, Nick. All you.”
My stomach growled. I'd been eating pretty poorly overnight. Nothing but a quick snack from the vending machine outside.
It was stocked with jerky, jerky, and more jerky. I shouldn't have expected anything else among carnivorous skinwalkers.
“There's something you need to know,” I said, twisting my hand deeper into his.
Nick stared, beaming his welcoming, masculine heat into my eyes. I couldn't wait to see how much brighter they glowed when he found out about his latest conquest.
No better way to say it. Out with it.
“Congratulations, King, on more than just the crown. We're going to have a baby together.”
His jaw dropped. He looked right through me, as if he couldn't fully comprehend what I said, his eyes vast and wild with mystery.
Nick dropped his arms. I stiffened in my chair as he leaned back, gripped the metal rungs on his bed, and screamed.
The sharp, happy, crazy sound echoed through the entire hospital's corridors. He threw himself at me, ignoring the wounds, nearly falling out of the bed in the mad rush to completely press me to his broad chest.
We were still laughing, two bawdy lovers going nuts, when the doctor ran in.
“Hey! Miss, I told you not to overtax him too much. He needs to rest and –“
“Back off, Valia!” Nick growled. “This is the happiest moment of my life. I can handle a little pain from these scratches up my back. Especially with the stuff you've doped me up with.”
The doctor shook her head, quietly fuming.
“Nobody listens to what's best for them around here,” she grumbled.
Seeing neither of us were going to let go anytime soon, she turned around sharply and walked away, stomping her heels on the tile.
I laughed. One more reminder that humans and shifters weren't so different after all.
“I love you, Lyla. You've given me more than I ever wanted. I'm going to give you the same, year after year, for the rest of my life.” He held out one hand, pressing it to my lower belly, my womb.
We hadn't talked about children much before.
“No, I don't think so. The more than you ever wanted part, I mean.”
He gave me a curious look.
“Before I came along, you had a man's appetite. Now, after all this, you've got a bear's strength, and a bear's hunger. I just hope I can keep up with you,” I said.
“You will, beautiful. Never, ever doubt that.”
VII: A Piece of Myself (Nick)
“Let's go. Help me out of here,” I growled. “I'm going to surprise my girl, Beamer. Doc says I'm free to go a day early.”
I punched an opening in the metal bars flanking my bed. I sat up, ignoring the burn on both sides of me. The deep stripes Branson left on my flesh were healing slowly, constant aching reminders of his last gasp before the grave.
They still didn't hurt as much as being confined to the bed for five days.
“Alright. Take it easy, Your Majesty. This clan's gonna fall apart if anything happens to you.”
I grabbed Beamer's arm and hauled myself to my feet. It didn't hurt as much to stand as I expected.
“Bullshit. Nothing else is falling apart from here on out. Soon as I can move without feeling a tiger hanging on my back, we'll do the coronation and the engagement. All in one stroke. My people will get a whole royal family, more than just a King.”
“Well, sir, they do like to gossip. More's merrier.”
I slowly let my arm leave Beamer's shoulder. There. I was standing upright, and then walking across the room. It hurt, but it also felt good to move.
Beamer matched my slow pace, following me to the door. On our way out, I looked at Hector, my new roommate for the last day.
The old man was in for some routine test or other. Fortunately, there had been three big beds between us, and not a lot of conversation.
“Keep well, Your Majesty,” he said, his voice as weak and raspy as ever. “One thing you ought to know.”
We stopped. I suppressed a growl, wondering what the hell he was getting at. Nobody understood the rush I was in.
“What? Spit it out.” I stepped to the side of his bed, right where he wanted me.
Hector smiled, the same nasty grin he always used on everybody.
Forget it. He's old and decrepit. Not that it makes me want to wipe that stupid grin off his face any less...
“I remember an old record stored away in our private archive. Blood laws. A King should only take a mate from an Alpha family in Klamath or another clan. No half-bloods allowed, or else he forfeits his line. Choose wisely, Your Majesty. The human female has brought you far, but she can't carry you any more.”
“Hey, come on,” Beamer whispered lightly, setting his hand on my shoulder. “Ignore this old fart. You can't let yourself get all worked up again.”
I blew out of the chair. Nearly ripped my stitches.
Hector exploded into a fit of mixed coughing and laughter, echoing after us as we left the hospital.
“It's okay, King. We just gotta get you home.”
“Damn it, keep calling me Nick. I don't give a shit what a bunch of hundred year old scrolls say. Let's go.”
“Home?”
“No. The archive.” I powered on, flinging open the hospital's doors and almost flattening a short woman climbing the stairs.
Beamer ran after me. Probably surprised at how fast and nimble I was moving. I had fire pumping in my blood. My bear whined, eager to get me alone in that ratty little backroom and tear all those old papers apart.
“Hey! Okay, okay, we'll go there. Just what is it you think you're gonna do, Nick?”
I sneezed. So hard the stitches in my side throbbed painfully.
“Where the hell could it be? Hurry it up,” I growled. “I need to get back to my girl.”
Beamer wiped the dust off his face. He was just as irritated as I was. We'd been combing Branson's cramped archive for the past hour, kicking up a small sandstorm of dust up in a room that was way too small to fit all these boxes plus the two of us.
“Here! This one says...succubus laws?”
“Succession laws,” I corrected, snatching the lightweight box out of his hands. “Good work.”
Beamer stood next to me as I tore into it, rattling through old papers too long and worn to be modern. I thought Hector and the rest were kidding about scrolls.
Not by a long shot.
A couple tattered papers bounced across the room. I stretched out their reams, looking for the threat.
Digging deeper, I found it, studying the old crabbed writing. The ink was faded, but I could barely make it out.
Article One, Section Five: No King shall wed a lesser bear, skinwalker of another kind, or a human female. If he weakens his blood, then he ought to forfeit his crown for the good of his kind, and exile himself and his tarnished mate to a place where they can rut alone like the animals they are. Forever.
“Gods! Forever...” Another growl beneath my breath.
“What is it?”
I pushed up and nearly fell. Beamer grabbed for me, steadying me in my rage. I kicked at the box.
“Pick it up. Let's take this shit out back. We're burning all of it.”
“Burning it?” His eyes were huge and questioning.
“I'm the King. Right? Time to modernize my line after its long absence.”
And time to wipe away every last trace of the threat looming over Lyla and I, I thought, giving Beamer a satisfactory nod as he cradled the box.
Half an hour later, we watched the old scrolls curling in a great bonfire in the old fire pit behind the Executive Office. The paper withered in orange embers, then black, then sprayed itself into the wind each time a gust swept down.
I poked at it with a stick, ignoring the fevered, coughing protests of the man creeping up on us.
“Your Majesty. I see you've made up your mind about how this rule will go. New boss. Same as the old boss, yes?”
I turned and glared at Hector. Beamer stood nervously between us, unsure whether or not I'd turn the fiery hot stick on the old man.
“Listen here, Elder. I'm the new boss, and you're gonna keep quiet about this. I know Branson let you get away with a lot to keep your support, but I don't need it. Got it?”
The wicked gleam in his eye melted a little. I wasn't kidding around or even giving him a warning snarl. I was deadly serious.
“Okay.”
“I don't care how old you are. You breathe a word about this and you can join old Judy in the woods, prowling around for a new home with teeth too dull to feed yourself. At least she chose a noble exile, a good death. You haven't.”
Hector closed his eyes, rubbing his throat to stuff down another cough. “I...want to contribute to this community.”
“And you will. But you won't challenge my rule, and you sure as hell won't come between me and the love of my life either. Now open those wrinkled shades and tell me you understand.”
Hector looked at me. For the first time, he wasn't just bored or kicking up amusement as a sassy old man. Unmistakable defeat shimmered in his eyes.
“I understand. Please, just let me live out the rest of my days in peace.”
“I will. A gift I'm happy to give to a well behaved senior citizen. That's more than you deserve after all the people you helped kill and maim with that old dead bastard.” I turned to Beamer. “Come on.”
We walked. Hector stood behind the mansion, staring sadly into the dying fire, watching his last opportunity to stir up mischief consumed in the flames.
Beamer and I parted ways. I headed straight for the cabin, shuffled up the three steps to my door, and planted my fist on the old wood.
I hope I didn't wake her. Sleepy or not, I knew she'd be beautiful. I readied myself to hold her close, to stroke her hair, to give her the old box I had Beamer dig into Branson's treasure chest to find.
“Okay, okay! I'm coming!” Lyla's voice echoed from behind the door, just a few steps away.
She flung it open and did a double take.
“Nick? What the hell are you doing out?”
“Shifter's heal faster, beautiful. Doc said I was good to go a day early. Given a choice between hanging out in the hospital or returning to you and my own home...”
She threw herself into my waiting arms. My cue to hold her close. We kissed as I pushed her inside, slamming the door shut with a rearward kick.
Lyla moaned sweetly into my mouth. Her nails dug a little deeper into my skin, going down my back. When she raked my sides, I sucked in a deep breath and twitched.
“Oh, I'm sorry! Does it hurt?”
“Hurts real fucking good to have your hands on me. Don't take them away. Not even for a second.” I kissed her again, feeling her lips struggling to hold my lips and smile at the same time.
The place was halfway cleaned up. On I pushed, leading her toward my old bedroom. I couldn't wait to sleep in my old bed again, besides doing a lot more than snoozing with her there.
I twisted my neck, probing deeper, swirling my tongue around hers until she hissed with dizzy delight.
“I know you like that,” I whispered. “Sit down on the bed. I've got something you're going to like a whole lot more.”
Her eyes met mine, loving and unshakable as she did what I asked. I reached into my pocket, wracking my brain to make sure everything went off just right.
Let's see...how do human guys do this again? Down on one knee?
I fell, lifting the little wooden box in one hand. It was strange to bow to a woman. Thankfully, Lyla was a goddess, a woman who deserved every bit of my heart's submission if that's what I needed to claim her.
Her bright lips parted in disbelief as I held the box up to her. One push and the lid flicked open.
“Lyla Redd, we've shared more together all these weeks than any human couple and most bears ever will. We're about to share a whole lot more with my baby growing in you. How about making it official?”
Lyla's eyes rolled wide gently, wet and shiny as freshly polished marble. I saw the little gem reflected in her eyes, at the center of the small gold bear fixed to the ring of bone.
I had no clue how ancient the ring was, or what kind of bone it was made from. All I knew was that it belonged to my ancestors, and she deserved to have it on her finger.
Then a funny thing happened.
She didn't wait for me to rise. Before I knew it, she fell toward me, squealing happily, her face red with excitement and gushing tears. I caught her, curves and all.
I'd never been so grateful for her soft and supple flesh in my hands.
“Yes! Yes, yes, yes...” I stopped her with the fiercest, hottest, most possessive kiss I'd ever produced.
It stole her breath. I smiled a little behind it.
Yes.
That beautiful, world moving word echoed in my ears long after I silenced her with my needy lips.
Time blurred. When I opened my eyes again, our clothes were off and we were on the bed, Lyla staring up at me as her hot flesh throbbed beneath me.
She reached up, tenderly stroking the big white bandages wrapped around my abs. Her fingers went higher, across my shoulders, guiding me perfectly to her lips.
Oh, fuck. One taste makes this all worth it. Just need to complete the engagement...
My hips punched forward. I ignored the ache in my sides – the sharp fire in my loins was a hundred times greater – and soon I was inside her.
“Oh! I love you, Nick. Be gentle. Not for my sake, but because we can't have those cuts on your stomach opening up again.”
“No. I can't do that,” I said, pausing to kiss and lick at her neck. “One more thing needs to happen to make this official. It can't be gentle or quick. But it will make you come all over this cock until you can't anymore. I promise.”
She didn't answer. Not with words.
Lyla kissed me again, pulling me into her curves with her arms and legs, twining me deeper, deeper. Go ahead.
Everything about her body told me to do it. So I did.
My nibbling on her neck grew into a full blown bite. I bit her hard, almost as hard as my jaws would press, just short of drawing blood.
She cried out in pain and surprise. Then I began to thrust, deep and hard as my love bite, and her shrill notes turned into a rough ecstasy.
Pleasure overpowered the discomfort. It was hot, new, and exciting.
The old bed thudded beneath us as I pummeled into her. She'd never felt so smoldering hot and wonderful wrapped around my cock, every inch of her electrified by savage uncertainty.
I had to claim her this way. Bears were rough with their new mates for a reason, branding flesh-on-flesh, something she'd never forget to wear no matter if the ring was on her finger.
I felt the cool bone on her hand as she pushed it into my back. Her calves locked around my legs harder, hitching a ride.
I kissed her snowy neck, tonguing the delicate flesh sucked into my mouth. Still, I didn't let go, holding onto her the entire time, listening to the bed springs and my fated mate making the most beautiful song I'd ever heard.
Grind your clit up into me. Right there. Come whenever you're ready, love, just as long as it's nice and hard.
Her hips began to shake. Suddenly, she was meeting my thrusts with near equal strength, throwing herself into me again and again.
Sweat poured down us in rivulets, merging in the hard and soft contrasts of our flesh.
Her silk got slicker, tighter, and burned twenty degrees hotter. Finally, I let go.
I came with her, harder than ever before, hurling my seed up to her pregnant womb. Lyla cinched her chin across my shoulder and screamed.
We came for a whole eternity, shuddering through our spasms, rocking to the core.
When it was over, I flopped next to her, eyeing the intense impressions left by my teeth on her pale, perfect flesh. Naturally, my eyes wandered lower. I thought about how beautiful she'd look when her stomach started to expand with our child, adding one more set of curves to her enchanted shape.
She looked tired, surprised, and a little confused all at once. I reached out for her, gently tilting her jaw until she faced me.
“What...what the hell was that? I could hear you screaming in my head. Telling me to come. I – I couldn't resist.”
“We're fated mates. Don't worry, it's not telepathic or anything crazy like that. I can't read your mind. Just emotions. But when bears mate, they commune at a deeper level. I've heard humans can too, if only they learn how, and you've learned really fast here. Exactly like I expected you to.”
She looked down, then at me. The light was back in her eyes. Right there, love wasn't invisible, wasn't hidden.
“Jesus. Is it bad that there's something I love about that?” she asked, nibbling at her bottom lip, unsure and beautiful because of it.
“Not anymore. They'd call you crazy in the human world for thinking any of this, let alone doing it.” I leaned in, planting one last kiss that could've set the bed on fire.
“You mean I'm not?” She laughed.
“Not here. You're in the clan's world now, beautiful Lyla. I fell for your crazy because it's my kind of sanity, the reason and raw emotion I need in a mate. And now that I've claimed you, you're all mine.”
I moved my lips to hers, sealing our forever with one more irresistible kiss.
Thanks for Buying This eBook!
I sincerely hope you've enjoyed this romance! If you liked this book, please check out my other steamy romances under A.T. Mitchell and Arthur Mitchell.
Sign up for A.T. Mitchell's Flaming Reads Newsletter to get the latest on my hot new releases! - http://eepurl.com/HInJH
I also appreciate positive reviews! Your feedback directly influences what I write next, ensuring that I'll deliver pleasurable tales for years to come.
In the meantime, you can find me at: My Amazon Author Page
http://arthurmitchellerotica.blogspot.com/
arthurtmitchell@gmail.com A.T. Mitchell on Facebook
https://twitter.com/ATMitchellBooks
Thanks again!
Arthur T. Mitchell
If You Liked This...
Then you'll enjoy another shifter romance with suspense, passion, and fated mates. Check out Love to Bear: A Werebear Shifter Romance.
About This Work
Samantha Aarons left Sioux Falls with a broken heart for a fresh start in the Montana wilds. Outside Kalispell, the native bears are strange and ferocious – especially when a hulking grizzly steps out of the woods and frightens Sam half to death.
Werebear shifter Don Flood can't believe his incredible luck. The beautiful woman he discovers on patrol just might be his fated mate! The delicate flower faints after seeing him turn into a man, and Don sees his opportunity to charge straight into her heart.
But love makes men do stupid, dangerous things.
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Excerpt
Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh!
He tore into my sweater. There was a loud ripping sound like it was shearing clean in two.
I didn't know where I'd find another outfit my size in the shifter world, or when someone could bring me a new one from Kalispell.
Did it even matter? Not when I had other things on my mind.
Strange, muscular, wonderful things.
I stepped out of the scraps in his hands, pushing my bra clad breasts into his chest. It felt good to lose a little clothing, to be so close to this half-human Adonis on a rampage no sane woman would stop.
More importantly, it was right. The minute I kissed him, I let go.
My kisses were equal parts forgiveness and hunger. I had to show him I understood the beast inside him, especially when he was so repentant.
But more importantly, I had to tame the one inside me, and that meant burying old heartbreak forever in heaps of lust driven ash.
Don lifted me off the floor and threw me over his shoulder. He carried me down the hall to the bedroom, sneaking his fingers beneath my belt.
“Not so fast!” I whispered. “I don't care about the sweater, but I can't afford to lose these jeans.”
Luckily, our destination wasn't far. I didn't trust him to hold off the temptation to tear away the rest of my clothes for long.
I leaped out of his arms onto the bed, reached for my belt, and began unclasping my pants before I'd rolled onto my back to face him.
“I can't believe how beautiful you are, Sam,” he whispered down at me. “How fragile. How sweet. How absolutely perfect!”
His breath hitched. I practically heard his heart beating through his chest.
Excitement sang inside him and burbled out his lips. Its sharp sonnet passed through my flesh and echoed into me, especially when he lowered himself while I worked off my jeans, eclipsing me in his unbelievable bulk.
Don kissed me again. Hotter and steamier before – just a few degrees below burning. If the temperature went up anymore, I feared I'd faint, and then I'd never get to sample his flesh the way I'd dreamed about since morning.
Hard to believe. All these terrible hours fighting for my life, and he's the only thing that's been in the back of my mind. The only thing that really matters...
“Stop, Sam.” Baring his teeth, he grabbed my wrist, and pushed my hand away. “I won't ruin anything. But I'm going to to do this. I need to unwrap you for the first time myself, and then claim all the parts I've been so hungry for.”
Who could argue with that?
I was beyond ready. No, eager to become a naked morsel for this bear, this man, this beautiful god...
More Tales of Suspense, Power, and Romance by A.T. Mitchell
King's Pregnant Mistress: His Majesty's Submissive Boxed Set
Dark Prairie Fire: Rancher's Pregnant Submissive
Hot Prairie Pursuit: Unbridled Submission
Cowboy's Strict Commands: Submission Burns Deep! (Co-written with Nicole Snow)
Rancher's Healing Touch: Beautifully Bound Hearts
Wet Riding Lessons: Rancher's Pregnant Pleasure
Delicate Freakn’ Flower
by
Eve Langlais
(Freakn’ Shifters, #1)
Description
Dammit , just how many toes was she going to have to stomp on before people realized she was a delicate freakn’ flower?
Naomi doesn’t want to follow tradition and settle down with a violence-loving, chest thumping shapeshifter. She grew up in a household with five, testosterone laden brothers where none of the dishes ever matched, the ugly-as-sin furniture could withstand any catastrophe, and where crazy glue was bought by the case.
When fate—with a snicker—makes her meet not one, but two mates, Naomi digs her heels in and refuses to do what her wolf—and her body—demands. No way is she voluntarily allowing herself to get hitched to a pair of dumbass—totally hot and muscled—lacrosse players.
Can Ethan, the towering Kodiak bear, and Javier, the sexy, tanned jaguar convince this she-wolf that life with them won’t be all chaos? And can this delicate freakn’ flower unbend her prejudices enough to recognize she needs a pair of men who can handle her thorns—and her passion?
Chapter One
He’s a freakn’ beast.
Naomi watched in rapt fascination as player number forty-four scored yet another goal. Like an implacable freight train, he plowed through the opposition’s defense as if they didn’t exist, using his size, and surprising speed, to bowl them over. At the end of his shift, he went to sit his turn on the bench, but her fascination in the game didn’t waver. Her attention ended up snagged by player sixty-nine. Smaller in stature than the behemoth, he absorbed her just as completely with his feline grace as he twisted and moved around the floor. He almost danced as he ran, his stick held high and usually cradling the ball.
What is it about the two of them that fascinates me? I don’t even like lacrosse. And she hated jocks.
Naomi still couldn’t believe she’d allowed her friend, Francine, to talk her into coming to watch a lacrosse game. She usually left contact sports and their watching of to her father and brothers, preferring games of intellectual skill and preciseness, like curling or golf. However, a free ticket, and nothing better to do on a Saturday night, along with a promise by Francine to go dancing afterward, swayed her. Thus, she found herself a spectator, seated about twelve rows up, just above the protective glass. With her enhanced sense of smell, she could catch occasional whiffs of the sweat glistening on the players’ skin, the musky aroma not at all repulsive like she expected. She reluctantly admitted—if only to herself— the impressive speed and strength displayed by the lacrosse players—two in particular—made her girly parts tingle. Even more surprising, something about these males made her inner wolf yip in excitement.
Ignoring her bitch’s griping, she returned her focus to the game, but her brow crinkled as she found herself unable to divert her attention from either the behemoth or the lithe runner. Her wolf wouldn’t let her, even when they both sat on the bench. This is not a good sign. Naomi fidgeted, trying not to stare at the two players, but unbidden, her gaze kept straying back.
Francine must have caught on to something because she whispered. “What’s wrong? You look like you just swallowed a lemon? And did I just hear you growl?”
A frown crossed Naomi’s face. “Yeah, I growled. It’s not my fault though. Something’s got my wolf in a tizzy.” Naomi shrugged, pushing aside her unease as her eyes swiveled to track the behemoth who had exited the bench and now ran across the floor again. Warmth suffused her at the raw power he exuded as he body checked an opposing player—I wonder if he’s as active in bed? Naomi’s scowl widened at the train of her thoughts. “Maybe it’s all the violence or something making my bitch agitated.”
A snort escaped Francine. “You’re kidding, right? On a good day, your family makes these guys look like pussy cats.”
Naomi bit her lip as she thought of the males of her clan whose idea of a discussion usually resulted in bloodshed, sore knuckles and black eyes. “Okay, you might have a point. But still, there’s something in the air or crowd that’s agitating my wolf.”
Francine clutched Naomi’s arm in a tight vise and turned a face lit with excitement toward her. “Hey, maybe your wolf is sensing your mate in the arena.”
Mate? Naomi’s surge of warm pleasure at number sixty-nine’s pirouette and dash shriveled as she gazed around at all the big and brash men in the crowd. Shifters, of course. Mere humans could try all they wanted to attend one of their sold out lacrosse exhibitions, only those who could claim an animal in their ancestry could attend. The privately owned gymnasium they used for their clan sports was owned and operated by those of her kind. Sports provided a civilized way for them to express their more volatile side. And a profitable one as she well knew since she did their accounting.
Francine’s assertion that her mate could, in fact, be one of these violence-loving, meatheads left her cold. She shivered, not in fear but repugnance. “No thank you. The idea of getting hitched to a Neanderthal makes me want to puke.”
Her best friend rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. You can’t tell me you’re still thinking of going through with your plan.”
Naomi lifted her shoulders again instead of answering. The plan her friend spoke of involved marrying a nice—very normal—human male and living a mundane and drama—AKA brawl—free life. Not that she’d ever had any violence directed at her—although she’d caused some on occasion when she lost her temper, usually on one of her burly brothers. Her father and siblings would never let anyone, themselves included, harm a hair on her head, but amongst each other, fists spoke more often than words. As the only girl with five older, testosterone laden brothers, Naomi learned early how to hold her ground and retaliate when they pulled their pranks. Having grown up in chaos, where a wrestling match could break out at any moment, she decided years ago that at least in her case, marrying a shifter prone to chaotic episodes because of their animal nature wasn’t her idea of a happily ever after. While the bedlam didn’t seem to bother her mother, or even her female shifter friends, Naomi longed for peace and quiet—and the ability to own crystal.
In her childhood home, none of the dishes matched and furniture was butt ugly given sturdy didn’t equal pretty. In her parent’s house, things needed to withstand just about any kind of natural—or familial—disaster. Currently living on her own, Naomi’s place reflected the exact opposite, with elegant pieces in light colors. She especially cherished her fragile collection of glass butterflies, and gleefully enjoyed the fact none of them had required crazy glue after a particularly frenzied family event. She didn’t miss having to referee her brothers by grabbing hold of their ears and tweaking them into submission. She hated all the male posturing and ball scratching assertion the males of the shifter clans required. Gentle and normal, that’s all I ask for.
Given her desires, Francine’s suggestion that her mate could possibly be in attendance at this bloodthirsty and brutal sporting event filled her with horror. Although, what if some quirk of fate brought the shifter in question—an intellectual type who preferred discourse to pugilism—to the lacrosse match by accident, much like herself? She snorted. Fat chance.
An “Ooh” from the crowd drew her from her thoughts and she looked up to see someone from the London team splayed out on the floor, flattened by number forty-four, the behemoth from their very own house team, the Ottawa city, Loup Garou’s.
The Loup Garou’s—which translated to werewolf, even if the team was comprised of a dozen species—hollered in triumph as their main man sprang over the prone body of the hapless opposing player. The titan sprinted for the opposite end, his broad body and shoulders acting the part of blocker and clearing a path. Number sixty-nine, with a Colgate grin that made her shiver, paralleled the behemoth, the ball cradled in his lacrosse cage as he dodged the pissed off Londoners, those still left standing after the beast’s rush.
As a new team, the London Moon Shifters were still digging hard to acquire players tough enough to stand against the older teams. Actually, according to her brothers, because of the behemoth and his slimmer compatriot, all the teams currently scrambled to find players that could break the Loup Garou’s winning streak. Transferred to the team from Saskatchewan in only the last month, the acquisitions of the two best players by her home city was quite the buzz around town. Her brothers crowed about it and wrestled each other in their excitement. Naomi personally thought the concept of paying guys to throw a ball around and hit each other with sticks was dumb. So dumb, yet I can’t stop watching, she thought with disgust.
The play on the floor moved fast as the clock ticked down to victory. In a last ditch effort, two of the bigger London players ran in a bull rush at number sixty-nine, who grinned before he sprang into the air with feline agility and fired the ball at a speed humans would have choked at. The giant, still running swiftly, moved to intercept the ball currently tunneling through the air.
The crowd hushed as they watched athleticism at its finest, including Naomi, whose wolf forced her to stare with rapt attention. A man his size, more so than the rest of the population, should have remained subject to the laws of gravity and yet, despite his obvious height and weight, when the behemoth leapt—his ascent almost vertical—he soared like the lightest of feathers.
Leaning forward, with her breath held, she waited for nature’s rules to drag the beast—dressed in a delectable man’s body—back down, even as she knew second hand from her brothers —fanatic lacrosse fans— the man kept defying the odds. Up he soared, his netted stick rising high above his head, reaching to grab the ball whipping through the air. The crowd stopped breathing, their bodies taut with tension. For a moment, number forty-four’s eyes, the surprising soft brown of a wren’s feather, met hers—and locked.
The breath sucked from her lungs at the intense, yet puzzled, regard in his surprisingly beautiful orbs, framed by thick dark lashes. Heat coiled low in her tummy as his slow curling smile tugged at her own lips and shot a tingling, wet warmth to her cleft.
Suddenly, his eyes rounded in horror and his mouth opened on a yell a second before he smacked into the arena glass like a bug on a windshield. She didn’t really get a chance to enjoy his cartoon splatting moment because she blacked out as their dual moment of inattention saw her smacked in the face by the game ball as it torpedoed into it.
Chapter Two
Ethan slumped on the bench in the change room, ignoring the ribald behavior around him after yet another foregone win. A hard slap on the rear of his head roused him and he whirled, his lip curled back as he growled menacingly.
“Don’t you dare show me your teeth,” Javier warned with a dark look. He ran his hand through hair, already tousled and sweaty from the match. “What the fuck happened out there? I passed you the perfect shot, and instead of grabbing it and scoring, you crashed into the goddamn arena glass. What are you, a rookie? Been watching too many Bugs Bunny cartoons?”
Heat burned Ethan’s cheeks in remembrance of his mishap before dejection—along with a large dose of disbelief—quickly set back in. “I missed. It happens and besides, it’s not like we needed the point to win.”
“Of course we didn’t,” Javier replied with a scoffing snort. “But it’s the point of it. What the hell distracted you so much? And, why do you look like your best friend died, which, I might add, is an impossibility given I’m standing right beside you.” Javier grinned.
“I think I found my mate,” Ethan muttered. A true beauty with light skin, a perfect oval face framed by long, brown hair and the most perfect set of rosebud lips.
Javier’s face expressed shock, then glee. “Congrats, dude.” Javier slapped him hard on the back, and while the blow might have killed a human or a smaller species, it didn’t even budge Ethan. “I know you’ve been pining to settle down with someone of the fairer sex. You must be ecstatic.”
“Not really.” Although he should have been. Finding one’s mate was a one in a zillion chance given how shifters were scattered across the globe. Most never even came close to finding the one fate deemed their perfect match.
His friend’s jovial grin subsided. “What’s wrong? Was she, like, butt ugly? Humongous? Old? Surely she can’t be that bad?”
“No, she appears perfect. Or did.” Ethan groaned as banged his head off the locker door. “I am so screwed.”
A frown creased Javier’s face. “I don’t get it. I thought you wanted to find the one, you sick bastard. Settle down and pop out cubs.” Ethan looked up in time to see Javier’s mock shudder. “Me, I prefer to share my love among as many women as possible.” Javier mimed slapping an ass then humping it with a leering grin.
Ethan didn’t smile at Javier’s attempt at humor even if it happened to be the truth. Javier certainly enjoyed variety where the other sex was concerned. Heck, on many an occasion he’d shared with Ethan. Tag team sessions where they both scored. Best friends who did just about everything together.
Blowing out a long sigh, Ethan answered him. “I do want to find my mate, actually, I’m pretty sure I already have, but I don’t think I made a great impression. She’s the one they took out on the stretcher after the ball I missed hit her in the face.”
Javier winced. “Ouch. Sucks to be you, my friend. Don’t worry, though. I’m sure she’ll forgive you in, like, fifty years.”
Ethan groaned and dropped his head back into his hands. Now that I’ve found her, how do I discover who she is so I can beg her forgiveness?
And even worse, how the hell do I act the part of suitor?
Raised in the Alaskan wilds by a father who wasn’t all there after the death of Ethan’s mother, his education in social niceties was sadly lacking. He tended to speak with his fists more often than not. Lucky for him, when it came to women, he didn’t usually have to do a thing. Females tended to approach him for sex so they could brag afterward that they’d ridden the Kodiak and survived. Not that Ethan would ever hurt a female, even if his idea of flirty conversation usually consisted of “Suck me harder” and “Bend over.” If I add “darling” on the end, will she count it as sweet talk?
Actually, he should probably preface anything he said with a humungous sorry. Make that a few thousand apologies given the hit she’d suffered proved spectacular enough to make the crowd “Ooh” in harmony.
Perhaps he panicked over nothing. After all, the woman his inner bear chuffed was his mate had attended a lacrosse game. Shouldn’t that imply she knew the risks? That she didn’t mind a bit of blood and violence? Besides, as a shifter, she’d heal quickly. He could only pray and hope his pragmatism ended up as reality.
As for the whole courting thing, if fate deemed the woman his perfect match, then surely his intended wouldn’t let something like his lack of manners deter her from giving in to the inevitable. Then again, I could always resort to my dad’s tactics which involve throwing her over my shoulder and dragging her back to the woods for some loving, mountain man style.
He was getting ahead of himself though, because for all he knew he worried over nothing. Chances were she couldn’t wait to meet him as well. Most female shifters—or so he’d heard—lived for the day they encountered their mate. And lucky her, she’s found me.
His inner pep talk didn’t entirely banish his unease as he stripped out of the rest of his equipment. The after game ritual, though, calmed him and a plan formed in his mind.
“I need to find out who she is,” he told Javier as he entered the shower room with the rest of the team. “If they had to take her out on a stretcher, then chances are someone knows her name.”
“Good for you, my friend, for not giving up in the face of obvious adversity. And because I am such a good friend, I shall come with you when you visit her so I might laugh when the female retaliates against you for messing up her face.”
Javier flew backward with the force of the punch Ethan laid on him. Rubbing his jaw, his friend glared up at him. “That wasn’t very nice.”
Ethan snarled. “Maybe if you hadn’t thrown the ball so damned hard, I wouldn’t be in this position in the first place. I’m glad you find my situation so goddamned funny.”
Jumping to his feet, Javier raised his fists. “Alright, my friend. Let’s go. You obviously need to work off some tension, might as well do it now. Think of your coming beating as a courting favor because I’m going to give you some black eyes to match those of your mate.”
“I’d like to see you try.” With a feral grin, Ethan lumbered at his friend, paws swinging as the other players in the shower room scattered.
Old habits died hard, and when it came to working out frustration, the easiest route still involved violence. Ethan refused to view it as stalling out of fear. Kodiak bears feared nothing, especially not one fated female. But just in case, perhaps once he de-stressed, he would pick up flowers, or buy a whole damned floral shop for her.
*
Naomi, ensconced on the sturdy family couch, held the ice pack to her throbbing face and listened with only half an ear as her family fought. Francine—the crowing and snickering bitch—had escaped and left her to the tender mercies of her family.
“I’ll teach that fucking lacrosse player to not pay attention to the game and let our sister get hurt,” Derrick ranted punching his fist into the palm of his other hand.
“I say we hunt bloody forty-four and sixty-nine down. Let’s tie their asses up and whip some rubber balls at their face and see how they like it,” yelled Stu. “Who’s with me?” A chorus of cheers met his plan.
“Naomi should have been paying attention to the play.” That came from Chris who followed up his statement with an “Oomph” as someone took offence at his criticism.
Chris, only a year older than her and most often the victim of her mood swings as the slowest brother, always held the least amount of sympathy for her. And yet, despite his words, he would stand first in line to kick the ass of anyone who ever intentionally hurt her.
On and on the bickering went, peppered with the occasional shove and slap.
When the noise level began to make, her already throbbing head, ache even worse, she lobbed the ice pack at her nearest brother with unerring accuracy, clocking him hard upside the head. Instant silence settled on the room as six pairs of eyes swiveled to look at her.
“If you’re all done arguing, I’d like to go home now,” she stated quietly. Her looming brothers and father all took a step back, her calm words a warning they knew all too well. She rose from the couch, her short and curvy, five foot four frame taut. The room spun and nausea made her stomach roil.
“Now, baby girl,” her father began in a placating tone. “You should lie back down. The doc said you’ve got a concussion.”
“Which is already healing,” she interrupted. “Shifter blood, remember?” One of the advantages of owning Lycan blood was the ability to heal quicker than humans. Of course, quicker didn’t mean instant, so while she waited, she’d still suffer some discomfort.
“Still,” her father continued bravely. “The doctor said we should keep an eye on you, just in case you faint or something before your body has a chance to fully cure the problem.”
Naomi crossed her arms over her chest, resisting an urge to sit before her trembling legs gave out. “Are you trying to tell me I can’t go home?” She arched a brow and her father swallowed.
Chris rolled his eyes. “Oh, let her go. If she wants to cause a car accident and maybe kill some hapless pedestrian by being pig headed and driving herself home, then let her.”
The heated glare she shot Chris’s way made her head spin. Worse, her brother stuck his tongue out knowing she didn’t feel well enough to make him hurt for it. “If I weren’t a lady, I’d kick your scrawny little ass,” she muttered. She ignored the snickers and the whispered, “Since when is she a lady’ comment that followed her words only because of her throbbing head.
A sigh escaped her as her brother’s truthful words battled her stubborn nature. Much as she hated giving in to their no driving order—well-intentioned or not—she wouldn’t operate a motor vehicle if she could prove a danger to others. “Fine, so if I can’t drive myself, then who is taking me home?”
Six pairs of eyes found the ceiling suddenly intensely interesting.
Irritation made her lips draw tight. “Oh, come on. Surely one of you idiots can handle my car?”
Kendrick cleared his throat before speaking. “Um, the last time Mitchell drove your car, you almost castrated him because he didn’t shift it to your satisfaction. You told us never to touch your car again, or else.”
Naomi blew out a breath. Pussies. How could they blame her for taking offence at the brutish manner with which they drove her baby? They’d deserved each, and every, smack. And then, they had the nerve to wonder why she wanted to get away from the shifters and their violence. They bloody well drove her to it.
“I am not staying here.” Not with her mother due home within the hour from work. Once her mom walked through that door, Naomi would be lucky if she got to leave a bed within the next three days. The men in her family might fear their baby sister even as they coddled her, but everyone obeyed their mother. Nobody owned the balls not to.
The doorbell rang and as one, her family dove to answer, leaving her alone. Naomi shook her head. Afraid of little old me? Good.
Not interested in the caller, Naomi walked with ginger steps so as to not jostle her aching head into the kitchen to look for some alcohol. The Tylenol she’d taken, twelve pills so far, had done almost nothing for her pain. Banned from driving and lacking a chauffeur, she might as well get a little drunk, a plan forgotten as the snarls started from the front of the house.
“Now what?” she grumbled as she stalked toward the fracas, lancing pain rousing her temper.
A wall of brothers stood between her and the menacing growls of her daddy, which ran counterpoint to some unknown deeper rumble and a more feline yowl—both which sent shivers skating down her spine, and not the unpleasant kind.
A few well-placed elbows and she’d shoved her way to the front of the crowd to find her father facing off, nose to nose, with non-other than the behemoth from the lacrosse match. She’d have recognized him anywhere seeing as how not too many Kodiak bears chose to live near civilization. And damn, but up close like this he appeared even larger than expected, completely towering over her and wider than logic dictated a male should be.
Seven foot and a bit of bristling bear stood at her front door, and not just any bear, but one who’d injured her. No wonder her canine family acted so agitated. Actually, so was she for that matter and not just because of the ball she’d almost swallowed, her wolf started spinning in circles inside her head with excitement and Naomi didn’t like it one freakn’ bit. It didn’t help that this close to the behemoth, awareness lit up all the nerves in her body, and an inhalation of his scent sent moist heat to her cleft. Oh, like hell is this hulking bear my bloody mate.
Squeezing herself between her father and number forty-four, she jabbed her finger into his chest. She might as well have poked a brick wall because the flesh of his chest didn’t give one iota. On the other hand, that brief contact sent a sizzling bolt through her system.
Failed poke or not, it did, however, catch his attention. Brown eyes broke off their staring match with her father and rotated down to peer at her. He inhaled deep as he stared at her, increasing the tingle that ran through her body like an electric jolt. It fired up more than her cleft—it sparked her ire.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded rudely, clenching her fists at her side before she gave in to the urge to stroke the firm chest in front of her.
“I, um, wanted to see if you were okay and say I’m sorry you, um, got hurt.” His halting words rumbled pleasantly over her skin. Naomi, unable to resist, sucked in a breath and found her senses flooded with a titillating whiff of soap, bear and male musk all of which sent her wolf into a tizzy.
Oh god, I need to get him out of here, pronto. “I’m fine. Bye.” She waited, but as she feared, he didn’t just turn around and leave.
“Um, that wasn’t the only reason I came.”
Flowers were suddenly thrust in her face, a wild bouquet of blooms that made her want to sneeze. She batted them to the side. She narrowed her eyes up at him and enjoyed the way it made him swallow. He fears me. Good. “What else do you want? Isn’t it enough I’ve got two black eyes and a headache the size of Quebec?”
“I’m really sorry about that. I was kind of distracted.” His brown eyes looked so pained that Naomi fought an urge to tell him it was okay—and throw herself in his arms. “Actually that’s part of the other reason I’m here. See, I—uh—well, that is, I think we’re mates.” He stammered the words out and ruddy color flushed his cheeks.
Her greatest fear spoken aloud, panic gripped her and she lost her mind. “Over my dead fucking body we are. You’ve got a lot nerve coming here,” she yelled, her shrill tone making her headache flare stronger. “As if I’d waste any of my time with a guy who can’t even catch one little rubber ball. Now, go away and just forget about me.”
“But—”
Naomi froze him with an icy glare at odds with her melting pussy. She fought to hold onto her anger, a feat harder than expected when confronted with almost seven towering feet of muscled male. His square craggy features should have turned her off with their obvious lack of gentle refinement, but instead she found herself intrigued by his square jaw, his crooked nose and his soft eyes framed by thick dark lashes. He kept his hair short in a military type brush cut that displayed the gold hoop in one of his ears.
As for his body, he stood too close for her to ogle it, but since the lacrosse game, she could imagine it—from his extremely wide shoulders dropping down to a tapered waist that led into thick muscled thighs and an ass of steel. I wonder if his cock is as big as the rest of him. Naomi bit her lip at the train of her thoughts. I do no care what he looks like. This Neanderthal is not my mate.
“I’m sorry. Do you have a hard time understanding English? I told you to leave.” Her brusque tone made his eyes turn puppy dog sad and she wanted to smack her forehead on something hard—say like his delicious chest?
Snickers, which turned into outright laughter, erupted from behind the wall of flesh in front of her. Naomi couldn’t help but crane sideways to see who found the untenable situation so amusing before she resorted to violence. And my family knows how I hate it when that happens. Try to be a lady and no one listens. They’ll start paying attention when my foot starts connecting with some soft spots.
Her icy gaze caught the attention of yet another lacrosse player, and her wolf just about slobbered in excitement all over mind. Oh, hell no. As her gaze became caught by the eyes of dark haired number sixty-nine from the lacrosse match, she wanted to hurt something really bad because if she wasn’t mistaken, the damned kitty cat in front of her—another testosterone pumped male—was also her mate. Not two. Surely fate wouldn’t be so cruel? While not all that common, she knew mating could occur in pairs or more, she’d just never assumed it would happen to her. No fair. I don’t even want one. Why the hell do I suddenly have two on my doorstep?
Irritation held over panic—barely. She focused her ire on the jerk who found the situation so hilarious. “I wouldn’t laugh seeing how it was your poor aim that gave me my rainbow face and headache.”
Actually, number sixty-nine’s humor had dried up the moment their gazes caught, and if she weren’t in such shock herself , she would have enjoyed his dropped jaw and the look of fear—and smoking desire—that crossed his face.
“Uh. Uh.” Like a slack jawed idiot, the suave looking number sixty-nine couldn’t even mutter a coherent sentence.
“Apparently you’ve gotten a ball to many in the head, too. Now if you don’t want my foot to get shoved up your butt, because I am just about to lose my temper, then I’d suggest you get your asses out of here.”
“But,” the behemoth tried to interrupt.
“Go away,” she screamed, meaning to follow up her panicky plea with action. Vertigo along with a blinding pain in her head, though, made her unable to do what she wanted—which closely resembled running away and escaping the sure mess these two men would surely try and make of her life. She only managed an “Ah, fuck,” as her family and doctor’s prediction came true. She succumbed—unwillingly—to unconsciousness.
Chapter Three
It had proved surprisingly easy to discover the identity of the injured female. Javier simply questioned a few staff members while Ethan glowered. In short order, they were handed the information along with wishes of “Good luck” and “Glad I’m not you.”
Ethan paid the pitying looks no mind, too caught up in his own inner misery of how to approach the female slated as his mate. Javier, on the other hand, couldn’t stop grinning. He just wished he dared tape the event because seeing his enormous friend reduced to a quivering mass of jelly provided great entertainment.
His theory that the upcoming meeting would prove interesting held—and made him wish for popcorn—as Ethan knocked on the door of the house where several sources assured them the female, named Naomi, would have been taken.
A crowd of large men—none as big as Ethan of course—answered. An older, grizzled male, eyed them up and down before barking, “You’re the idiots who got my daughter hurt. You’ve got a lot of nerve showing up here.”
Things degraded from that point with the younger males—brothers, Javier assumed—growling and jostling for position and challenge. Ethan didn’t back down. While women might tie him in knots, especially the prospect of meeting his mate, violence he understood. Ethan stepped forward actually going toe to toe with the elder wolf.
Javier wondered if he should speak up. Do I warn my friend against beating up the father of his intended or prepare to come to his aide? Neither proved necessary as the rumbling of testosterone soaked males died down as someone shoved through their ranks. Javier couldn’t see, but he could hear a melodious voice, threaded in steel, order his friend away, mate or not. The situation at that point became too comical and Javier couldn’t hold back the guffaws, a laughter he almost choked on as an oval face garnished in multihued bruises and framed in long, brown hair peered around Ethan’s body to glare at him. With that one extremely icy stare, Javier knew fear for the first time in his life.
His panther, on the other hand, yowled with excitement in his mind. Oh fuck, no. She’s my mate too.
Horror engulfed him at the thought even as he couldn’t help but drink in the sight of her from her flashing grey eyes, her rosebud and delectably full lips, to her curvy and heavily breasted frame. A surge of desire rushed through him, making his cock twitch even as his jaw dropped in disbelief. Words were spoken, but Javier, caught in a frozen moment of disbelief, barely registered them.
He snapped out of it when pandemonium erupted as with an indelicate “Ah, fuck”, the female’s eyes rolled up in her head and she collapsed. Too many pairs of hands reached out to grab her. As the biggest, Ethan won and he held his prize up high, growling a warning at Naomi’s father and brothers as they jostled and shouted for him to give her back. Things promised to devolve quickly if common sense didn’t prevail.
Javier shoved in front of his friend and faced off with the bristling group of males. He held up his hands, trying to school his features into something that would calm them down rather than set them off further. “Gentlemen, surely all this yelling and posturing isn’t helping the young lady? And it’s probably alarming the neighbors. Could we not adjourn inside?”
“I think you should all listen to the cat.”
Where Javier’s words had provoked only heated glares and growls, the delicate feminine voice from behind him sent the males confronting him scurrying. Trepidation sunk its claws into Javier as he wondered what could make such a tough looking bunch scatter. A giantess, thought extinct sphinx, a deadly siren? He turned and held himself ready to run—or defend himself. A pent up breath whooshed out of him as he regarded the petite woman with graying hair who eyed him up and down with interest.
“And you are?” she demanded in a tone that brooked no nonsense.
“Javier, ma’am,” he announced thrusting out his hand. “Number sixty-nine for the Loup Garou lacrosse team.”
Slim fingers gripped his firmly as she shook his hand. “And the big fellow holding my daughter?”
Ethan rumbled in answer. “Ethan, ma’am, number forty-four”
“You are responsible for her current injuries I assume?”
“Yes, ma’am. I’m awfully sorry. I was kind of distracted by your daughter.”
Finely arched brows lifted. “Distracted? By Naomi?”
Ethan forged on ahead. “Yes, ma’am. I caught a glimpse of your daughter in the stands, and, well, she’s my mate.”
“Really?” The petite woman pursed her lips at that answer.
Javier thought about holding his tongue, but with a sigh he gave in, somehow knowing if he didn’t this little woman would make him regret it later. “Um, sorry to interrupt, but I think I might also be her mate.”
“What?” Ethan yelled. “You didn’t tell me that when we were on our way over here.”
Javier shrugged. “I didn’t know until I set eyes on her. Trust me, I am just as unhappy about this as you are. I’m not meant for monogamy.”
A cleared throat had Javier blushing as piercing gray eyes riveted him with disapproval. “I think we all need to go inside. Now.”
Javier didn’t stand around arguing, and neither did Ethan who stomped inside holding the still unconscious Naomi in his bear paws. Strangely, Javier wanted a turn cuddling the lush—and feisty—female, a crazy urge that he tamped down. If Ethan wants her, then Ethan can have her. Maybe once his friend marked her, this urge to sniff her and lick her—even worse, mark her as his cat demanded—would cease.
He almost ran into Ethan’s back when he stopped suddenly. He stepped around him at the prodding of one none too happy mother, and he found the reason in the form of a line of men, all with their arms crossed over their chests.
The elder one spoke. “What are you doing inviting them into our home after what they did to her face?”
The petite woman faced off with the grizzled male, her hands planted on her hips. “I’m sorry, Geoffrey, did you suddenly become lord of the manor while I was at work, and me, a simple maid who can’t decide who comes into our home?”
The man who had to be Naomi’s father almost blanched at the quiet words. One of the big lugs at his side actually cringed. “Now, Meredith, you know that’s not what I meant.”
Meredith, Naomi’s mother, arched a brow. “Good, then I don’t see the problem with inviting in our two future son-in-laws.”
And with those glibly thrown words, pandemonium resumed.
*
Naomi’s head throbbed, and the yelling going on around her didn’t help, rather it added to her general malaise and irritation. What she did find comforting was the lap she found herself cuddled in. Strong arms held her close against a hard chest where a rapidly beating heart lulled her for a moment longer before sanity set in.
Whose freakn’ lap am I on?
Somehow, she doubted they were related to her given the evident erection poking at her bottom and the fact her whole body tingled. Oh no, one of them has got me. Panic made her scramble to escape before she opened her eyes. She dove off the warm lap and didn’t peer around with wild eyes until she found herself clear of bodies, nausea and pain weaving a dance in her body that made her want return to her unconscious state for a while longer. Since when do I wish for the cowardly route? She straightened her spine and took in the scene before her.
Out from the cocoon of the behemoth’s arms, the noise seemed even louder and chaotic. On one side of the living room, her mother stood nose to nose with her father, who, in this rare instance, wasn’t backing down on whatever they fought about. Three of her brothers stood around number sixty-nine, haranguing him as he held up his hands in a conciliatory manner. As for number forty-four, he sat on the couch and ignored her two other glaring brothers to watch her.
“Enough.” Silence descended as she planted her hands on her hips and regarded them all. Her head pounded fiercely, and all she wanted was to go home and lie down. Alone. “Why are these guys in our house?”
“Naomi, is that any way to treat your beaus?” Her mom’s voice cut the silence and Naomi grimaced at her.
“They are not mine,” she growled. “No matter what they seem to think.” Or her own inner bitch whined.
“Stubborn chit,” her mother chided. “You can’t fight fate.”
“Watch me.” Naomi went to stride out of the room, but a wave of dizziness made her sway, not far, though, as a new pair of firm hands grabbed her and tugged her into a solid embrace.
Heat enveloped her and she held in a sigh as she looked up into the tanned face of the feline. “Let me go.”
“Of course.” Immediately the male she still only knew as number sixty-nine released her and stepped away, but not far. His dark eyes watched her, a smoldering fire in their depths.
“Darling, why don’t you sit down?” Her mother’s suggestion held more a tone of command, but Naomi fought it.
“No. I want to go home.” Naomi cursed the plaintive note in her tone, but she couldn’t help it. Too much was happening and with her head dancing to the tune of an out of key Mariachi band, she just wanted peace and quiet. She also needed time to plan how to evade her sudden and unwanted suitors. A grimace crossed her face as she realized her damned mother, with a stubborn tilt to her chin, already plotted against her, determined to force her—probably kicking and screaming—to her fate.
“You, the big one,” her matriarch ordered. “Ethan, if I recall correctly. You will drive my daughter home. Javier.” Her mother pointed to number sixty-nine “You will follow so once your big friend drops her off he has a ride home. As for you.” Her mother swiveled to fix her with a glare. “Get some rest. I’ll see you and your beaus tomorrow night for dinner. No argument.” Naomi’s lips tightened into a thin line. Oh, there will be arguing, just not right now while I’m not in tip-top shape. Judging by the stormy expressions on her father’s and brothers faces, they’d also have plenty to say once she left.
Chris tossed her car keys to number forty-four, whose name, Ethan, seemed too docile for a man his size. One big mitt came up to catch her keys and she wanted to protest the giant beast couldn’t touch her car, but given the choice between escape or more of her family’s tough love, she chose possible injury to her car.
Of course, before she could escape, she found herself enveloped in too many hugs, not as tight as usual, her brothers and father, treating her gingerly. She thought she saw her mother speaking to Javier in between embraces, but before she could see what they conspired, Chris squeezed her tight with a whispered, “Brat, figures fate would think you need two men to keep you in line.” Her head didn’t ache enough for her not to stomp on his foot, his yelp of pain making her almost smile.
Hugs accomplished and with no time to change her mind, she found herself pressed between a pair of male bodies, her breath stolen by their sudden nearness while heat flashed through her.
They made it outside before it crossed her mind that her mother had just sent her home with strangers—and ones who’d caused her current, if accidental, injury in the first place. It occurred to her to march back inside and lambast her parents for poor decisions, but Ethan rumbled. “Which car is yours?” and she decided to hold onto that harangue for later.
Naomi wondered who’d driven her car over as she obviously hadn’t and Francine didn’t do manual transmissions. Whoever brought it, they’d better have treated my baby right. She peered around for her red Miata and saw it parked in front of a shining, silver Lexus.
“Are those your wheels?” She asked pointing at the sweet ride she dreamed of but couldn’t yet afford.
“Mine, actually,” Javier replied.
“Nice,” she replied grudgingly. “Mine’s the red one behind it. Hurt it and I will hurt you.”
“Promise?” Javier teased with a smile that hit her right between the thighs.
When she would have stumbled on the last porch step, she instead found herself swept up into Ethan’s arms.
Heat at his proximity flooded her and she struggled. “Put me down. I can walk.”
“And I can carry you. Your point would be?”
“Caveman,” she grumbled, wincing at the twinge in her head.
“Are you always this irritable?” asked the cat.
Naomi shot him a glare. “Gee, let me see. My friend dragged me to a lacrosse game, which, I might add, is not my idea of a good time in the first place, where some clumsy bear missed a ball causing me to get injured. That same bear and his alley cat then show up and try to claim me as their mate even though I don’t want one. I think I’ve earned the right to be annoyed.”
“I told you we should have brought more flowers,” Ethan grumbled.
“Flowers?” She turned incredulous eyes up to Ethan’s face, but he didn’t meet her gaze as he opened the passenger door on her car and deposited her in with a gentleness that seemed at odds with the aggressive demeanor he’d displayed during the game.
He slammed the door shut instead of answering her and crossed over to the driver side. He leaned in and tugged the lever to send the driver seat as far back as it could go. Then, he inclined the back rest.
“Dude, maybe I should drive her car. You’re kind of big for it.” Naomi silently agreed with Javier, but at the same time found herself morbidly curious to see if the bear would fit.
“And maybe you should invest in a wheelchair, because I’m about to put you into one,” was the behemoth’s growled reply.
Naomi leaned her head back against the headrest and prayed for the nightmarish evening to end.
The suspension on her car sank alarmingly as the determined bear shifter sat in the seat and Naomi shuddered at the imagined damage his weight would cause. But, at this point, arguing would just delay the whole trip and she really, really wanted to get home. Besides, I can always just send him the bill.
“Where to?” he asked turning those chocolate eyes her way.
Naomi gave him the directions to her townhouse and then tried not to flinch as he turned the key in the ignition. Stu tended to hold the starter a tad long making it whine. However, the beast let go as soon as the engine caught. Car started, he hit the gas and shifted, his movements smooth as he displayed a gentleness with her baby that made her ease somewhat. However, a lack of worry over his chauffeur skills meant she had time now to notice just how much space he took up in the cab of her car—he almost sat in the back seat, for Pete’s sake, he was so damned big. She couldn’t ignore how his scent, a soap and musky male mix, permeated the close space. When his hand brushed her thigh as he shifted gears, she jumped as if burned, tucking her legs tight against the passenger door. A soft chuckle made her cheeks burn as she realized he’d caught her reaction.
Attraction to the behemoth confused her. He embodied nothing she appreciated in a male, and yet her body reacted as if she’d sucked back a whole bottle of Viagra for women. I’m freakn’ horny.
The knowledge bothered her almost as much as her nagging headache. Sure, he sported a great body and a decent face; however, she prided herself on looking past a male’s exterior to his insides for intelligence, manners and common interests. She never allowed her hormones to rule her, choosing boyfriends who met her strict criteria starting with them not belonging to any shifter caste. And how boring has that been? Her sarcastic conscious continued to snipe at her. It’s just because I haven’t met the right one. Her inner wolf yapped and made her gaze slide over to the behemoth whose big paw clutched at her steering wheel with white knuckles. Stop that. He is not the man for me. He’s a boneheaded jock, goddammit. Her mental assertion didn’t stop her inner wolf from snorting, her disgust evident.
They got half way to her house before Naomi frowned at the silence in the vehicle. As my supposed mate, shouldn’t he be trying harder to woo me? Or is he plotting? She shouldn’t care, but her wayward tongue always wagged before she thought.
“Why so quiet?” she asked rudely.
Brown eyes flicked over to catch hers for a second and Naomi sucked in a breath at the banked fire in their depths. “I’m not good with words. I thought it best, especially given your current state, that I not speak.”
Naomi bit her lower lip at his admission. It was actually kind of nice, not that it helped his case. “Thanks. I think. Listen, I know you think we’re mates or something, but I can assure you it’s a mistake.”
“You prefer Javier?” he growled.
His accusation made her blink. “No. I don’t want to be mated with a shifter, any shifter.”
That comment turned that melting gaze her way again. “But you are a shifter. Shifters mate. And I am not mistaken. You are mine.”
The possessive claim made her shiver in a way that tightened her nipples. Pursing her lips, she ignored how it made her feel and forged ahead. “See, it’s that kind of attitude that irritates me. My wolf is only a part of me, and while she might think you smell good and want to do nasty things to your body.” He choked. “I want more out of a partner in life than hot, animal sex. I want a man who will support me.”
“I have money,” he interrupted.
“I wasn’t done speaking,” she snarled and he clamped his mouth tight. “It’s not just about money. I also mean support in the sense that I can have an intelligent conversation with him. Own pretty things that won’t get destroyed because some testosterone laden male has decided he needs to vent some steam indoors.”
“You think I’m stupid?” Anger threaded his words and Naomi felt a moment’s chagrin.
She ignored it. “Not stupid, exactly, but come on, you’re an athlete, not an intellectual. Are you going to tell me your first instinct is to talk things over or use your fists?”
“I’m annoyed right now and yet I’m talking to you aren’t I?” His sarcastic reply coincided with him pulling up in front of her house.
Without waiting for her reply, he exited the car, but before she could open her door, he appeared, and lifted her out.
“Would you put me down?” she exclaimed, exasperation coloring her tone.
“No. But, since you find me so offensive, perhaps you’d prefer Javier.” Neanderthal A passed her to Neanderthal B while Naomi could only fume.
“Did I miss something?” Javier asked as he tightened his arms around her.
Naomi told her hip hopping tummy to take a hike before answering. “I was just explaining to your friend how neither of you will do as a mate. So please, put me down and be on your way.”
“Are you challenging us?”
Ethan snorted as he fit her key into the lock and opened the door to her townhouse.
“No, I am stating a fact. Find some other gullible bitch to bite, fuck and fetch your slippers.”
Javier’s laughter washed over her in a warm wave she enjoyed way too much. Fuming that they wouldn’t take her serious, she clamped her lips shut as the overgrown cat carried her into her home. He finally set her down on her couch, but then instead of leaving, Ethan sat in the chair opposite her while Javier wandered off in the direction of the kitchen.
“Shouldn’t you be leaving?” she asked with a pointed stare toward the door.
A shrug from massive shoulders answered her. “Make me.”
“Ooh,” she almost shrieked in exasperation. Only the pulsing of her painful head held her back. “Why are you both being so stubborn? Can’t you tell you’re not wanted?”
“My mama said the same thing to my dad when they first met,” Ethan admitted. “Not liking her answer, he tossed her over his shoulder and kept her prisoner in a cave for two weeks, making love to her numerous times a day until she finally admitted she loved him, too,” he added with a smug grin.
Naomi’s jaw dropped and her throat worked soundlessly for a moment. “You wouldn’t dare!” Her mouth said one thing, her pussy, drenching at his words, screamed another.
“Well, as you’ve mentioned a few times, I’m probably too dumb to know better. Although, don’t worry, because of the lacrosse season, maybe I’ll just handcuff you to a bed instead of finding a cave.”
“My family won’t stand for it!”
“Children, children,” Javier chided returning to them holding two open beers, and one tall glass of juice. “Can’t we all get along? After all, since our beasts have seen fit to join us in a ménage, we’ll be together a long, long time.”
“Over my dead body,” she growled.
“Not dead, but gagged can definitely be arranged,” Ethan grumbled.
“Hmm, a little kinky, but I’m not averse to the idea,” Javier added.
Irritated, frustrated—and so fucking horny at the idea of them tying her down to have their wicked way—she took a swig of the juice, sudden thirst making her down the whole thing.
It didn’t take long for wooziness to set in. She blinked as their image wavered. “You drugged me,” she accused, trying to push herself up off the couch, but her body wouldn’t obey.
“Your mother’s orders,” Javier explained. “You need to rest, but fear not, we will watch over you and make sure you come to no harm. Sleep, feisty one, and we’ll sort things out when you feel better.”
I am going to kill my mother. Naomi slumped over before she could tell Javier where he could shove his sorting out idea.
Chapter Four
“You drugged her?” Ethan bellowed the words as he surged from his seat, fists clenched.
Alarm crossed Javier’s face and he held up his hands in a placating manner. “Calm down. It wasn’t my idea, but her mother’s. She handed me the pills along with the instructions to feed them to her with some juice to mask the taste.”
“When the hell did she get the chance to give you drugs?”
“While Naomi’s family was saying good bye, she slipped them to me.”
“Why not just give them to her? Why con her into taking them?” Ethan wanted to smack his friend for pissing Naomi off even more.
“According to her mother, the only way to medicate her properly is by subterfuge. She’d already refused the medication from the doctor claiming she didn’t want to be out of control.”
“She is going to be so angry when she wakes up,” he replied shaking his head, his expression surely woebegone. At least he could point the finger at Javier with a clear conscience and let his friend take the blame.
Ethan lowered his fists and moved to sit on the couch. He dragged Naomi’s petite—and now quiet form—onto his lap. Despite her insults and the fact she currently looked like the loser in a boxing match, she fascinated him. Tiny—to him at least—and injured, yet she still stood up to him like she could take him in a fight. That took guts. In his experience, women bedded him for the thrill, but they never dared argue with him. Hell, he only needed to scowl to send them scurrying with shrieks of terror.
More fascinating, though, than her utter lack of fear toward him was her reaction to Javier. Women never rejected Javier, and the fact one slated as his mate did agitated his best friend—and amused the heck out of Ethan.
“What else did her mother tell you?” Ethan asked, looking for any advantage in his task of winning her over.
“That she’d call us later and give us pointers on wooing her daughter. Apparently, Naomi has something of a stubborn nature.”
A snort escaped him. “I hadn’t noticed.”
Javier paced the living room as Ethan stroked Naomi’s silky hair, unable to resist running his fingers through the long brown strands. “What are you thinking?”
“That fate is laughing at me.”
A chuckle made Ethan’s chest vibrate, causing Naomi’s head to jiggle. He cradled her head in his big palm to prevent her from falling before replying. “She’s certainly not what either of us expected, that’s for sure.”
Javier shot him a dark look. “No shit, Sherlock. I mean don’t get me wrong, short and curvy works fine for me, but I always expected, if ever fate was cruel enough to curse me, she’d at least give me a woman who likes me.”
“I’m sure she will in time. We took her by surprise, not to mention she’s in pain. Besides, I kind of like that she’s feisty. She’ll need it to keep up with us.”
Round eyes and an open mouth met his answer. “You, my friend, are insane. One ball too many to the head I think. I mean, not only does she not want you, shouldn’t you be more pissed that it looks like she’s meant for both of us?”
Ethan shrugged. “I’ll admit, I never expected to share, but if fate says that’s my lot, then at least it chose someone I could tolerate. And beat in a wrestling match if I need to. Besides, I’ll only have to share if you bother to stick around to mark her.”
“Oh, I’m staying, so you can forget about keeping her for yourself,” Javier replied shooting him a dark look.
“What happened to I’m not meant for monogamy?” Ethan pitched his voice mockingly.
A sigh emerged from Javier’s mouth before he slumped in the chair across from him. “I haven’t thought that far ahead. It’s hard to think at all with my damned cat yammering for me to bite her. Mayhap if you were to claim her first, the need for me to do so would vanish?”
The optimism in his friend’s voice made him laugh again. “Sorry, no such luck I’m afraid. From everything I’ve ever heard, once you find the one, you’re done for. The need to mark her, claim her, just gets stronger and stronger.” Already the urge to take her rode Ethan hard. It didn’t help that he held her cuddled on his lap, her sweet fragrance tickling his nose while her lush body pressed against his turgid cock.
“I don’t suppose you’d care to explain the we-don’t-have-a-choice aspect to Naomi?” Javier rejoined sarcastically.
“Why bother? She’s bound and determined to fight her beast and in turn, her shifter nature. I say let her.”
Incredulity marked Javier’s expression. “Isn’t that counterproductive to your, make that our, goal?”
“No, it is simple biology,” Ethan explained. “She will eventually come to us. Keep in mind, the longer she denies the pull to mate, the harder the desire to claim us will ride her.”
“That sounds kind of callous,” Javier remarked. “I’m surprised. I expected more of you.”
“You didn’t let me explain what my plan was while she fought her nature. I plan to stay glued to her side, apart from practices and games, of course. I will get to know her, and in turn, she will come to know me. Befriend her, in other words, and if I’m lucky, perhaps she’ll even come to love me. I know I’m already half way there.” A romantic like his father, Ethan believed in love at first sight despite his more pragmatic friend’s comments.
Javier snorted. “Gods, don’t let the opposing team ever hear you yapping like a woman. For a giant bear, you’re awfully sentimental.”
A dark look shot Javier’s way made his feline friend grin. Ethan growled. “You are lucky I am holding her, or I’d make you swallow your words.”
“Down Smokey,” Javier joked. “Actually, your plan is a good one. She is most definitely intriguing, and if we’re going to spend the rest of our lives with her, then I guess becoming her friend before her lover is a good start. But I warn you, if she insists on sex, I will sacrifice myself for the greater good to please her.”
“Whatever,” Ethan scoffed. “You might be the oral master, but I will still always have the bigger cock.”
And with that parting shot, Ethan stood with his precious burden and lumbered upstairs to find her bedroom.
*
Javier ended up following Ethan upstairs, unable to stay away from the lush female who’d somehow attracted him and his beast. It had occurred to him several times on the way over to simply drive away—and keep going until he snapped the tenebrous connection forming between him Naomi, and in a strange twist, Ethan.
Jaguars, the males at any rate, tended to spread their love, only rarely settling down, or so he’d been taught. His own father sired cubs on almost a half dozen females and never chose to mark any of them. Truthfully, Javier expected to follow the same path, already his conquests were numerous, although, unlike his father, he’d chosen to use protection to prevent conceptions. However, in the space of one night, instead of deciding which flavor he’d try next, he found himself irresistibly drawn to one curvy female with long, brown hair whose face he couldn’t even guess at given the bruising and swelling, yet glimpses at pictures on her walls showed a striking woman. One fated to be mine.
But if he caved to his needs, he’d not only bury his prick in one sheath for the rest of his life, he’d also have to share her.
In the past, Javier had graciously shared his feminine conquests with his best friend, Ethan. A good guy at heart, his big friend’s somewhat untamed appearance and shy demeanor made it hard for him to pick up women. Javier lost count of the threesomes they’d indulged in—where their hands and cocks stayed firmly pointed in the woman’s direction only. It seemed fate enjoyed a quirky sense of humor, setting them up to both fall for the same girl, a girl who wanted neither.
However, my biggest fear is what if she does end up falling for me? Say I mark her and I end up straying? Apart from the damage Ethan would do to him if he hurt this woman, the thought of doing something so dishonorable made Javier ill. It was one thing to indulge in one-night stands where he and his partner went in with their eyes open, and no expectation of a tomorrow. It was a whole other thing to betray a woman he’d marked as his forever more.
Yet, even fear couldn’t keep him from entering the room where Ethan deposited Naomi’s unconscious form on the bed. He still felt kind of guilty about the whole drugging thing, but his orders had come straight from the mama wolf herself along with the tiny pill bottle. It would take a much braver cat to deny that matriarch anything. At least now, Naomi rested quietly, a state sure to change by morning.
Eying her, still fully dressed down to her shoes, Javier frowned. “We need to undress her,” he stated.
“Like fuck. We are not going to take advantage of her while she sleeps.”
Javier rolled his eyes as he scrounged through her drawers looking for sleepwear. He didn’t find any silky negligées—something I will have to rectify—so he settled for a worn t-shirt and cotton shorts. Turing with the garments to face his friend, he found himself subjected to a fierce scowl. “Give me a little credit. I just meant to make her more comfortable, or do you really think she’s going to enjoy waking up in jeans, a bra and shoes?”
Ethan’s gaze dropped to her shape which he hadn’t even tucked under the blankets. “Okay, you might have a point,” he grudgingly admitted. “But no touching or I’ll make you eat my fist.”
A snort was Javier’s reply. With two pairs of hands, they made quick work of divesting her of clothing, stripping her down to her white cotton panties. A whistle emerged from his lips and despite the situation, his cock swelled.
“This is wrong,” Ethan muttered in a thick voice as he stared at her rounded shape.
Javier could only silently agree as he too stared at Naomi’s almost nude form. Her breasts were a heavy handful with large pink nipples that puckered as he watched. Her skin, smooth and creamy beckoned, as did her indented waist, flaring hips, and softly rounded tummy.
Shaking himself free of the stupor that gripped him as he stared dumbly at her body—she’s a woman like any other, nothing special—he deftly dressed her, and with Ethan’s aid, tucked her under the covers. He fought the insane urge to crawl in after her.
“Ready to go?” Javier asked a tad too brightly, eager to leave so he could get home and take care of the problem in his pants.
“I’m not going anywhere,” Ethan rumbled. “She’s helpless right now. If something were to happen, say, like, a fire or home invasion, she’d get hurt. I’m going to stick around.”
The bear raised a valid point and gave them a plausible reason for them to not leave Naomi. Javier refused to examine the fact both of them didn’t need to stay and play bodyguard. No way was he leaving Ethan alone with her. “I guess we’re sleeping over then. In that case, I’m showering first,” he announced, his rigid cock leading the way as he headed for the bathroom he found off the master bedroom.
“Jerk,” Ethan muttered, his own need to fist himself probably even greater given he didn’t indulge in sex as often.
Javier, though, showed him no sympathy, not when arousal gripped him so tight. Considering he hadn’t yet bound himself to Naomi, he could have probably left and found a pair of accommodating thighs, but even thinking it made him feel dirty. Ashamed.
Better to take care of himself with his hand than question his sudden morals.
Of course, his evolving morals didn’t mean he didn’t jerk off to the image of the delectable Naomi, her face bruise free like the portrait he’d seen downstairs, and even better, on her knees eagerly begging for his cock.
Slowly, his hand slid back and forth across the smooth skin of his dick, the edge of his fist butting up against his pronounced head. He squeezed his hard length as he pumped, the water and soap making him slick and easy to stroke. Lifting one leg to prop it on the side of the tub, he allowed his other hand to cup his balls. Kneading them between his fingers, he stroked himself faster, the vivid image of Naomi bent over, her rounded ass presented to him, making him pant. He brushed his thumb over the head of his cock, spreading imaginary moisture over the tip before grabbing himself in a double grip and thrusting his hips back and forth into the tight tunnel his fingers formed. So easily could he imagine thrusting into her sweet pussy, his balls slapping against her, the curve of her buttocks butting into his groin. And when she came, would she scream or moan as her pussy convulsed around him? His cock liked either option and tightened as he reached the point of orgasm, the thought of her quivering release sending him over the edge.
I am in so much fucking trouble, he thought as he jetted his cream. Leaning his head against the tile of the shower, he let the intentionally frigid water cascade over his body.
Oh, Naomi, how am I going to keep my hands off you while Ethan and I teach you to want us too? At the thought of touching her, seeing her accepting him, naked with open arms, his shaft immediately hardened as if not sated at all.
Chapter Five
Naomi stretched as she woke with an exaggerated yawn in her own bed. How the hell did I get here? Recollection of the dirty trick the two men played on her the previous night made her sit up abruptly. The sheet fell away and she noticed her clothing of the previous eve gone, replaced with a t-shirt and shorts.
“Those dirty, rotten pigs,” she cursed as she swung her legs out of bed and sat on the edge.
“You called?” A head topped with tousled hair poked out from around the door frame of the bathroom. Number sixty-nine’s dark eyes twinkled and his lips curled in a sensual smile. Despite her irritation, her body flooded with warmth.
“You!” She pointed at him and shot him a dark glare.
He grinned wider. “What about me, darling?”
“I’m going to kick your balls so hard you’re going to choke on them. How dare you drug me and then do despicable things to my body while I was unconscious?”
Stepping forward from the bathroom, he raised his arms in surrender and her eyes couldn’t help drinking in the sight of him. No one should look that delicious, especially in the morning, was her disgruntled thought. Shirtless, Javier’s tight and toned muscles beckoned. Encased in smooth, tanned skin, his muscular torso tapered down to lean hips where his jeans hung, partially unbuttoned and displayed a bulge that grew as she watched.
Unbidden heat flooded her cleft and her nipples shriveled so tight she could have drilled holes with them. She forced herself to swallow and look away before she did something stupid—say, like, licking her way down from his flat nipples to the dark vee of hair that disappeared into his pants.
“It would take a braver man than me to disobey your mother’s orders. Besides, you needed the sleep,” he added in a placating tone. Scowling, Naomi mentally planned a loud diatribe for her mother. “Let me ask you, how does your head feel now?”
His question derailed her for a second, and she paused to realize she actually felt pretty damned good—but now I’m horny and it’s all his friggin’ fault. She dove off the bed and stalked toward him, five foot four feet of annoyed woman craving coffee, a Danish, and him—naked inside her body. The first two she’d handle shortly, the third, she’d make him pay for. He stood his ground as she approached, the idiot.
“What did you do to me while I was out?” she growled as she patted her neck looking for a mating mark.
“Nothing. Contrary to your belief, snoring women with black and blue faces just don’t do it for me.”
His jibe hurt, but not as much as her foot when it connected with his undefended man parts. He ended up bent over, wheezing while Naomi smirked in satisfaction.
“That’s for knocking me out. But, if I find out you did anything to me other than dress me, like cop a feel or take nudie pictures, I’m going hurt you a lot worse.”
“Has anyone ever told you you’re hot when you’re mad?” said the man with an obvious death wish.
Only his speed saved him from her swinging fist as she screeched at him. “Go away. Can’t you tell I’m not interested?”
“Liar.” He threw that comment at her from the other side of her bed. “I can smell your arousal, sweetheart. And might I say, I can’t wait to taste it.”
The gush of wetness between her thighs made her groan in frustration as she fled to the bathroom and slammed the door shut. Chest heaving, she took a moment to compose herself. It didn’t work so well, not when she couldn’t get the image of his naked upper body out of her mind.
Needing a reality check, she braced her hands on the sink and peered at herself in the mirror. Most of the bruising on her visage had faded from dark purple to green and yellow. She still didn’t look pretty, but at least her nose had returned to its normal size.
Yet, despite the way I look, I have two men clamoring to mate with me. Or should she revise that to only one? She hadn’t seen or heard Ethan this morning. Perhaps, he’d wisely given up and left. Wishful thinking on her part probably because somehow she doubted she’d gotten so lucky. She got the impression number forty-four’s giant body possessed even more stubborn genes than tanned sixty-nine.
Ignoring the fact a gorgeous man—that her inner bitch wanted to jump and gnaw on—roamed her bedroom, she stripped and jumped into the shower. As she washed her body, her hands lingered on her breasts and the apex of her thighs. She couldn’t seem to stop, her body aroused and clamoring for any kind of touch, even her unsatisfying own.
It occurred to her that perhaps her out of proportion reaction might have come about because she’d not taken care of her needs in a while.
Maybe if I come, they won’t affect me so much.
With that plan in mind, she cupped her breast, squeezing it, but she needed more stimulation than that—a hot mouth sucking my nipple would feel so nice right about now. She moaned as a mental image of Javier’s dark head, bent as he tugged at her bud, made it shrivel and protrude. She rolled her hard nipple between her fingers while her other hand slid down her body to find her cleft. She leaned against the tile wall as she found her clit and stroked it.
Back and forth, she caressed herself, her hips gyrating as her wanton mind pictured Javier at her breast and Ethan on his knees, pleasuring her sex. Totally forbidden, so not what she wanted, but the erotic fantasy excited her like nothing she’d ever imagined and she rubbed herself with quick, slick strokes.
Would they take me one at a time, or would one thrust into my sex while the other fucked my mouth? No matter the answer, her cleft quivered at the thought of them penetrating her, filling her with their cocks and pounding until she orgasmed around their hard lengths. Stimulated in both mind and body, her climax approached and she let out a whimper as she increased the speed of her movements.
“You know, if you want some help in there, I’d be more than happy to oblige?” Javier’s drawled words just outside the shower acted like a cold bucket of water. With a startled cry, Naomi snatched her hands from her pussy and breast as if scalded.
“Get out!” she screeched.
“Is that any way to treat one of your future mates?” he sighed. “And after I went through the trouble of warming a big, fluffy towel for you in the dryer?”
Incredulity made her peer around the plastic curtain. “You did what?”
A grin covered his face as he shook the towel at her. “Come on out while it’s hot. I promise I won’t look.” He squeezed his eyes shut in exaggerated fashion and Naomi really thought about staying in the shower until he got the hint and left, but, of course, the water—in cahoots with the men apparently—turned cold. Standing there shivering, she reminded herself shifters didn’t have the same hang ups about nudity as humans did—most of the time.
She dashed into the warm towel—oh my god, that feels heavenly—which he wrapped around her before sweeping her off her feet to carry her back to her room.
“What is it with you and your friend carrying me?”
“Exercise,” he replied with a deadpan expression.
She snorted. “You are so full of shit and annoying. Did I forget to mention annoying?”
“But cute,” he added, his lips tilting into a smile that made her stomach do hand stands.
He dropped her on the bed where she bounced with a squeal as she thrashed to hold onto her towel. She wasn’t sure she entirely succeeded judging by the smoldering look in his eyes when she finally settled.
Tucking the edge of the towel securely around her body, her wet hair hanging down her back and dripping, she tried to regain her composure. “So where’s the other Neanderthal, or is he the smart one and left?”
“Nope, dumber than a rock still,” Ethan announced walking into her bedroom with a tray. Naomi’s eyes widened as she saw the logo from her favorite coffee house on the Styrofoam cups and at least four Danishes.
“How did you know?” she asked as she dove on the steaming java. She took a burning sip and sighed happily.
“Your mother called to check on you. We actually had a great chat,” Javier announced. He went to grab a lemon pastry and Naomi slapped his hand.
“Mine,” she growled.
“But there are four of them. Surely you can share one?”
She shook her head. “I don’t share, and I warn you, I bite.”
“Promise?” Javier leered, his eyes twinkling.
Heat of a different kind burned her cheeks as she realized how her claim sounded. She ignored him and concentrated on her breakfast.
The mattress sank alarmingly as Ethan sat down beside her. She scooted over lest gravity drag her into the well he made. “Thanks for breakfast,” she muttered through a mouthful of cherry Danish.
“My pleasure,” he rumbled. “You’re looking a lot better today.”
“No thanks to you,” she replied, shooting him a dark look. She almost felt bad at his chagrinned look—but got over it quickly when she reminded herself of the way they were attempting to take over her life. While she devoured her breakfast, begrudgingly letting the last Danish go because to eat it would have probably caused her to explode, Javier left. He returned with his upper body clothed. A shame.
“So what else did my mother tell you?” she asked, leaning back to suck on her coffee.
“That you were a colicky baby, hate the color pink, love your car, and that you’re more stubborn than a mule,” Ethan supplied.
“She would,” Naomi grumbled darkly. “Did she also tell you I don’t want to hook up with a shifter for the rest of my life? I want peace and quiet, not constant chaos.”
“Yes, she mentioned something about a harebrained scheme involving marrying a human. Personally, I think you have way too much passion for a human male. Hell, from what I’ve seen, I’m not sure two shifters will be enough.” Javier waggled his brows and leered comically.
Ignoring how cute this rendered him, she concentrated on his annoying—totally untrue—observation and used it to jump start her anger. She sprang up on her bed, only belatedly remembering she wore a towel, which plummeted leaving her naked. Ire, though, made her stand tall and wave her coffee at him. “I am a delicate, misunderstood flower, goddammit,” she yelled. “Why does no one see that?”
Javier’s eyes glazed over as he stared at her. “Delicate,” he murmured. “Yes, certain parts of you certainly are.”
A hand tickled up the back of her bare thigh, close to her core, which pulsed with heat and moisture. “Nice view,” Ethan added.
Naomi, coming to her senses, realized the spectacle she presented and hopped off the bed with a bellowed. “Out. I need to get dressed.” And a way to get myself off before I embarrass myself completely.
They complied, but not before Javier said, “We’ll be just outside in case you want any help finishing what you started in the shower.” Her inarticulate yell went well with the cordless phone she threw at him. They slid out into the hall and swung the door shut before it could hit them, and her poor phone hit the portal with an ominous crack. Great, now I need a new phone.
Panting, and not only out of irritation, she still managed to catch due to her damned wolf hearing Ethan’s whispered, “What happened in the shower?”
Banging her head on the wall a few times, wincing as it brought back some of her pain, she wondered what she’d done to deserve this. Her inner wolf just howled in frustration and asked why she was so determined to act stubborn.
I don’t want to mate with those two, chest-thumping shifters. I don’t want to screw, at the same time, those two yummy shifters. I don’t want to lick every inch of those two deliciously sculpted shifters. I don’t…
Failing miserably with her inner pep talk, she took her time getting dressed, blow drying her hair and itemizing the reasons why her pair of jocks should look elsewhere for a mate. Unfortunately, her body kept coming up with its own list: they had wicked bodies, handsome faces, senses of humor, chivalrous tendencies. And, they’re also domineering, pig headed, probably violent and so obviously chaotic.
Battle armor in place, rejection speech prepared, she sailed downstairs to give them a piece of her mind, only to discover they’d already left. She found a pair of notes in their place.
Naomi,
I had to leave for lacrosse practice. I’ll see you later today.
Yours, Ethan
Short and to the point, yet the claim he’d see her later made her flush. She read the second note.
Dearest Naomi,
Holding you in our arms last night, while you slept, was pure heaven. The glimpse we were blessed with of your delectable body? Absolute torture knowing we couldn’t touch you and please you as you so rightly deserve.
We can only hope you’ll think of us today, my face buried between your thighs, lapping at your sweet core as my friend takes care of your beautiful breasts. If you need to stroke yourself during our absence, please think of us and the pleasure we’ll soon have plowing your body and making you scream in ecstasy.
Until I kiss you later, Javier.
The note should have disgusted her, annoyed her or at the very least ended up crumpled into a ball and tossed; however, nothing in the last twenty-four hours was going as expected. Instead of getting worked up at his dirty and presumptuous words, her knees trembled, her sex flooded with moisture, and a quiver ran through her body.
She just thanked god they weren’t around or she just might have asked them to act out the scenes in the note—more than once.
Chapter Six
Ethan hated leaving Naomi without even saying goodbye, but Javier made sense when he said she needed space to come to grips with the recent events—and time to miss them. Ethan wrote his note and then almost shoved it up Javier’s butt when he read his friend’s. But then, he’d realized part of her getting to know him included realizing he didn’t have the same flowery way with words Javier did. And, as his conscience reminded him, she hadn’t yet fallen prey to Javier’s charm, so perhaps his straight to the point methods would appeal. Or so he hoped.
Once at the sports complex, he couldn’t concentrate on lacrosse practice. However, even at his worst, he still shone, catching and flinging the ball with speed and precision. He skipped the locker room after their two hour drills to hit the gym. He found comfort in the mind numbing sameness of exercise.
Thankfully, the weight room was virtually empty and his dark look had hurried out the few patrons. As he lifted weights and did his cardio, he indulged in thinking about Naomi, which, of course, brought about a hard-on of epic proportions and just aggravated his blue balls. Like Javier, he’d spent some time in the shower, jerking off, numerous times, not that it helped. He only had to think of Naomi to harden again.
It’s not my fault. She’s too damned hot.
Today he’d gotten a glimpse of the beauty he recalled from his first mesmerizing glimpse, which combined with his heated memory of her body spelled trouble with a capital T. He wanted her so freakn’ bad, and not just because of the mating urge. That might have started the snowball rolling, but the more he heard her speak and the more she revealed of her stubborn, feisty nature, the more he simply wanted her.
Ethan didn’t care for meek and submissive women. He abhorred those that feared him, especially since his code of honor dictated he’d never hurt one. Naomi appeared fearless and possessed a fascinating mind.
Unfortunately, the very things he admired about her meant he’d suffer an even harder battle trying to win her over. What did he, a muscle bound jock—with a university degree, so at least dumb didn’t apply—have to offer her? He’d listened with dejection the previous evening on the phone as Naomi’s mother detailed the things they had going against them. One, they were shifters. Two, they didn’t mind violence and were damned good at inflicting it. Three, they had minds of their own. Four…
In other words, pretty much everything about them clashed with Naomi’s list of requirements. However, as Meredith reassured them, Naomi just thought she wanted some meek and mild human. It was up to Javier and Ethan to show her why life with them would prove more fulfilling. Somehow, I don’t think showing her my giant cock will sway her mind.
The only consolation in the whole fiasco was Javier didn’t seem to enjoy any better luck. Naomi had clearly shown simple flattery and suave looks wouldn’t make her melt.
Thankfully, Ethan didn’t mind sharing with his best friend. They’d done almost everything together since their time at university, almost eleven years now, but while he didn’t mind being part of a three-way, mating bond, he really hoped Naomi wouldn’t shun him in favor of his slicker friend. Javier always knew the right things to say and do with a woman.
Somehow, between the two of them, they needed to convince her to give them a chance. To work together as a team to seduce and enthrall their spicy little wolf.
I need to woo her. Now if only he knew how. He’d done well with the Danishes this morning, a hint her mother had tossed his way when she’d called again this morning for an update. He hoped for even more clues to aid him in winning his woman when they met up with her family for dinner tonight.
He also figured he’d have to prove himself to Naomi’s obviously overprotective father and brothers, but he’d jump over that hurdle when he hit it. One important thing he’d learned was no flowers, or chocolate, or any other things most women expected. Naomi didn’t care for those trite offerings, but wandering through her home— almost austere in its decoration—he’d noticed one well-dusted curio cabinet filled with butterflies. Almost a dozen of them made of glass and so fragile he didn’t dare even think of touching one.
But at least they’d given him an idea.
I might not have the words, but by damn, I’ll make her like me.
*
Naomi didn’t want to attribute her bad temper to the fact she hadn’t seen hide or hair all day of the two idiots whom her wolf wanted to take a bite out of. However, telling herself she didn’t care as she cleaned her house in a frenzy, while pretending she was happier with them gone, just agitated her even more.
When her phone rang while she stripped and made her bed—trying to erase the delicious scent of them lingering on the sheets—she needed to race downstairs, her upstairs phone having met the door in a fatal accident earlier that morning during her fit.
Diving onto the shrilly, ringing phone, she answered breathlessly. “Hello.”
“Oh my god, did I, like, interrupt you having sex?” Francine’s voice started out loud and tapered to an exaggerated whisper.
“What? No, I’m not having sex. Why the hell would you think that?” Naomi replied in disgust—mostly because her body kept begging to have sex—as she flopped on the couch.
“Well, I heard from my mother, who heard from your mother, that apparently you found your two mates. Or they found you. Lucky bitch. And lacrosse players, too. I knew it!”
“You know nothing,” grumbled Naomi. “They might think they’re my mates, but I am not binding myself to a pair of dumb jocks.” With stupidly hot bodies and quirky smiles she refused to think of. “Oh, and thanks for sticking around last night to make sure I was alright.”
“Ha. I’d have to be insane to opt for a ringside seat to your brothers brawling. Although, had I known hunky and hunkier were going to show up and start some fireworks, I might have thrown on a hockey helmet and stayed for the show.”
“You are such a bitch,” Naomi groaned. “Of all the friends in the world, I just had to end up with a sarcastic, smart ass—”
“Don’t forget superhot and horny”.
“—one.”
Laughter poured from the receiver and Naomi pulled it from her ear and glared at it. When it died off to the occasional giggle, she brought it back to her head. “This is not funny, Francine. Did you know they drugged me and then cuddled me all night long?”
“Oh, the jerks. That’s just awful. I’d kill them too if all they did was snuggle me instead of making me scream in orgasm. Yes! Yes! Oh, baby.” Francine went in a paroxysm of fake climaxes that made Naomi seriously debate trading her in. Best friend since kindergarten or not, the situation was anything but amusing.
“Francine! This is serious. What am I going to do?” Naomi practically whined. You could ride them until the cows come home, her insidious mind interjected with a snicker. “I don’t want to get mated with them.”
A loud sigh preceded Francine’s answer. “Wow, you are so unnatural for a shifter sometimes, Naomi. I would just love it if I found my stupid mate and here you’ve got two you don’t’ want. Care to throw one my way?”
“I thought my brother Mitchell was your one and only,” Naomi teased.
“Don’t talk to me about your brother, mister I-think-of-you-as-a-sister. My wolf knows it, I bet his wolf knows it, but the idiotic man runs the other way whenever I so much as smile his way. Now stop trying to change the topic. We were talking about those hunky men who want to get into your uptight pants.”
“I am not uptight, just selective.”
“Did it ever occur to you to expand your horizons? Maybe these guys are like closet geeks who get turned on by math like you do. Have you even bothered to check and see if they discourse in a civilized fashion instead of fist fighting at the first cross eyed look thrown their way?”
Naomi snorted. “You did see them play last night, right? We’re talking about the behemoth, the guy who sent some of those players home crying to their mamas.”
“Okay, so maybe the bear might be a tad rough, but hey, I bet he’s a wild ride in bed.” Francine yahooed and made slapping sounds while Naomi sighed and rolled her eyes unseen. Francine didn’t have a serious bone in her body and seriously needed to get laid. “What about number sixty-nine?” Francine continued. “He seems like the civilized sort.”
“I’ve heard he beds so many women he owns shares in Trojan.” Francine’s mirth made Naomi smile—grudgingly. “Anyway, even if they are nice guys, I don’t want to just let them mark me and own me just because my wolf is aching to take a bite. I mean, we’re talking for life. What if they’re like my dad and leave their socks everywhere?”
“Only you would think that’s a sin beyond compare. What if they can cook?” Francine countered.
“What if they like country music?”
“Teach them to love techno by stripping to it.”
“What if they leave the toilet seat up?”
“They’ve got some electronic doohickey to take care of that problem, so stop coming up with excuses. Give them a chance. Get to know them. You know, you might be surprised.”
“And my family will learn to act civilized instead of rampaging roughshod like animals. Yeah right. Anyway, I better get going. Mom’s expecting me for dinner and given how I left last night, I can just imagine the state my brothers will be in. I’ll give your love to Mitchell,” Naomi sang, making kissy noises.
“Skank. I hate you,” Francine replied with a giggle before hanging up.
Wearing a grin of her own, Naomi placed the phone back on the charger and surveyed her place. The fresh scent of lemon Lysol permeated the air, erasing the delectable aroma of her want-to-be-suitors. Now if only she could scrub her mind and body to remove the erotic taint they’d left on her.
A check of the time showed her running late for dinner at her parents. Giving herself a quick wash first, she changed into some well-worn jeans and a blouse. A light brush of her hair, a thin sheen of lip gloss and she headed over to her parent’s house. It crossed her mind to wonder if the guys would have the nerve to show up, her mother had invited them after all, but doubtful given her cold attitude toward them. And besides, who would be nuts enough to volunteer for dinner with her family?
Apparently, dumb and dumber were. Upon seeing the Lexus parked at the curb of her parent’s house, a myriad of emotions claimed her.
Anticipation—which she squashed. Irritation—which she would soon vent. Pure, panty wetting arousal—she didn’t dare give into.
Stalking up the steps, she slammed the door open and discovered a tense silence. Javier and Ethan, perfectly at ease, sat on one couch, while, across from them, sitting and standing in various strained poses were her five brothers and father. She especially enjoyed their pointed glares.
Ignoring the smiles and scowls tossed her way by both parties, she stomped into the kitchen, looking for her mother.
“What are they doing here?” she growled.
Mama didn’t even look at her as she pulled a gigantic roast from the oven. “Whatever happened to hello, nice to see you, or do manners no longer matter to you now that you’ve moved out?”
Swallowing a sigh of impatience, Naomi pecked her mother on a cheek with a brusque. “Hi mom”
“See, that wasn’t so hard. As for your question, I told them to come for dinner yesterday, or were you not paying attention?”
“I didn’t think they’d actually show up. They left this morning and I thought they were gone for good. Which reminds me, why the hell did you tell them to drug me? They could have been murdering rapists and you gave them permission to incapacitate me!” Naomi’s tone got higher and higher as her pent up frustration vented.
“Watch your tone with me, young lady. I know you and your penchant for making mountains out of molehills. Your body needed to rest. I made sure you got it, and look at you, already almost healed. But do I get any thanks for being a caring parent? Oh no, I get yelled at.” Her mom turned to face her, her hands flinging upward and matching her facial expression of ‘Why me?’
Naomi snorted. “That guilt trip speech might work on dad and the boys, but don’t forget I learned from you.”
Her mother dropped the pretense and grinned. “Just keeping you in practice. Now as to your beaus, what do you think of them?”
“You tell me. Apparently, you’ve spoken with them more than I have.” Naomi snagged a roll out of the wicker basket and nibbled on it as she perched on a stool.
“Well, that Javier, he’s definitely a charmer. You should see the flowers he brought me. I get the impression he’s a little shocked by his meeting you.”
“Shock or not, that didn’t stop him from trying to get a piece this morning,” Naomi related with a blush. “The man’s a walking sex ad and he knows it.”
“Oh, so you’re not immune to his charm?” Her mother’s bright eyes missed nothing.
“Horny doesn’t mean I’m going to tie myself to him. He’s a bloody jock, for god’s sake. And a womanizer. That doesn’t spell happily ever after if you ask me.”
“Your father was quite the lady’s man before I came into his life. He chased and bedded anything in a skirt. But that all changed once he met me. It will happen with Javier too. You’ll see. The mating bond will keep him true,” her mother assured. “If not, then he’ll learn the mistake of his ways.” Her mother held up the carving knife with an evil glint in her eye.
Naomi choked on her bread. “Mom!”
As if she hadn’t clued in to the fact she’d just promised bloody violence, her mother continued blithely on as she sliced the roast. “That Ethan, what a polite boy. A little bit shy, but so sweet. I get the impression he’s already quite smitten with you.”
“The man is a beast. Have you seen the size of his hands? He’d probably break every goddamned thing I own.”
“I don’t think you’re giving him enough credit,” her mother intoned, carrying the carved roast on a platter to the dining room while Naomi followed, her own hands full with a basket of buns and a dish of butter. “I saw how gentle he treated you yesterday when you fainted.”
“The whole thing is moot anyway. I don’t want shifter mates. I want a nice quiet human who won’t require me to remodel the house every few months. You, them and a whole army of believers in fate won’t convince me to join with them. I have no intention of living in a war zone and needing to buy crazy glue by the case.”
“And you are deluding yourself if you think you can escape your destiny,” her mother snorted before bellowing, “Dinner!” Small woman, big lungs, Naomi cringed as her mother’s bellow right beside her made her ears ring.
A herd of men stampeded into the dining room, still jostling for position even after all these years. Only two chairs were never fought over—mama would kill them if they even dared touch the ones at the foot and head of the table. As if preplanned, Naomi ended up situated between Javier and Ethan. The large table had no trouble accommodating them all. Actually, it could have handled more, which was why she ended up with all her brothers across from her, still scowling.
For some reason, their attitude irritated her. She knew her reasons for not wanting Javier and Ethan here. What the hell was their problem?
“What’s got your undies in a wedgie?” she asked as she heaped her plate high with food—mama’s cooking was to die for.
“They shouldn’t be here,” Derrick grumbled with a dark glare.
“And we hear they spent the night at your house,” Mitchell added on a growl.
“I assure you, your sister’s virtue remains intact. We simply ensured she didn’t’ come to any ill while incapacitated” Javier replied before she could.
“I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself,” Naomi added with an elbow in Javier’s ribs.
“You were unconscious and required protecting,” Ethan rumbled.
“No thanks to either of you and your sleeping cocktail.”
“They drugged you!” Chris, her usually antagonistic brother, stood up from the table his fists clenched.
“Oh, sit down,” her mother ordered. “I told them to dose her because, knowing your sister, she would have cleaned her house top to bottom instead of getting the sleep she required.”
Chris sat down, but his eyes shot daggers, which went well with the lasers from her dad, the death wish from Maverick…Dammit, and they all wondered why she wanted to stay away from shifters.
She pretended not to see any of them and went to work on her food. Trust her mother to not let sleeping wolves—bears and jaguars—sleep.
“So Ethan, I heard through the grapevine you have a university degree. What did you study in?” her mother asked. Naomi almost choked. The behemoth went to school? Probably a token degree received through an athletic scholarship.
“Architecture, ma’am. When lacrosse season is out and before hockey season starts, I do freelance work for a few corporations.”
She couldn’t help the look of incredulity she shot his way. Educated wasn’t something she would have accredited him with. Not that it changed her mind about him. He still remained a big, hulking bear.
Her mother beamed at him. “Call me, Meredith. After all, we’re almost family.”
“Mom!” Naomi shouted almost choking again on her food. “Would you stop that? I am not getting hitched with them.”
Pretending she hadn’t heard Naomi’s outburst, her mother turned to Javier. “What about you? What’s your degree in?”
Naomi, despite her claim of disinterest, stopped chewing to hear what he had to say.
“I studied at the same university as Ethan. Their lacrosse team is where we met and became friends. I’ve got a degree in computer engineering. In the off season, I freelance writing software for two large dot com companies.”
An urge to bang her head on the table gripped her. Why did the jocks have to break the mold and prove they owned brains? Not that it changed anything, but it did make it harder for her to hold on to her reasons not to give in to temptation.
The rest of dinner passed with most of the conversation held by her mother and Naomi’s suitors. When the talk revolved around to lacrosse and hockey, the male half of her family unbent enough to join in, their love of sports thawing them somewhat.
They weren’t the only ones succumbing to warmth, caught between the two of them, Naomi found herself much too conscience of them; the brush of their thighs against hers, the heat of their bodies radiating from them and warming her skin. As if sensing her diverted attention, Ethan’s heavy hand dropped onto her thigh, a huge paw that sent scorching heat straight through the fabric of her jeans to her skin below. He squeezed her thigh and Naomi knew she should shove it off, but she feared antagonizing her simmering brothers. Besides, she couldn’t fight any longer the arousal which flooded her as if anxious to make up for the way she’d dammed its presence during dinner.
As if her growing awareness of Ethan weren’t enough, Javier decided to join the mix, his own tanned hand sliding up and down her upper thigh, brushing so close to the apex of her thighs that she gritted her teeth when he kept missing it.
Desire spiraled inside of her, making her nipples harden and her breathing come quicker. Her unwilling erotic response, however, didn’t pass by unnoticed. With a roar of, “That’s our baby sister!” her brothers jumped up from the table as her mother shouted, “If you’re going to fight at least take it to the living room.”
To give Javier and Ethan credit, they stood up with their hands raised in a conciliatory gesture. However, to Naomi’s mortification, her Lycan brothers could still smell her arousal and showed them no quarter. Dishes went flying along with fists. Grunts and thumps filled the air as a free for all brawl broke out. It amused, and at the same time annoyed, Naomi to see Ethan plant himself as a wall in front of her, protecting her from the violence with his own body. She almost jabbed him in the kidney for his attempt at chivalry, especially since he’d caused half the current problem. Harming him from behind, though, went against the grain.
Naomi’s mother, used to these kinds of outburst, just calmly grabbed what she could and carried it to the kitchen. Naomi stalked after her snarling, “And this is why I want a normal human male.” Her mother could only shrug in reply.
To the sound of crashing dishes and yelling, Naomi left without saying goodbye to anybody and jumped in her car. Taking off with a squeal of tires, she headed for home. I should count my lucky stars they all reminded me why sleeping with them, horny or not, is a bad idea.
Of course, her soaking cleft didn’t agree. Too freakn’ bad.
She slammed into her house, her body taut with tension. Unable to sit still, she grabbed her feather duster and started to clean her spotless home.
It shouldn’t have surprised her to hear the doorbell a short while later. She’d actually expected it, but that didn’t mean she answered. Humming to herself, she ignored it as she dusted fiercely.
A pounding on the door made her frown. If they dented her door—lovingly refinished a candy apple red with an antique knocker she’d hand polished—she’d dent them.
“Naomi, open the door,” Ethan shouted.
“Go away,” she hollered back.
“Please, let me apologize first.” Ethan sounded so crushed, she ended up biting her lip, the sharp pain preventing her from caving to his demand.
“Let me try,” she heard Javier mutter. “Sweetheart, we are so terribly sorry dinner degenerated into chaos. Your mother explained to us how much you dislike it when that happens. There is no excuse for our behavior. What if we promise it won’t happen again?”
“Don’t worry,” she yelled back. “It won’t happen again, because I want nothing to do with you. Now go away and leave me alone.”
Instead of departing, whispering sounded; however, try as she might, she couldn’t make out their words. Despite herself, she edged closer, straining to hear. A hairsbreadth from the door’s surface and she still couldn’t make out their words even though they still muttered. Annoyed, she crossed her arms over her chest because she drew the line at pressing her ear against the door—barely.
“We have a proposition,” Javier announced all of a sudden, startling her. “Give us each a good night kiss, and we’ll go away without further ado.”
Naomi snorted. “Or how about I just ignore you both and you go away anyway?”
“Please, Naomi. I’ll get on my knees and beg you if you’ll just open the door and let me say I’m sorry.”
It was Ethan’s plea along with the knowledge she held the power to bring a behemoth like that to his knees and plead that made her unlock the door and swing it open. She ignored her snickering mind which whispered, ‘Liar, You just want a taste’, while her damp cleft screamed, ‘Let them in—right into your pants.’
Two pairs of eyes locked onto her as she stood framed in the doorway. She held up a finger. “One kiss and you’ll leave?”
Both of them slapped their hands over their hearts. “Promise. We are men of our words,” Javier added.
“Fine. Let’s get this over with so I can mop my kitchen floor. Who’s first?”
“Such enthusiasm. You’re killing me,” Javier muttered as he placed his hands on her waist and drew her forward.
A fluttering sensation started in her stomach as she stared up at him, her gaze fixated on his full lips, which descended with maddening slowness toward her mouth. When he finally touched her lips, her breath hitched, the sensual slide of his mouth over hers driving her crazy. He increased the pressure, the tip of his tongue probing the seam of her lips, which she kept firmly clamped—barely. He didn’t pull away at her refusal to comply, but instead grasped her lower lip with his and sucked it. Naomi couldn’t help the low groan that slid from her.
With a wet tug, he pulled back, releasing her mouth. Naomi opened her eyes, her lids heavy with burgeoning passion. Javier’s lips tilted into a smile. “Again, accept my apology for the dinner fiasco. You have my word, it won’t happen again.” He brushed her lips once more, a feather light touch, before he drew away with a whispered, “Good night, sweetheart.”
Javier’s hands slid from her waist with slow reluctance, but before she could mourn their loss on her body, thick paws took their place and turned her. Craning her neck, she peered up at Ethan, wondering how on earth she’d kiss him when he still stretched so far above her. He took care of the problem by lifting her until her mouth came level with his, and yet, he didn’t immediately kiss her.
“No matter what, next time your brothers want to vent, I’ll walk away. Anything to make you happy,” he whispered against her lips before slanting his mouth over hers, his strength evident yet at the same time, restrained and gentle. Already warmed up by Javier’s kiss, she sighed against Ethan’s mouth and that gave him the opening needed to insinuate his tongue. At the touch of his tongue against hers, arousal swept through her body and made her shudder. Her hands crept up and slid around his neck as she opened wider, letting him plunder the depths of her mouth. It proved a good thing he held her up because Naomi felt absolutely boneless in his hands, her good intentions and ability to even remember her own name destroyed by two powerful kisses.
When Ethan dragged his mouth from hers and set her down, leaning her against the doorjamb, she opened glazed eyes to watch in befuddled confusion as he stepped away from her. “Good night,” he rumbled in a voice none too steady. Then he and Javier walked away.
They’re actually leaving? As if sensing her incredulity, the two males stopped just before their car and turned to wave.
“See you tomorrow,” Ethan growled, his eyes bright and his jaw tight.
“Dream of us,” Javier tossed with a grin.
Then, they left taking their delectable touch and sensual promise with them.
Naomi almost cried. Despite her general dislike of what they represented, she still wanted their damned bodies. Her desire pissed her off and the fact she couldn’t have them irritated her even more. I can’t believe they walked away after one kiss. They had to know how horny I was. Still am. And yet, they’d kept their promise, the jerks.
Her kitchen floor bore the brunt of her displeasure and emerged gleaming. Her pussy on the other hand, no matter how many times she tried to polish it, refused to stay satisfied.
Chapter Seven
At work the next day, Naomi found it exceedingly difficult to concentrate. She’d spent a sleepless night, squirming and horny. She’d tried masturbating, but to no avail. Five fingers couldn’t satisfy her, not when she craved a man between her thighs—make that two men.
Diving into her work, she let the numbers on the receipts and ledgers before her suck her into a world she understood where the solutions to questions made sense. Followed a set of rules that never wavered. Where a relationship equaled one man and one woman, two people, not three, like the spot between her legs claimed.
Slowly, the columns of figures settled her for the first time in days. An affinity for mathematics growing up had led her into a career in accounting, most especially for other ‘special’ people like her. Given the longevity of shifters and convoluted family trees—because not all species believed in a monogamous paring for life—she’d acquired an extensive clientele.
A few hours into her perusal of a particular account, where an uncle had retained guardianship of his nephews and their trust fund, she noticed some claimed expenses and receipts not adding up. Brow wrinkled, she re-added the numbers several times but couldn’t get them to reconcile which meant, most likely, a misappropriation of funds by the uncle, an unfortunately all too common crime in the case of orphans.
And not something she’d tolerate.
She fired an email off to the attorney in charge of the estate recommending an audit and a halt to funds while they investigated the matter. That will teach the uncle to steal from those children.
The noon hour arrived, but before Naomi could tell her secretary, Josie, to order her a sandwich, Josie peeked her head around the door. In a whisper that she might as well have shouted she said, “Oh my god, the two hottest guys ever have just walked in and want to take you to lunch.”
No names were needed for her to know who’d shown up. Excitement fluttered in Naomi’s breast and dampened her panties while her inner bitch yipped in anticipation. She snapped the pencil she held in half. “Tell them I’m working.”
Josie’s mouth rounded into an ‘O’ of surprise. “Seriously? I did tell you they were like totally delicious, right?”
“Not interested.”
Shaking her head, Josie shut the door. Less than a minute later, it reopened and both Javier and Ethan strode in as if they owned the place. Naomi just about went cross eyed at the sight of them. Josie wasn’t kidding when she called them hot.
Naomi had seen them in lacrosse gear looking mouthwatering fit and agile. She’d seen them in regular clothes, like jeans and t-shirts, appearing yummy enough to strip. But dressed in a suit? Dear lord, talk about scrumptious and cruel at the same time. Kind of like the cheesecake dribbled in caramel sauce she knew she shouldn’t want or eat, but craved anyway.
The boys looked like they stepped off the pages of GQ, their suits obviously not bought off the rack, not given the way they hugged their bodies and outlined their broad shoulders. Ethan’s brown eyes crinkled in amusement at her slack-jawed amazement. She wondered if they’d noticed if she dumped her bottle of water over her head.
Javier perched himself on her desk, invading her space with his tantalizing scent. “Hello, sweetheart. You are looking beautiful today.”
The last traces of her unfortunate close encounter with the lacrosse ball had disappeared overnight. “I’m busy,” she managed to mutter from a mouth gone dry.
“But surely you need to eat?” Javier stroked her with his words, and she shivered as her mind vividly flashed on the type of eating she’d really enjoy.
“I don’t have time to play,” she snapped, trying to break their mesmerizing spell.
“Then it shall be a business lunch,” Javier announced, clapping his hands together and rubbing them.
“And exactly how do you figure you guys taking me to lunch is business?” she retorted. “I know what you both want to do with me, and while it might involve mergers, I deal in paper deals, not naked, fleshy ones.”
“Dirty girl,” Javier chided. “Did it eve occur to you that Ethan and I might have an interest in you that doesn’t involve your luscious body?”
“No. I mean yes. Oh, for god’s sake. Stop confusing me. You and I both know you’re just saying you have work for me as a ploy to get me to go to lunch, because otherwise you know my answer would be no.”
“It’s not a scam,” Ethan rumbled. “We need your help. With all of our freelance work and investments, not to mention our lacrosse and hockey monies, we need help getting organized. Don’t forget, we only moved to Toronto from out west a month ago. We’ve been shopping around for an accountant and everyone says you’re the best.” Naomi tried not to preen at the praise. Ethan quirked a lip and shrugged. “We only play and deal with the best. So, yes, we would like to meet with you to discuss business because we’d like you to take over the accounting of our assets.”
Naomi almost fell off her chair as Ethan spoke a veritable mouthful without stammering—or grunting. She wanted to hate that he kept destroying her stereotypical view of a jock, but instead she grudgingly liked him more and more. The jerk. “I don’t come cheap,” she replied when she should have just said no. But, she couldn’t resist the lure of two new clients and the extra income. She wished she owned a mental muzzle for her inner wolf who spun in circles woofing while she chased her tail giddily.
Clapping his hands again, Javier grinned. “Price is no object. We’ll pay you twice your rate. Trust me, given our extensive assets, you’ll earn it.” Javier winked as he said it and Naomi, for the third time in as many days, wanted to bang her head off something.
Caught in a losing battle—and barely raising a hand to fight the seemingly inevitable fate shoved her way—she could only faintly nod in agreement. In no time at all, she found herself ushered out of her office with Javier telling her secretary they’d return in a few hours.
Naomi wanted to protest their manhandling of her and her affairs; however, as if sensing her coming rebuttal, Ethan used a vicious weapon on her. Himself.
A giant paw lacking only fur and claws, gripped hers, lacing her digits in an intimate fashion that made her lose a step. Ethan rumbled, “While the goodnight kiss was great, I missed holding you last night, and waking up beside you.”
The sincerity in his tone and expression almost melted her into a puddle. She wanted to rip him a new one. Wasn’t she still after all mad over the free for all at her parent’s house? Speaking of which, why did he look so unscathed? No one escaped a family get together without the bruises to prove it. She hadn’t noticed the night before due to the encroaching gloom, but today, in the bright light of day, he appeared unhurt.
“How come you’re not black and blue from dinner?” she demanded.
Javier answered and she pivoted to look at him. “We didn’t grow up in nice neighborhoods. We know how to hold our own.”
“You hurt my brothers and father?” she screeched. Never mind her family attacked them, blood came first.
“Of course not,” Ethan retorted. “Much,” he amended. “But any injuries they received were in self-defense and should already have healed.”
“You forgot to mention the most important part. Not only did we not put them in a hospital,” Javier interrupted. “We came to an agreement.”
Wrinkling her brow, she stopped and gazed between them. “What kind of agreement?”
“After your mother explained your inherent dislike of violence, especially in family and home settings, we hammered out a deal. They won’t interfere in your decision to take us as mates so long as you’re the one to make the decision of how, when and where.”
“How’s never?” she snapped.
Javier continued on as if she hadn’t spoken. “And from now on, if your brothers, or father, truly feel an urge to fight, we shall do so in a civilized fashion at the gym, in the practice ring, or in extreme situations, outdoors.”
“Ha, good luck with that,” she snorted. “I’ve lived in violent chaos all my life. I don’t see my family changing just because you said so.”
“They will,” Ethan replied. “We won’t let them upset you anymore.”
Disbelief made her shake her head. “You’re both delusional. There’s no way you can enforce that rule. Don’t forget, I grew up with them. Every male in my family has done their damned best to destroy everything I’ve ever owned, intentional or not. That’s not going to change overnight. And to be quite honest, I highly doubt the pair of you will be any different. I bet you’re both the type to drop the gloves and go at it instead of walking away or, gasp, talking first.”
Ethan ducked his head, color rising in his cheeks. It didn’t her give a triumphant feeling to know her assumption proved correct.
“We don’t indulge in fights without provocation,” Ethan muttered.
“And what’s your idea of reasonable grounds? Forget it. I don’t want to know. Shifters never seem to need a valid reason. You can’t help it. Violence is in your blood.”
“Your blood, too,” Javier added.
She tossed her hair. “But I’m trying to fight my baser side. You two, on the other hand, aren’t.”
“Says who? I bet you we could control ourselves better than you.” Javier taunted.
A snort escaped her. “Yeah right.”
“Willing to put your assertion to the test? We bet you we can restrain ourselves from involving ourselves in any type of violence when around you.”
“With the exception of sports,” Ethan added.
Naomi’s lips tightened. “I don’t wager.”
Javier’s lips tilted and his eyes glinted with humor. “Come on? You seem so sure we can’t rein in our baser impulses, what can it hurt?”
“Are you chicken?” Ethan added.
The glare she shot the behemoth’s way was met with a shrug and a grin. “What’s the prize?” she asked unable to stop her curiosity.
“You win and we will walk away, leaving you alone.”
That didn’t sound like much of a prize. “And if you both can control yourselves and not get involved in altercations when around me?”
“You let us make love to you.”
“You mean mark me?”
“No.” Javier shook his head. “Something so serious should not be decided on the outcome of a wager. We’re talking about letting us worship your body as it deserves. Giving you extreme pleasure, which in turn will be the best reward we could hope for.” His words painted a vivid picture of them kissing her, touching her, and…
Naomi’s head nodded in agreement to the terms even as she knew it was such a bad idea. Because dammit, now I want to lose, but how will that happen. These guys are born and bred brawlers. They’ll never be able to keep their word.
*
Javier could sense her inner conflict, in fact he prayed for it. Things had gone so well until the disastrous dinner of the night before. While he expected it of Ethan, Javier should have known better than to arouse Naomi in front of her brothers—until he’d marked her. However, the lure of her presence and worse, her interest, blinded him to their location with disastrous consequences.
Overprotective brothers had the right to defend their sister’s honor, but Javier and Ethan grossly miscalculated on how a regular rumble, common in shifter households, would send Naomi running. It had only taken Meredith’s quietly announced, “She left,” for the fight to deflate. And that’s when Javier discovered that despite her feisty nature, Naomi thought she wanted a life completely absent of violence. Probably not one hundred percent feasible given the hotheaded nature of shapeshifters—herself included—but he and Ethan came to an understanding with her family, her brothers especially. If they were to make this work, they needed to keep Naomi’s needs in mind.
As for how they’d convinced the brothers, simple really. Ethan only had to say, “If you make her unhappy, once we mark her, we will take the offer to return and play for the Saskatoon, Coyote Wilds.”
Amazing what moving her across a few provinces could do for negotiations, that and the fact Ethan had barely broken into a sweat when he’d held off four of the brothers by himself. Kodiak bears weren’t a species to mess with.
Of course, Javier didn’t relate his blackmail of her family to her when he made the bet. He treasured his balls too much for that.
Nor did it stop him, or Ethan, from attempting to seduce her with small touches and courtesies. In the restaurant, which he’d chosen because of the booths that would tuck her between them, he’d secretly thrilled—which disgusted him—at the innocuous squeeze of his legs against hers while they partook of their meal. As they discussed what duties they expected her to perform with their accounts, they’d briefly caress her hand. At times, Javier just sat back and watched her discourse with Ethan while he mentally detailed what other tasks he’d like her to accomplish for him—naked, maybe wearing some sexy glasses. Pleasant visuals that left him harder than a rock. I can’t wait until you accept us as your mates, sweetheart.
Javier, to his utter surprise, had fallen for the vixen. He’d not realized just how badly she’d snared him until he realized other women no longer attracted him. He didn’t even feel the slightest urge to flirt, not with Naomi’s pretty receptionist, or the girl at the coffeehouse, and even though their current waitress kept leaning over in an attempt to show off her bosom, he couldn’t help wishing Naomi would bend over instead—again, naked.
So much for thinking he’d live the life of a playboy spreading his love. There was only one woman he wanted to sink his cock into—bareback because, for the first time in his life, the concept of impregnating a woman filled him with satisfaction instead of knee jerking fear.
I am just as bad as Ethan with all these sappy thoughts running through my mind. He’d always scoffed at love in the past, but the more he saw and got to know Naomi, the more he wanted to discover. If that wasn’t love then he obviously didn’t have a clue. However, thinking he might have fallen for her didn’t mean he’d announce it. She’d probably rip his nuts off and choke him with them for even suggesting it. But hey, at least then she’d be touching me of her own volition.
He hid his chuckles behind his napkin, but Naomi, watching more than he would have credited her with, narrowed her eyes suspiciously at him. Lunch ended, or so he assumed as the waitress swiped their plates, although, Javier couldn’t recall what he’d eaten, if anything.
He ordered dessert for Naomi, despite her protests, then, almost sank under the table when it arrived. Ethan wore a glazed look that probably matched Javier’s own as they stared, almost drooling, as she licked and sucked the caramel off her spoon. Her groaning enjoyment in her sundae almost destroyed his ability to think. Poor Ethan, he ended up closing his eyes, his jaw tight as he fought the lust she so easily—and maybe not so innocently—caused.
Javier thanked the cut of his jacket that covered his erection as they paid the bill and left. As they walked from the restaurant to his car, Ethan held her hand, while Javier stroked the middle of her back in the guise of leading her in the correct direction. From holding open the car door and seating her, to casually brushing her thigh with his fingers as he shifted, every innocent embrace burned and didn’t go unanswered. The problem with heightening her senses and arousing her in bits and pieces that left her eyes glazed with burgeoning passion was the toll it took on their own bodies. Ethan looked fair ready to burst, and Javier, well, his hand was about to get a real workout if they couldn’t get her to succumb to her desires soon.
The silence in the car hung thick enough to smack with his hard cock, the lust emanating from all three of them evident, yet unspoken. Javier knew without asking that Naomi wanted to return to her office instead of playing hooky and going back to her place or theirs for some afternoon frolicking. However, Javier couldn’t just let her leave without attempting to see her again. Not finding a spot to park in front of her office building, he swung around the back into the alleyway, ignoring the no parking signs.
Stepping out of the car, immediately followed by Ethan who unfolded himself from the backseat, they both cornered her on the passenger side when she emerged through the door they held open. Shaking her head in bemusement, she took a few steps forward and Ethan slammed the door shut behind her, startling her.
“I should get back to work,” she said, her shiver as Ethan brushed up against her back not going unnoticed.
“First, tell me we can take you to dinner tonight?” Javier swayed toward her, unable to resist her allure, his hand brushing a stray hair from her cheek.
Her pulse sped up and her eyes dilated. She unconsciously leaned back into Ethan, which only heightened her trembling. “I-I can’t,” she whispered, licking her lips.
Javier almost groaned. He wanted to suck on her tongue so bad. “Why not?”
“I, um, kind of have a date.”
Jealousy, a heretofore unknown feeling, hit him and made his inner cat’s hackles rise and Javier’s brows shoot up to the sky. “Excuse me?” I don’t think so.” Irrational, commanding words he just couldn’t prevent himself from uttering.
Ethan growled, the possessive sound of his beast showing his intent dislike of her plans.
Naomi blinked and pushed away from them, her cool exterior sliding back into place and concealing the temptress hidden in her curvy body. A smirk made her lips tilt. “Oh, I do think so. I have a date with a very accomplished lawyer, a human one, who graduated fourth in his class. He’s also quite handsome, not to mention financially established.” Javier’s jaw tightened, while Ethan bared his teeth in a snarl. “Go ahead,” she taunted. “Get mad and break something. You know you want to. Not even a day and already about to lose your bet.”
Eyes narrowed at her goading, Javier didn’t give in to the temptation to do what she said. He’d break something later out of her sight. “You know he can’t give you what you want. What you need.”
“You’re meant for us,” Ethan grumbled.
“Actually, Phil has a lot to offer, starting with the fact he belongs to the chess club instead of the fight one. Now, if you’ll excuse me. I need to finish up my work so I can get ready for my hot date.” She winked at them and blew them a kiss. “Later.”
And with that, the minx sashayed off, her hips swinging.
Teeth gnashing, Javier fought to not run after her and scoop her up caveman style. Infuriating, delicious vixen. Rejection sucked.
“I don’t like this,” rumbled Ethan.
“Me neither. But don’t worry. I have a plan.” A wickedly diabolical one. Sweetheart, you shouldn’t have thrown down the gauntlet like that because now, I’m going to play dirty. And oh, are you going to like it.
Chapter Eight
Bored. So bloody bored. Naomi tried to listen to Phil as he droned on and on about his successful practice. She tried to focus on his face, but his weak chin, which she’d never really noticed before, and pasty white skin made her wish for tanned and muscled…
Nope. I don’t miss or want those two testosterone laden idiots. She tried to imagine kissing Phil, letting him touch her with his soft hands and couldn’t stop a shudder. Okay, so he’s not the man for me. It didn’t mean Sexy and Sexier were. But wanting to screw their brains out and chaining myself to them for life are two totally opposite things. And if she didn’t fear the former would lead to the latter, she would have probably just scratched her carnal itch. She still might if she could only assure herself they wouldn’t try and trick her in a moment of weakness.
A prickling sensation tickled the back of her neck and she turned to see what had caught her attention. Her jaw dropped as Javier and Ethan strode into the restaurant with blonde bimbos clinging to their arms. Naomi gritted her teeth and her nails—which elongated into partial claws—poked bloody crescents into her palms as she furiously told herself she wasn’t jealous. Not at all. Why do I care? It’s not like we’re an item even if they keep telling me they want me. Two-timing jerks.
Pivoting back, she refused to look at them any further and concentrated on Phil. Stupid, boring Phil. His lips moved, but she didn’t have the slightest clue, or interest, in what he said. Instead of paying attention to her date, she found herself trying to tune in to what occurred behind her. Low murmurs and shrill, bubbly laughter made her gnash her teeth and her inner wolf, howled in irritation.
“Excuse me. I need to go to the ladies room.” Naomi stood abruptly, leaving Phil midsentence. Quick strides brought her out of the main dining area and into the washroom where she braced her hands on the sink and peered in the mirror.
Anger glittered in her eyes making them bright and feral. Her cheeks held red spots of color while her lips were pulled tight against her teeth. She looked completely and utterly pissed. Dammit. How long was she going to lie to and deny herself? I want those two sexy idiots, not boring, safe Phil.
The admission didn’t please her.
Time to go home. Wanting them didn’t mean she’d degrade herself by going to them begging or acting the jealous shrew.
Exiting the bathroom, she ran into a solid wall. A familiar scent tickled her nose as big hands braced her around the waist, steadying her.
“Ethan, what are you doing here?” She looked up at him, questioning and breathless at his closeness.
A tug was all it took for him to draw her nearer, and she didn’t resist. Eyes of soft brown peered down at her. “You’re mad,” he stated sounding pleased.
“When aren’t I?” she retorted.
“I like it even if drives me wild,” he admitted. “I can’t stop thinking of you.”
Self-preservation made her tone sharp. “Gee, you could have fooled me. Seems to me you’re recovering quite well with that blonde, overdone slut.”
A ghost of a smile lifted the corners of his lips and satisfaction glinted in his eyes. “You’re jealous.”
“Am not,” she retorted, lying unashamedly.
“Liar,” he chided. “And those blondes weren’t for Javier and me.”
When her brow creased in puzzlement, he urged her to follow him, his solid arm an anchor around her upper body. Arriving back into the restaurant proper, they ran into Javier who looked entirely too smug.
A grin lit his face. “Naomi, you look absolutely delicious.”
“Shouldn’t you be saying that to your date?” Her reply came out tart and went well with her arched brow.
“Why Ethan, is it me or is that jealousy I hear?”
A chuckle made the behemoth’s body shake beside her and she jabbed her elbow back sharply turning it into a wheeze.
Naomi pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know what game you two are playing, but count me out. I need to get back to my date.”
“Yeah, about that…”Javier stepped aside and Naomi gaped as Phil’s flushed face came into view. The reason? The two scantily dressed bimbos draped over him. The anger she’d experienced when those same girls were hanging off Ethan and Javier didn’t emerge. Actually, a vague relief suffused her. Amusement colored Javier’s tone when he spoke. “We thought we’d test your friend by throwing temptation his way. I’m afraid he’s failed. We on the other hand, had no problem resisting them.”
“You did that on purpose,” she accused.
“Yes, we did.” Javier looked completely unashamed of his naughty trick. But, he wasn’t the only one who could play dirty.
“Maybe not the best decision giving up two sure things. I guess I’m not the only one going home to my five fingers tonight,” she taunted before sashaying off. Temptation to see their faces almost made her turn around to see their reaction, but she didn’t want to ruin her exit. Besides, she feared begging them to use their five fingers—actually make that twenty between the two of them—to cure what ailed her.
*
Ethan shook mostly in lust, but also shock. “Did she just say what I think she did?”
Javier’s lips quirked into a grin as he nodded his head. “She is something isn’t she? Come on. I know where she’s parked. It wouldn’t do for her to end her date without a kiss.”
Ethan followed his friend as they weaved through the tables following the delectable ass of their woman. She wore a slim fitting, ruby colored sheath that clung to her curves and made Ethan gnash his teeth and strive for control as he couldn’t help notice the appreciative glances thrown her way.
When he’d walked in and seen her sitting with that puny human, he’d almost lost his cool. His bear had roared in his mind, ready to charge over and tear the daring human into itty bitty pieces. However, the icy glare Naomi had tossed their way at the sight of their pretend dates did much to restore his calm and kept him following Javier’s plan. A brilliant plan actually that didn’t require any violence—on their part at least—thus allowing them to keep their word.
He and Javier caught up to Naomi just outside the restaurant. Ethan clasped her hand before she could protest and linked his fingers through hers. Javier aped him on the other side and she sighed aloud.
“You guys just don’t give up, do you?”
“You’re mine. Ours.” Ethan saw no reason to couch his feelings.
Javier chuckled. “As Ethan so eloquently put it, since we’ve met you, you’ve never been far from our minds. We want you, in our bed and in our lives.”
“You want to mark me and make me your little shifter slave.”
“We want to mark you to show the world you belong to us. If anyone’s a slave, it’s us for wanting to give you the moon.”
They reached her car and she pulled from their grasp. Turning to face them, she leaned back against her vehicle.
“You haven’t yet proven yourselves to me. For all I know, you’re just enjoying the thrill of the chase.”
Javier’s brows shot up as he looked at Ethan. “She says we didn’t prove anything? I’d say the fact we gave your date two women to compensate him for losing you instead of ripping his head off for looking at you was a pretty good example of our control.”
Naomi’s lips twitched and when she smiled, Ethan almost fell to his knees in worship. Stunning. Absolutely stunning, and if he wasn’t mistaken also thawing toward them.
“Don’t think you’ve won the wager yet,” she actually teased. “That won’t be decided until the next family get-together.”
“But don’t we deserve a small prize at least,” Javier murmured moving closer to her. His hands palmed her waist and drew her forward. As if a signal, Ethan moved in behind her, brushing his big body up against her back as Javier cuddled her front. Her head tilted back, exposing her neck and her lashes swept down as Javier caught her lips in a sensual kiss. Ethan felt a moment’s regret his friend got to taste her, but only for a moment before his own mouth latched onto the smooth skin of her neck. Sucking at her tender skin and feeling the rapid beat of her pulse against his tongue excited him almost as much.
Placing his hands on her hips to hold her steady, Ethan gyrated his erection against her plush backside, cursing the clothes that separated their skin. Her low moan of response made him shudder and the perfume of her arousal almost made him bite her, his beast clamoring to mark this woman and then take her like her body so obviously craved.
But, I am a man, not an animal. I won’t force her. I want her to choose me.
Ethan sensed more than saw Javier’s hands moving up to cup her heavy breasts, but he could imagine Javier’s thumbs brushing across her peaks, tightening them into buds ready for sucking. A need to touch her—intimately—drove him to slide his right hand, the one hidden from public view by the car, down to the short hem of her skirt. He dragged the silken material up, his knuckles brushing the smooth skin of her thighs.
Her soft cry of surprise was caught by Javier’s mouth, but Ethan felt the slight tremble in her limbs as he let his hand rove around to the front of her body. Her thighs were clamped together so he pressed the heel of his hand against her pubes, still covered by the thin silk of her panties.
Slowly, he rotated his hand against her, the scorching heat making him pant in need. When she eased her thighs apart, he almost melted. Lightly, he let his fingers run along her cleft, the damp fabric showing her excitement better than words.
He slid his finger under the elastic and tickled it over the lips of her sex. Her knees buckled, but Javier grabbed her and held her steady, capturing her mewling cries with his mouth as Ethan continued to explore her pussy. He parted her lips and penetrated her with one digit, then two. The moist walls of her channel clamped onto him. Swallowing hard at her eagerness, he worked his fingers in and out while allowing his thumb to rub against her clit. He buried his face in the curve of her neck, the torture of pleasing her almost too much to bear.
Her sudden climax forced the silken walls of her sex to convulse and squeeze around his digits. Damn, but I wish it was my cock in there instead. Ethan’s free arm clung to her, pushing her tight against him as he ground himself against her ass while she rode his fingers hard.
It took a shouted, “Get a room,” to bring him back to reality. Unfortunately, it also broke the spell of sensuality they’d woven around Naomi.
She pulled away from them and his fingers slipped out of her with reluctance. Her eyes stared at them wildly. “Oh, no. That did not just happen.”
“It’s all right—”
She cut Javier off. “No, it’s not. I don’t do things like this. Especially not in public.”
“No one saw anything,” Ethan replied.
Her glare made him flinch. “Proper humans, like I want to be, don’t have orgasms in a parking lot with two men. Oooh.” Her inarticulate cry of frustration wounded him along with the confusion in her eyes.
Ethan wanted to speak, but Javier shook his head. It killed him to watch Naomi climb into her car with shaking hands, then peal out of the parking lot. They ended up not far behind her in Javier’s Lexus.
“Why did you stop me?” Ethan growled watching Naomi’s erratic flight.
Javier weaved through the traffic after her. “She’s not ready.”
“She felt plenty ready to me,” Ethan bit out, the scent of her on his hand driving him wild.
“We provided relief for her physical need. She is not ready, though, to give us her heart and to give up her foolish belief she can be happy living as a human. But fear not, my friend, she’s close to changing her mind.”
“Yeah, well, I hope she figures it out a little more quickly because I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”
“Aah, but think of the pleasure when she finally comes to us.”
Ethan shot him a dark look. “And if it takes a year or more.”
“Then I’d better not drop any soap while in the shower, I guess.”
Their laughter rocked the car as they ensured Naomi made it home safe. Then they roared in mirth again as she flipped them the middle finger before stomping up her porch steps and slamming into the house.
She is so bloody perfect.
Javier, now that he’d assured himself Naomi had made it home safely, pulled away from the curb. Ethan’s phone rang and he pulled it out, groaning at the number. “Not again.”
“Who is it?” Javier asked as he drove them back to their condo.
“Maurice again.” Their old coach from the Coyote Wilds. Since their decision to transfer for better money and a change of scenery, he hadn’t stopped trying to entice them back.
“Might as well tell him. You and I both know we won’t move her away from her family.”
“He’s not going to be happy. Not when we’ve had him jumping through hoops catering to our demands to come back.” Not that they had any intention. Maurice had also played a part in their leaving with his heavy-handed tactics.
“Too bad,” Javier replied.
Clicking the answer button, Ethan put the phone to his ear.
“Ethan, I’ve been trying to get a hold of you.” Maurice’s deep voice didn’t sound too happy, not that Ethan gave a damn. Their previous team owner and coach seemed to have a permanent burr up his ass. It was part of the reason they’d ditched his team to transfer to the Ottawa Loup Garou’s.
“Hey Maurice. Listen, sorry we didn’t get back to you sooner. We’ve got some good and bad news. Good news, we’ve met our mate. Bad news is we’re not coming back.”
“Both of you?”
“Well, it’s actually the same girl. Anyway, we’re still kind of courting her because she’s not into the whole mate claiming thing, but even once we do, we won’t be coming back. Her family lives here and she’s real close to them.”
“You’ve not even marked her yet and you’re turning me down? What if things don’t turn out? Do you really want to stay in the same town? Shifter circles are small ones.”
Ethan shook his head. Maurice knew as well as they did, once the mating fever hit, it was only a matter of time. “Yeah, well, Javier says it won’t be long. We’ve got a plan.”
“I see.” Maurice got quiet and Ethan feared he’d hung up—or died of a stroke finally cluing in that his star players were never coming back. “Well, I guess the only thing to do is wish you guys good luck. I look forward to us kicking your ass in our next match. And remember, if you guys change your mind and want to relocate, I’ll meet all your terms.”
“Gee, thanks, Maurice. If it’s any consolation, up until we met her, we really were leaning toward coming back.” Ethan rolled his eyes as he lied. “But you know how it is.”
“Yeah, I do. Bye.”
Maurice hung up and Ethan looked over at Javier. “I guess this means we’d better stock up on winter clothing. I hear the winters in Ottawa are a bitch.”
“Ah, but we’ll have one very hot wolf to keep us warm, though, won’t we.”
Ethan grinned in reply and made a mental note to have a fireplace installed in whatever home they ended up buying for Naomi because he could already picture her naked on the floor in front it as they idled the snowy winter hours away—on a synthetic fur rug, of course, anything else would just be plain wrong or possibly related to him.
Chapter Nine
Grumpy didn’t come close to describing Naomi’s state of mind the next day. Hornier than hell. Tired. Annoyed. Those came close and yet none of those terms completely explained the turmoil boiling inside her.
The previous evening, still shaking from her unexpected parking lot climax, she’d barely made it home. Her body—and wolf—howled at her to go back and take what they offered.
However, that stank too much of submission. And I hate not being in control.
Slamming into her house after flipping the causes of her displeasure off, she’d actually waited with almost bated breath for them to come pounding on her door. Begging her to kiss them goodnight. To resume what they’d started. She’d even partially fantasized about them, overcome with lust, pushing their way into her home, and taking her, right up against the wall.
Instead, they’d left. The jerks. And she’d gone upstairs to a big, lonely bed with an aching pussy that still quivered faintly in remembrance at Ethan’s touch. Actually, she still ached today, sitting in her office chair, her cotton panties damp and chafing.
No fair. Why couldn’t I have felt like this for Phil or some other normal guy who won’t make my life a chaotic hell?
She loved the calm orderliness of her home and life. She still loved her family, but she much preferred weekly visits to the day-to-day violence rampant in a household with six oversized males. If she let Javier and Ethan into her life, what would she condemn herself to? Would her home require a bucket of plaster and paint on hand for mishaps? How would her delicate collection of butterflies survive? But without them, how will I stay sane?
Another pencil snapped between her fingers and, with a sigh, she tossed it in her garbage pail to join the other half dozen she’d destroyed already today with her tenseness. Checking her email, she discovered the lawyer for the uncle on that possible fraud situation had replied to her missive the previous evening around six p.m.
Hey Naomi,
I spoke to the uncle and he got pretty in my face over the implication he might be playing around with the children’s money. He’s claiming he just forgot to send in some receipts for stuff the kids needed. But I don’t know, he seemed pretty pissed, and I kind of got the impression he wasn’t on the up and up. As per your recommendation, I’ve frozen the accounts until we can dig a little deeper and he coughs up those supposed receipts.
Good eye for spotting it. Let me know if you find anything concrete on your end, and I’ll do the same from my side.
George
She skimmed through the rest of her emails, most of it minor stuff that could wait. At the bottom of the list, she noticed a second email sent by George that morning at the ungodly hour of five a.m.
Ignore the previous message. Audit not needed. We’ll talk later.
Short and to the point, it raised every single hackle she owned. She grabbed her phone and dialed his office number, but his direct line went straight to voicemail. She left a message for him to call her and made a note to try again later.
Lunchtime arrived and Naomi caught herself drumming her fingers on her desktop, watching the door. It remained closed. Josie had taken the day off to volunteer for her daughter’s class trip. The minutes ticked by and Naomi frowned. Chewing on a granola bar she found in her drawer, she slammed things around on her desk, irritated and it certainly wasn’t because of disappointment they hadn’t shown. I am such a liar.
Her phone rang and she dove on it. “Hello, Bitten By Numbers Accounting, how may I help you?”
“Hey, baby girl,” her mother said. “Why are you at work instead of lying in bed?”
Naomi leaned back in her chair. “I know I am going to regret asking this, but why would I be in bed?”
“Well, I could barely walk after your father claimed me; more times than I could count, the horny devil. I figured since you managed to snag two strapping men, you’d probably need more time to recover.”
“Oh, eew! Mom!” She didn’t know what was worse—the mental image of her parents actually doing it, which she’d walked in on once—talk about scarring—or the fact her mother was talking about her getting fucked so hard she couldn’t walk. On a disturbing scale of one to ten, they both ranked in the twenties.
“Oh, don’t play innocent with me. It’s not like you’re a virgin. Heck, the whole neighborhood knew when you lost it. You made such a fuss about it.”
Poor Tommy, in his enthusiasm to breach her after she said yes, he’d hurt her more than he intended. His screams as he ran down the street, her hot on his ass pelting rocks at his bare backside had raised a few eyebrows. His family ended up moving, they had to when her brothers wouldn’t stop stalking Tommy and detailing ways they were going to remove the cock that tainted their sister. Since her disastrous first time, Naomi had enjoyed a few sexual encounters. Although none of them came close making me feel the way I do with my two bloody jocks. The sensations they could evoke with the simplest of looks and touches made her wonder if the main event could truly live up to expectation.
“Hello? Earth to Naomi? Are you still there?”
Her mother’s voice acted like a cold shower on the lusty train of her thoughts. “I’m here. Did you just call me to embarrass me or did you have another purpose in mind?”
“I take it you’re still being stubborn. You’re a Lycan, Naomi. Lycans meet their mates, fuck and mark each other.”
“And then live happily ever after blah, blah, blah. Yes, I know. And wow, talk about eloquent. Now I really want to run out and hitch myself. Not!”
“Don’t take that tone with me. I don’t know why you’re so reticent about it. I’d have thought your dad and I would be a prime example of opposites working out.”
True, after thirty five years, her parents still managed to make everyone sick with how much they cared for each other. It would have probably even been cute with anyone else’s parents. “But what about the chaos, mom? I can’t do it. I won’t. Don’t you ever get tired of it?”
Her mother let out a long sigh. “Oh, Naomi. Not all households are like ours. I’ll admit, your brothers and father are a rough bunch, but they’re big boys. They get excited.”
“Excited? They’re like bulls in china shops, who I might add, should have moved out by now.”
“They will when they meet their mates. Besides, you and I both know boys take longer to mature.”
Naomi snorted. “What’s dad’s excuse then?”
“I like him rough and raw around the edges. Not all of us want some effeminate pansy, you know.”
A choking sound escaped her. “Mom, I never said I wanted a pansy.”
“Says you. If you ask me, you don’t know what you want, or worse, you do, but you’re scared to admit it. Javier and Ethan are good looking, polite, and smart. Three items on your list.”
“They’re also jocks in a pair of violent sports.”
“So they have a place to let off some steam. Cut them some slack. You can fight it, baby girl, but in the end, you’ll just fall harder.”
“Says you.”
“Says someone who’s seen it before. What? Did you think you’re the first one to fight fate? Guess what darling, it never works. Add to that the low divorce rate in mated couples and I don’t see the big deal.”
“The deal is I like my life and I like my things and I’m not going to let anybody, not even my wolf, tell me what I have to do.”
Her mother cackled. “Oh. You always were my favorite.”
“You say to that to all of us, mom.”
“And I mean it. See you at dinner on Sunday?”
“Of course. Love you.”
They said goodbye and hung up, but her mother’s accusations and reminders sat heavily on her mind. Am I making mountains out of molehills? Maybe. However, it wasn’t in her nature to give into anything easily, not even love.
Banging her head on her desk a few times, she tried to reassure herself that her Freudian slip of the word love was really meant to be lust. Nevertheless, once spoken, even if only in her mind, it hovered there taunting her. She buried herself in her work in an attempt to forget it.
The rest of the afternoon proved a write-off because she just couldn’t stay focused. How stupid of her to assume they would make lunch with her a daily habit, or at least pop by and say hello. It was even dumber of her to experience disappointment when they didn’t. I don’t want them in my life, so why am I on pins and needles wondering when I’ll see them again? Horniness or not, she’d never felt like this for anyone else, and this out of control sensation pissed her off.
Much too distracted to work, she decided to call it a day. She grabbed her bag and locked up her office on the sixth floor. She took the elevator down to the basement parking garage where she paid a hefty premium to reserve a spot for her baby.
Heels clicking loudly on the pavement, she strutted to her car, eager to get out of here and into the sunshine. There she could open up the top, slam the pedal to the metal and let the wind rush through her hair. Addicted to speed, her brothers joked she should have chosen a career as an Indy car driver.
The section she’d parked in loomed ahead of her, darkly shadowed as the fluorescent lighting in the area appeared broken. She made a note to call maintenance in the morning if they didn’t repair it overnight. While she didn’t fear for her safety, the human women in the building needed all the security they could get.
Even with the gloom, though, she noticed the wrong looking aspect of her car. Her confident steps stuttered to a halt.
“Oh, no. No. No!” Her baby, her precious car she’d scrimped and gone without for, that she’d lovingly hand-washed for years and maintained like the pickiest of mother’s, was ruined. Killed. Demolished in a heinous crime of violence.
Naomi let out a wail and rushed to the crumpled hood, her shaking hands running in disbelief over the dents and scratches. The windshield gaped toothily at her with its pointed glass shards. The honeycombed chunks, smashed free, adorned the torn leather seats. And the convertible top? Slashed to tatters.
Clenching her fists to her sides, she strove for calm—and failed miserably. How could someone do this? Theft she could understand, but to destroy an innocent car so completely?
A fragment of white on her steering column caught her attention and she reached in to grab it, the block letters mocking her with their anonymity.
Back off. They don’t need you messing up their life. Consider this a warning.
Naomi’s lips peeled back from her teeth and she growled, her bitch perilously close to the surface, eager to hunt the malefactor down. She flipped the sheet over and peered for identifying marks, but in the dark, even with her enhanced eyesight, she couldn’t make out any fine details, if any, the threatening note contained. It also lacked a signature.
Coward. Why couldn’t you leave me your name so I’d know who to kill?
But she had a good idea—one certain uncle who’d gotten caught with his hand in the money jar.
A feral grin stretched across her face and her teeth sharpened into points as her wolf pushed at the surface of her psyche. Oh, you little bastard. You messed with the wrong bitch. Before, I might have given you an inch, now I’m going to make your life a living monetary hell.
First though, she’d arrange a tow for her car and request an estimate on repairs, probably an astronomical sum considering the work needed to bring her baby back to life. Of course, the screaming she’d do when she got that bill would pale in comparison to that of her family when they heard of the threat. Naomi sighed as she dialed her parent’s house for a ride.
I guess there’s no way of avoiding a little chaos and violence this time. Actually, this is one occasion where it’s completely justified.
*
Javier cursed as he hung up his phone. “No fucking way.”
Ethan, riding their home exercise bike, glanced over at him. “Are you swearing? Must be bad. What’s up?”
“Somebody trashed Naomi’s car at work.”
Quicker than a blink, Ethan’s bear took over and a roar echoed from his mouth as his teeth elongated, his body reshaped and fur sprouted. In seconds, a pissed Kodiak, wearing only shreds of clothing, lumbered toward the apartment door and Javier sprinted to throw himself in front of Ethan.
“Stop! You can’t go out there like that. Are you out of your fucking mind?”
A growl was the reply as Ethan butted Javier with his big shaggy head, tossing him aside. Javier landed on his hands and flipped to a standing position. “If you get shot or picked up by animal control, you won’t be able to protect her, dumbass.”
Javier’s cool logic stopped Ethan from clawing the door off. It didn’t save it, though. The inch deep gouges would probably never sand out, but at least it remained on its hinges. A heavy thump sounded as the bear sat, somehow managing to appear disgruntled. Javier let out a breath.
He couldn’t blame his friend for his reaction. Knowing that someone had destroyed something of Naomi’s, something she loved, made his jaguar yowl and his claws come out. But, he knew violence and rushing off without thinking wouldn’t solve anything. Calm and methodical stalking is always the better recourse.
“Listen. You’re obviously going to be stuck here for a little bit while your bear calms down and you regain enough energy for a shift. We both don’t need to go get her. According to her dad, she’s fine, but extremely pissed. She’s waiting for a ride in the front lobby with the building security guard.”
Ethan chuffed, sounding amused even in animal form.
Javier gave him a wry grin. “I know. She’s probably tougher than a half dozen human security guards, but at least she’s in a public place with cameras. She’s obviously pretty upset. We both heard how much she loves that car from her mom.”
Ethan shook his head and made some grumbling noises.
“If you’re saying we should just buy her a new one, then the answer is no. She wouldn’t accept it; although, we can talk to the mechanic and toss some money his way to make sure his quote isn’t too much for her. Now, as I was saying, we’re not both needed to grab her, and given your current indisposition, why don’t I go fetch her? You can meet us back at her place. Maybe get some food and something to cheer her up on the way? And bring the overnight bags.”
A nod of his shaggy head and Javier’s grin faded. “Don’t worry, Ethan. Once we’ve made arrangements for her safety, we will find out who did this. They will not get away with it.” The fangs Ethan flashed him made Javier smile back just as viciously. “And they will regret it.”
Javier thanked his lucky stars he’d left Ethan at home when he reached Naomi’s work because she’d not only left the main lobby, she’d gone back down to the parking lot and her car. Javier located her crouched with her face almost pressed to the ground, inhaling.
“What the hell are you doing?” he spat, his words tight and controlled as he tried to keep his cat caged, an almost impossible feat when he saw the damage done to her car. What if she’d come upon them while they wreaked havoc? This type of destruction went beyond vandalism and reeked of intentional threat.
She ignored him—no surprise—and continued to sniff the pavement.
“Naomi,” he growled through gritted teeth, his formidable patience wearing thin.
Sighing, she stopped her sleuthing and straightened. Turning, she placed her hands on her hips, her expression ripe with annoyance. “What are you doing here? I called my dad to come get me, not you.”
“Who then called me, like you should have!” Javier met her, glare for glare.
Her lips pursed. “One, you don’t own me, so why the hell would I call you? And two, while you were busy sticking your tongue down my throat, groping my tits and sticking your hands up my skirt, neither of you ever bothered to give me your number. Which, I might add, is not a request for them, and brings me back to my first point of you don’t own me. Now go away while I deal with this. I’ll just grab a cab after I see my car to the garage.”
“You are out of your fucking mind if you think I’m leaving, sweetheart. I’ll stay with you until we get your car settled. But make no mistake, I will be taking you home.”
Narrowed eyes and tight lips warned him that Naomi was about to explode. “I am not a little human weakling in need of protection. I can handle myself.”
“I never said you couldn’t. However, I, on the other hand, am just a Neanderthal male with a weak heart who needs to assure myself of your safety so I can sleep better tonight.”
Her full lips quirked in amusement before she caught herself. “You are so pigheaded. Don’t you get it yet that I’m not interested? Does the word no mean nothing to you? Do us both a favor and leave.”
Javier crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against a concrete pillar. A ghost of a smile hovered on his lips. “Make me.”
Annoyance glinted in her gaze—and if he wasn’t mistaken, smoldering interest and her jaw tightened. “Don’t tempt me.”
Javier goaded her, needing distraction from the mess behind her, from the obvious violence directed at his mate. “Oh, I forgot. You’re Miss Peace and Serenity. A little girl who can’t hold her own against a real male, which is why you play with puny humans.” Javier held himself ready for the fireworks.
A husky chuckle burst from her instead of rage. Smiling at him, a sensual curve bowing her lips, Naomi sashayed toward him, the sway of her hips hypnotic. A part of him warned to stay on guard, to not trust her seemingly benign appearance as she approached.
“Are you trying to make me angry? Because it’s working,” she said softly, stepping right up to him, so close he could feel the heat from her body.
Then he felt cold, hard concrete as she swept his feet out from under him, sending him down in a single, fluid movement. Before he could recover, or yell his shock, she straddled him. Her skirt rode up around her waist while her bare thighs gripped his head. Provocative as the pose proved, the true distraction resided further south where a cruel grasp squeezed his balls most painfully.
Flashing eyes, belonging to one triumphant and glorious woman, met his. “I really hate the fact that you all drive me to cave into my baser side. I abhor violence. How many times do I have to say it? I am a delicate. Freakn’. Flower!” She punctuated her claim with a twist of his nuts that made his breath whoosh out.
“I get it. I won’t piss you off again,” Javier gasped, partially in pain, partially in titillation because this close to her cleft, he could smell her. And, oh, did he want a taste. On second thought, why not?
He flicked his tongue out—the long, raspy tongue of a feline—and swiped it across her inner thigh.
“Oh.” Her soft exclamation of surprise also came with her thighs tightening reflexively. Oh, to feel that squeeze around my waist as I plow her. Javier licked again and the grip on his sac eased, but she didn’t remove her hand. It rested on his groin which expanded, straining at the confines of his pants.
Javier tilted his head as best he could towards her sex, her musk surrounding him and driving him wild. He longed to taste her. To plunge his tongue into her sex and stroke her with it until she came screaming his name. He could smell how she wanted it too. Even better, he could also see it in the way her eyes—heavy lidded and smoky—gazed down at him with her lips parted on a soft sigh.
The damned tow truck driver, though, had a lousy sense of timing. At the first rumble of the diesel engine, she bounced up and smoothed down her skirt, hiding the evidence of her arousal, but unable to do anything about her flushed cheeks and bright eyes, a good look for his feisty she-wolf.
Javier stood up more slowly, his aching nuts alternating with his throbbing, hard cock. Hot damn, she’s like a volcano ready to explode. He couldn’t wait to feel the burn.
Mental note to self: Next time make sure we’re both naked before I piss her off. It didn’t take a genius to realize, despite her claims she desired a chaos and violence free life, her hot temper and even more boiling blood would always ensure fabulous fireworks. I guess Ethan and I will find out if makeup sex is all it’s cracked-up to be. It almost made him want to pull the wolf’s tail right that instant to find out.
Chapter Ten
While she would never admit out loud, Naomi actually found herself glad of Javier’s support. The process of getting her broken car on the flatbed tow truck proved hard to watch as bits and pieces fell off, clanging to the floor, or in the case of the broken glass, in a tinkling shower. Naomi alternated between rage and melancholy, her emotions in such a fluctuating state, she didn’t object when he draped an arm around her shoulders and kept her hugged tight to his body.
Even more surprising was Javier’s calmness. If her dad or brothers had shown up and seen the mess the thug made of her car, a copious amount of yelling and punching of things would have occurred. With Javier, while she could see ire in the flashing of his dark eyes and the rigidity of his jaw, those were the only outward signs. She appreciated it, but a teensy tiny part of her kind of wanted him to rant and rave, to show vocally and physically how much he cared.
I’m such an indecisive ninny.
It took a while before they were able to leave the garage. The mechanic’s shaking head as he surveyed the damage not exactly an encouraging sign.
“I don’t know, Naomi,” said the grizzled wolf—her dad’s brother and favored uncle—who worked as head mechanic. “It might be better to simply buy a new car and write this one off.”
Tears flooded her eyes and she wandered away from Javier and her uncle Ken, the only male she trusted with her baby. She ignored their murmurs as she stroked the crumpled hood. Not fair. I worked my ass off to get her. Somehow, it seemed wrong to just toss her car out because someone had a grudge against her. But, how will I ever manage to pay to for the repairs?
Shoulders slumped, she didn’t protest when Javier’s hand landed on the middle of her back, guiding her away from the wreck. She let him seat her in his car for the ride home, too depressed to protest.
The first few minutes of the drive, she stayed silent, peering out the window at the whizzing streetlights. Cocooned in the cabin of his car, his scent surrounded her, reminding her she wasn’t alone. A male had finally come to her aid and proven beneficial. What a novelty not having to babysit, apologize for or rein in someone who under the guise of help, just made things worse, say, like her brothers. It deserved an acknowledgement.
“Thanks for coming to get me,” she muttered.
“Anytime, sweetheart. I want you to know, you will always be able to count on Ethan and I. No matter what.”
Her lips twisted into a wry grin. “You just don’t give up, do you?”
Turning his head sideways, Javier winked before he flashed her a hundred watt grin. “You aren’t the only stubborn one around here. You’ll soon see we’re not like other shifters. For one, we’re much better looking.”
A snort escaped her. “And conceited, too.”
“I prefer to use the term honest.”
“So you say. I guess only time will tell.” She fell silent again, and in the quiet, to her embarrassment, her stomach rumbled.
Javier chuckled. “I think someone’s hungry. Good thing Ethan’s waiting for us at your house. I called ahead and made sure he ordered in some food.”
His words snapped her discomfiture. “You did what? Wait a second, how the hell did he get in?” She slapped her forehead. “Wait, let me guess. My mother gave you her spare key?” Meddlesome parent. Naomi really needed to have another talk with her mother about letting her make her own choices. Not that she expected her to listen. I’m sure if mom owned a shotgun she would have used it by now to force a wedding.
“She’s just got your best interests at heart,” Javier said softly.
“She’s encouraging me to sleep with two guys because our beasts, or fate, or whatever power directs us, says we should.”
“Would it be so bad?”
“You and Ethan don’t stand to lose anything. Me, I lose my freedom and quiet existence.” And she’d gain incredible pleasure. However, there was more to life than lust. While she knew they’d be able to provide for her, and they weren’t as dumb as she’d initially thought, she still didn’t know much about their character. How they were with kids. How they dealt with adversity. If they planned on making love to her together or one at a time.
Her eyes widened at the last thought. Exactly how would a dual mating work? Did they plan on swapping her back and forth, maybe designating days to have sex with her? Or would they pleasure her together—twice the cock, tongue and fingers.
Somehow she got the impression they did everything as a pair. Oh my.
“Mating is not a prison. Think of it as expanding your horizons.” He stopped speaking and sniffed the air. She could almost see his body tense up as he growled low, “What’s got you blushing and smelling delicious?”
The burn in Naomi’s cheeks got hotter as he perceptively caught the external evidence of her inner thoughts. “N-nothing,” she stuttered. No way would she tell him. Besides, she wasn’t supposed to be interested. Liar, her subconscious chided.
“Better tuck your naughty thoughts aside for later. It looks like we’ve got company.”
Naomi peered ahead through the windshield and groaned as she saw the cars parked outside her place. My family to the rescue—more like destructive warpath. She cringed, wondering at the damage probably already awaiting her inside.
As if reading her mind, Javier said, “Don’t worry. Ethan will have made them behave.”
“That’s usually what starts it, though,” she grumbled. Her mother would tell her brothers to stop. Then, one would point to another and say he was to blame. And thus chaos would erupt and a trip to the local furniture store would ensure in the aftermath.
Javier’s fingers laced through hers as they headed up the walkway to her home. She didn’t pull away, glad of his comfort. She would probably need it when she saw the interior of her home, and god help her family if they’d broken her butterflies!
They walked in to a scene of eerie silence, and to her relief, not a sign of destruction anywhere. Her brothers and father sat on the pair of couches, their bodies stiff. They turned their heads almost as one to glare at her, but they didn’t say a word.
“Gee, make me feel welcome in my home,” she snapped.
“They’re just worried about you, sweetheart,” Javier cajoled, his arm squeezing her.
Ethan came out of the kitchen, barefoot and wearing low-slung jeans and a t-shirt that delineated his upper body. He smiled at her and Naomi couldn’t help the fluttery happy feeling at seeing him again. His brown eyes softened as if he knew. “Just in time. The Chinese food just arrived.”
“Don’t you think we have more pressing things to do than eat?” Stu muttered, his brows drawn so close together they almost formed a seamless line.
“Yeah, like hunting down some asshole and kicking his ass,” Kendrick added along with the smacking sound of his fist hitting his palm.
The bodies of her brothers began bristling on the couch and Naomi prepared to dive in front of the glass case of her figurines. However, before she could move, Ethan planted himself in front of the curio cabinet and scowled at her family.
Arms crossed, he growled. “What did I say about behaving while in Naomi’s house? Do we need to go somewhere to discuss this?”
Heads dropped, and the tension level in the room receded. Naomi gaped in astonishment at Ethan who nodded at her. “Come and eat, baby. We can’t solve anything on an empty stomach and you’ve had a harsh day.”
“But we’ve already eaten,” Mitchell replied in a sulky tone.
Ethan’s head swiveled and he fixed her brother with a dark glower. “I wasn’t talking to you.”
Laughter erupted and Naomi looked over to see her father bent over with mirth, slapping his leg. “Oh,” he gasped. “Your mother was right. You don’t need us here. Come on boys, let’s go home.”
“But—”
“How come—”
“Hey—”
“Now!” Naomi’s father barked and her brothers stood with sullen looks. They filed out the door, with Chris tossing back a, “No fair. I wanted to kick some ass, too.”
Her father beckoned and Naomi went to him for a hug. She snuggled her face in his plaid shirt, his Old Spice scent a familiar comfort. He kissed the top of her head. “I’m glad you’re safe, baby girl, and it’s about time you found some decent men to take care of you.” With those words, her dad took off briskly.
“What? Hey, I can take care of myself,” she yelled to her retreating father’s back. He just waved in reply.
Slamming the door, Naomi whirled to find Ethan and Javier gone. Following the smell of food—Chinese, her favorite—she located them sitting at her kitchen table, ladling food onto plates. How utterly domestic and at the same time sexy.
Sliding into a seat, she thought about telling them to leave, but hunger—and a stupid girly happiness at their presence—won out. Besides, she couldn’t eat all this food alone. They’d bought enough for a small army.
In between bites of chow mein, she eyed Ethan with curiosity. “How did you get them to behave? I kind of expected to see that a tornado had passed through.”
“I wasn’t going to let them get rowdy in your house. I told them that either they sat and waited, or we’d go to the gym right that second and I’d work off my anger issues.”
“And they listened?” she asked.
Ethan shrugged. “I can be persuasive.”
“Just who are you? Aliens?”
Javier choked and Naomi whirled to fix him with narrowed eyes.
“Whatever do you mean, baby?”.
“Knowing what happened to me, my brother’s should have been raving lunatics, destroying things left and right, venting. Instead, they were all prim and proper. Did you drug them?”
Javier spat out his water and Ethan chuckled. “Your brothers can act civilized. They just need reminding.”
“Well, whatever you did, thank you. I don’t know what I would have done if my butterflies had gotten trashed the same day as my car.” The reminder of her Miata’s demise soured her mood and she pushed food around on her plate.
“Don’t worry about your car. The important thing is you’re uninjured. Dessert?”
Naomi scowled. Why did they keep ignoring the fact she’d been victimized? At least her brothers wanted to hunt something down and kill it. Her supposed mates? They stuffed their faces, as if oblivious.
Isn’t that what you wanted? Nice, normal human reactions. You should be happy your home survived a visit from your family, instead you’re complaining because no one’s roaring death threats.
Their lack of impulsive action should have pleased her. It didn’t. She slid off her chair and paced. “Why are you both acting like my car getting trashed and my getting threatened is no big deal?” She blurted her thought out, and in the process of clearing the Chinese food, two sets of distinctly male eyes rotated to meet hers.
“Oh, we care alright,” Javier replied softly.
“The asshole who did this will pay,” Ethan rumbled.
“But don’t worry,” Javier continued. “We’ll take care of this out of your sight so as to not upset your delicate sensibilities.”
“You won’t even hear them scream,” Ethan promised.
It took her a moment to grasp their serenely spoken threats. “So you are pissed?”
“Of course we are,” scoffed Javier. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t contain ourselves.”
“Control, baby. We told you we had it. A prime example is how I didn’t smack your brothers around when they arrived frisky and spoiling for a fight.”
Javier turned to Ethan. “Dude, do you realize what this means?”
Ethan turned chocolate eyes, alight with smoldering lust her way. “It means we handled her family, and this situation, without violence.”
“But you’re planning on getting physical,” she said, backing up even as a fire lit in her lower belly.
“As we said, you won’t see or hear a thing, which meets the terms of the bet,” Javier replied circling the table to the left. She whirled to flee via the other side, but Ethan already stood there.
“Don’t tell me you’re a sore loser,” he chided. “This is one case, where being the loser is a win-win situation.”
She thought about protesting more—maybe a little kicking and biting as foreplay—but her body betrayed her. Her head tilted back as Javier’s hands slid around her middle from behind while Ethan crowded her from the front, towering over her.
“So you concede you lost?” Javier whispered in her ear before tugging at the lobe with his teeth.
“For now,” she gasped as Ethan cupped her breasts, his thumbs brushing over the peaks. Even through the thin silk of her blouse, it felt like he branded her. Moist heat invaded her cleft and her legs trembled.
“Here or upstairs?” Ethan asked.
“Where do you usually eat dessert?” Javier replied.
Their intent caught her breath as they hoisted her onto the dining table. With two sets of hands, her clothes went flying in record speed, not that she could protest with Ethan’s mouth plastered to hers. He kissed her and she forgot everything except the burgeoning pleasure in her body. While Ethan’s lips clung to hers, caressing them, Javier also did his part, kneeling on the table behind her, his hands sweeping her hair aside to plant hot kisses on her nape. Shivers ran down her spine as he located her sensitive spots and sucked them.
But their mouths weren’t the only busy things. Their hands roamed her body, tickling her skin with their rough texture, rasping along her tight nipples, stroking across the soft roundness of her belly.
Ethan’s body pressed against her thighs, which spread wide to accommodate him. He inserted his still clothed body between them, the hard bulge at his groin pressing against her cleft. Firm hands gripped her about the waist and held her while he rubbed against her. Moisture pooled in her sex along with intense arousal. She panted against his mouth and soft mewling cries escaped her. She clung to his broad shoulders, her fingers digging into the hard muscle as her pleasure built at their simple, yet erotic, touches.
Ethan tore his mouth from hers and she made a plaintive cry. She opened eyes heavy with passion to see him looking at her with a torrid expression and kiss-swollen lips.
“You are so beautiful,” he growled. Then he knelt so that she could only see the top of his head and she shuddered. She knew what he planned to do to her, and her cleft quivered in anticipation.
However, he teased her, rubbing the bristle on his jaw along the soft skin of her inner thigh. His warm breath brushed against her pussy. She almost forgot him as the body holding her upright at her back shifted and Javier lowered her torso to lie on the cold tabletop.
Then, she didn’t even notice the chill surface because they both latched on to her body with a suddenness that made her exclaim and arch.
She couldn’t have said which felt better. On the one hand, Javier’s mouth tugged and sucked at her nipples while his hands kneaded them, the jolting pleasure travelling straight down to her pussy. On the other, Ethan’s tongue, swiped up and down her cleft, lapping at her moisture, and delving between her lips.
Apart, they would have felt fantastic; together, they were incredible. Panting cries echoed in the room. I’m the one yelling, she vaguely noticed as her bliss built with each stroke and caress of their mouths and tongues. Intense heat boiled in her and need rode her body hard, yet still they tortured her. Her orgasm tore through her with startling suddenness, making her shriek, but they continued to caress her, their oral tease not finished.
Ecstasy built again in her sensitized flesh and hung there. She thrashed as they held her on the peak, her whole body vibrating with need.
“Fuck me,” she cried.
“No,” Javier whispered against her scorching skin. “Not until you accept us as your mates.”
“Ethan, please,” she begged too lost in the pleasure to care. Needing one of them to sink inside her and cure the burning desire inside her.
“Sorry, baby. I have to agree with Javier,” Ethan replied in a ragged tone. “But don’t worry, I won’t let you suffer.” He thrust two fingers into her, their length enough to touch her g-spot. Thrusting into her sex while flicking her clit with his tongue, Ethan threw her over the edge and Naomi screamed, a sound caught by Javier’s mouth. She clung to his shoulders as she opened her mouth wide, her tongue plunging wetly into his mouth as her body shuddered with aftershocks that left her limp.
Javier kept his lips latched to her somehow as they scooped her off the table and carried her upstairs. Only when her back hit the bed did the kiss finally end. She opened eyelids heavy with spent passion to regard them.
Still dressed, if rumpled looking, Ethan and Javier stood at the foot of the bed, the evidence of their arousal packing quite the bulge in the crotch of their pants.
Sated didn’t mean fully satisfied apparently, Naomi realized, as a tingle ran through her, making her catch her breath. I want them to fuck me. I want them to sink their cocks inside me and pump me until I come all over them. Just the thought made her quiver and she saw they’d caught her response because Ethan swallowed hard and Javier’s eyes smoldered.
“Aren’t you coming?” she wantonly asked.
“Not in you yet, we aren’t, or have you decided to accept us as mates.”
Naomi pouted. “Can’t we just have great sex and not get into the whole bite-me and own-me for life thing?”
Javier shook his head.
Ethan didn’t look happy about their stance, but he held firm in more than one way. “We don’t want you just for the night. We want forever.”
Irritated that they could refuse her—and annoyed that her wolf howled for her to give them what they wanted, what she stubbornly also wanted, but refused to admit—Naomi scrambled under her blanket. “You guys suck.”
“Yes, we just did. And we can’t wait until you can reciprocate.”
Naomi nearly went cross eyed at the thought, but they weren’t done teasing.
“Have you ever had two men at once?” Javier asked. She shook her head and a smile spread across his face. “Oh, sweetheart. When you do finally accept us, we are going to give you so much pleasure. Tonight will seem like nothing when we take you as we desire. Both of our cocks nestled inside your body, filling you up and fucking you until you come screaming. And as you thrash and claw at us, we will continue to fuck you, our bodies pumping in rhythm until you come again, and again.”
Heart pounding, pussy dripping, she just about begged them to do it. To mark her and take her. And, she might have too had the phone not rung.
Ethan frowned and Javier muttered a low curse.
That quickly, the spell was broken, but even as she reassured her mother she was fine, she couldn’t stop thinking of it.
*
Javier closed the bedroom door to give Naomi privacy while she spoke to her mother. He grabbed his cock and shifted it in his pants, a move aped by Ethan.
“Dammit, how much longer are we going to suffer, Javier? You heard her downstairs, she wanted us.”
“She wanted out cocks. We need her to want our hearts and souls.” What a change from a few days ago when all Javier thought he’d ever need was a warm pussy to sink into.
“I still don’t see how torturing ourselves is helping,” Ethan grumbled as they headed back downstairs.
“By showing her that her needs are more important than ours, we are laying the foundation for trust, my friend.”
“Whatever. Trust won’t matter if our dicks fall off first.”
“If that happens, then we’ll become oral experts. I wouldn’t worry though. I don’t think it will be much longer. Haven’t you noticed? She’s not threatening us or cussing us out as often. I think she’s starting to like us.”
Ethan chuckled. “But I like it when she cusses us out. It makes her even hotter and sexier.”
“Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of occasions to set her off,” Javier replied dryly. Truthfully, he liked Naomi’s fiery side too. It made the women he’d known in the past pale in comparison. Forget someone who wanted to suck up to him, figuratively and literally. He wanted a woman who knew what she wanted, went after it and wasn’t afraid to stand up for herself. A woman like Naomi.
Ethan tidied up the rest of dinner while Javier went out to the car and grabbed his laptop. When he came back in, Naomi stood in the kitchen wearing a robe and scowl.
“What do you mean you’re spending the night?” she growled.
Javier bit his tongue as he tried not to grin at her bristling posture. Ethan was quite right—she is hot when she gets like that.
His friend stood his ground in the face of her annoyance and Javier could see his protective instincts coming to the fore. “Someone attacked your car. I am not leaving you alone to defend yourself.”
“I don’t need your help.” She crossed her arms over her chest in a provocatively defiant gesture.
“Too bad, sweetheart,” Javier interjected. “This is one case where you will not win. If it makes you feel better, we will sleep on the couches.” Although, he truly hoped she’d shoot down that plan and invite them into her bed. Even cramped as it would be with the three of them—shopping for a new bed was a definite priority—holding her in their arms would make the discomfort of it worthwhile.
“Fine. Whatever. But don’t expect me to make you breakfast,” she snapped, perching herself on a stool at the kitchen island.
Ethan grinned. “Finally, a flaw. You can’t cook.”
“Can too,” she retorted. Then she grinned back. “So long as you don’t expect it to be edible.”
Chuckles lightened the mood as Ethan set the dishwasher and Javier wiped down the counter. They’d both noticed her penchant for cleanliness and thought it best they do their part right from the start so as to give her less to argue about.
A bottle of wine emerged from the fridge and Ethan uncorked it, pouring them each a glass. Holding her goblet by the stem, Naomi shook her head. “Good grief. Did my mother leave me any secrets? My favorite wine. Food. The key to my house. What’s left?”
“Well, we still don’t know if you spit or swallow.”
“Maybe she’s one of those elusive garglers.”
“Forget I asked,” she mumbled, but she couldn’t hide the pink stain in her cheeks or the quirk of her lips.
Javier and Ethan each snagged a stool across from her. It gave her space, but at the same time, gave them a perfect frontal view.
“Now what?” she asked, eying them a tad nervously.
“Now we discuss what happened today. Any idea who vandalized your car? And where’s the note?” Javier asked.
“How do you know about the note?”
“Your father thankfully had the sense to not keep things from me. So spill it.” Javier fixed her with a stern look. She didn’t squirm or shy away as she had with the sexual innuendo. Instead, she flashed him her middle finger.
“I don’t see why I have to tell you anything at all.”
“Humor us,” Ethan rumbled.
“Fine. There was a note. Happy. It wasn’t signed. It didn’t say much other than back off.”
“Back off from whom?”
She shrugged.
“Did you give the cops the note?” Javier asked holding back a sigh of impatience.
“Yeah about that. I didn’t call the cops.”
“Why weren’t they called?” Ethan asked in a deceptively calm voice.
Naomi shrugged. “And let them impound my baby as evidence? No thanks. Besides, we all know if the culprit is a shifter our version of justice will be more rapid and fitting.”
Javier pretended to get shot and slapped a hand over his heart. “Wait? Did I just hear you advocating violence?”
Ethan chuckled.
Naomi glared. “Ha ha. So funny. I never said violence was never justified; there are occasions that warrant it. But I don’t think it’s too much to ask that some places, like my home, remain battle free zones.”
“I’m just yanking your tail, sweetheart. Growing up, my mama had one rule—take it outside. Anyone who started something in her house learned real quick why you never messed with my mother.” Javier raised his hand to his ear as if holding it and rolled his eyes.
The tinkling laughter almost upset him off his stool as Naomi finally relaxed enough to show them her softer side. “I think I’d like to meet your mother. Mine never seemed to mind the chaos. So long as they don’t seriously hurt each other or dare to raise a hand to her, she doesn’t care.”
“But you do,” Ethan added.
A shrug made the vee in her robe gape and it took some effort on his part to keep his gaze on her face instead of her shadowy cleavage.
“Unlike my mother, I like pretty things. Fragile things. I learned young though, owning something delicate wasn’t feasible. It pissed me off. Still does.”
“Why butterflies?” Javier asked. “I mean, I think we’d have understood if you collected wolves, but bugs?”
Naomi’s head dropped but not enough to hide the color in her cheeks. Her fingers played with the stem of her wineglass. “You’re going to laugh.”
“I won’t,” Ethan assured. “And if the cat does, I’ll put him out for the night.”
A giggle escaped her. “Okay, well, here goes. It’s kind of dorky. When I was a kid, I found a caterpillar. I hid him from my brothers in a margarine container and kept him under the porch. My first and only pet. I poked holes in the lid and filled the tub with branches and leaves just like the library book I had said to do.”
“You like to read?”
Javier jabbed Ethan at his interruption. “Shut up and let her talk.”
Naomi shrugged. “Yes, I love to read. I know, nerdy. But back to my caterpillar, I loved that thing. I’d lie on the grass and let him crawl on me, tickling me.”
“What did you name him?”
“If you laugh, I will rip your balls off,” she warned with a glare. She sighed. “Squirmy.”
Javier chomped on the inside of his cheek to not laugh, and Ethan took a rapid sip of wine that he then choked on. Javier used that as an excuse to pound on his back.
Arms, crossed, Naomi watched them with one arched eyebrow. “Are you done yet?”
Composed again, Javier nodded his head.
“One day, when I looked in the container, Squirmy was gone and there was this chrysalis in his place. Oh, how I watched it.” Naomi’s lips curved into a sweet smile of remembrance, and her eyes took on a faraway cast. Javier’s heart melted. “I waited what seemed like forever to see if he’d ever come out again. I didn’t want to miss it.” Her face fell and Javier knew they’d reached the crux of the story. “My brothers found my container first and played keep away with it. The lid popped off and scattered its contents. I screamed and cried.”
“How many bruises did you give them?” Ethan asked.
A feral grin lit her face. “Enough that they learned not to mess with me, but it didn’t bring back Squirmy. I was so upset. I still remember lying on my belly on the grass, days later, sniffling like a cry baby, when something with the most beautiful colors landed on my hand.” She raised shining eyes to look at them. “My caterpillar, well, butterfly at that point, came back and it was so beautiful. My brothers hadn’t killed Squirmy, even though he was so fragile. The only thing of mine I ever remembered not getting destroyed in one of their brawls. Of course, I couldn’t keep it. It needed to fly and be free, but after that, I started collecting anything with butterflies. I drove my family quite nuts with it. In my teens I focused on the glass ones with the colored wings. Unfortunately, unlike my real one, they didn’t all survive. But it didn’t stop me from collecting.”
“And believing that even amidst chaos, beauty can survive,” Javier murmured.
“Kind of like you,” Ethan said drawing the correlation. “A delicate flower amidst bumbling beasts.”
Again, color heightened her cheeks. “I guess. I’d never thought of it that way. I just like them.”
Ethan stood and left the room, returning with a box. He placed it in front of Naomi. She stared at it, not moving to open it.
“I don’t need presents.” She said, but Javier could almost touch the longing in her voice.
“Open it,” Ethan urged. “Please.”
“I’m still not letting you mark me,” she warned as her nimble fingers untied the bow adorning the present and lifted the lid. “Oh.”
She lifted out of the box, a butterfly with stained glass wings of amber shot through with gold hanging on a fine silver chain. Holding it up by the chain, she let it spin in the light, her eyes suspiciously damp.
“It’s supposed to hang on the pulls for your ceiling fan. I thought you could put it on the one in your bedroom,” Ethan explained. “And I promise you right now, no matter what you might think of us, what fears you might harbor, we will never, ever do anything that will break it.”
“We won’t let your treasures be broken, not by us or anyone else.”
“I can’t—You can’t—” The words got caught in her throat and tears made her eyes shine. She fled the kitchen, the butterfly still clutched gently in her hand.
Ethan stood, but Javier put a hand on his arm. A fine tremble went through Ethan’s body. “How can she be so feisty, yet so soft and girly at the same time?” he complained.
Javier smiled faintly. “Because she is perfect.”
*
Curled on her bed, Naomi cradled the glass butterfly in the palm of her hand. It was absolutely gorgeous, and even worse, thoughtful. The idea that Ethan had actually gone into a novelty store selling such girly items as glass butterflies warmed her. It seemed so incongruous given his size and athletic profession. And yet, both he and Javier kept showing her other sides to themselves, gentler sides imbued with intelligence and respect. A respect for her and her wishes she’d never imagined with her own kind.
Instead of acting like cavemen and slinging her over their shoulder to have their wicked way with her—which admittedly would probably be lots of fun—they listened to her and followed her—sometimes irrational—dictates. They were turning out to be better than human options, the jerks.
Her resolve to never settle down with another shifter was melting rapidly beneath their determined assault. And after this evening’s wicked orgasms, she found herself more tempted than ever.
But still, could she do it? Tie herself to not one, but two, dominant shifter males. Her inner conscience sassed, Why not? They are, after all, the first two men I’ve met who, despite my occasional rude outbursts, still are determined to treat me like a fragile flower. Of course, if she did decide to take them, she’d have to make them understand that sometimes a little man handling was allowed. Make that expected.
However, with her body still glowing from orgasm, her mind still whirling from the thoughtfulness of their aid this evening and the gift, it wasn’t the time to make momentous decisions. Besides, she was kind of curious to see how much teasing they could take before one of them gave her what she wanted—a good hard fuck—without the benefit of a mark.
As she hung the butterfly on the hanging chain of her overhead light and fan, she pondered just what she could do to get them to melt at her feet. Or even better, melt inside her. Tired, a little lonely for someone to cuddle, she laid down and let herself drift off, anxious to set her plan in the motion the following day.
Chapter Eleven
She liked it! The knowledge he’d chosen well warmed Ethan as he stared down at Naomi while she slept. The present he’d agonized over in the tiny shop—which he’d feared tripping in and creating a catastrophe—hung on a chain and swirled with the air currents. When Javier had told him to pick something up that would cheer her, he’d immediately thought about her collection. After hearing her story, he congratulated himself silently on making the right choice and fell in love even deeper.
Some people scoffed at the notion of love at first sight. In the case of shifters, some argued that the mating instinct should not be confused with the emotion. However, while the mating instinct initially drove him to seek her out, everything he’d discovered since enchanted him about her. Now, several days since their first disastrous meeting, he was truly and completely in love with the feisty hellion who hid an inner softness, which made the fact she’d faced danger all the harder to bear.
His rage when he’d heard of her mishap had died down, but his beast still simmered below the surface, waiting for its chance to wreak vengeance at the one, or someones, who’d made Naomi sad. Ethan loved her courageous spirit, her seductive teasing side, her take-no-shit attitude, but he’d hated and felt helpless before her despondency. Someone will pay.
Brushing his lips feather light over her temple, he fought an urge to lie beside her when her lips curved into a sweet smile as she slept. Business first, though, cuddling later.
Ethan left the room and closed the bedroom door carefully before he went back downstairs. “She’s sleeping,” he announced quietly. “Did you find anything out?” His best friend, a lady’s man and agile lacrosse player in public, turned techno geek behind closed doors.
Javier peered up from his laptop. “One possibility so far in her recent emails. Seems she might have stumbled onto a client misappropriating funds.”
Flexing his fingers into fist, Ethan grinned. Finally, someone he could vent on. “Give me his address.”
Javier snorted. “Why do you get to have all the fun?”
“Because one of us needs to stay here and guard her, or do you really think we should just wander off on a possible goose chase leaving her alone?” Ethan replied sarcastically.
“Good point. I’m surprised I didn’t think of it first.” Javier delivered the pompous claim with a grin.
“You probably didn’t think of it because your balls aren’t used to getting so little use. All that stemmed up jizz is affecting your brain power,” Ethan retorted. Javier took aim with a sofa pillow, but Ethan held up a finger and wagged it. “Bad kitty. Naomi will kill us if she thinks we did anything to mess up her place.”
“Since when are you the calm and collected one?” Javier growled.
“Since I got to taste the sweetest honey a bear could ever ask for.”
Javier groaned. “Lucky bastard. Next time, I get the honey and you get to suck her succulent berries. I swear she almost came when I bit down on them.”
Mmm, berries.
They both stopped talking and looked up at the ceiling, thinking of the woman asleep upstairs.
“You should go and question the guy. You’re better at gleaning information. I’ll stay and do guard duty.” Ethan sighed in mock resignation.
Javier’s eyes narrowed. “I can’t let you sacrifice yourself like that, my friend. I’ll stay, you go.”
Ethan glared at his friend. “No. I insist.”
“We’ll flip for it.”
“Fine. Heads, I stay and keep Naomi company while you go question suspect number one.”
Javier lost, which totally pissed him off, Ethan judged by the scowl he tossed his way. Of course, it probably hadn’t helped matters when Ethan had ribbed him saying, “Don’t worry, I’ll keep her warm until you get back.”
Ethan deserved the shot to the gut Javier laid on him, but being the bigger man—especially between the legs—he grinned and mimed holding a pair of hips for fucking. Javier left with a disgusted snort and Ethan, with a chuckle, went back upstairs to check on Naomi. He discovered her tossing in her sleep, the scent of her arousal strong.
Dreaming of us, I hope. Actually, on second thought, she’d better be.
Carefully, he eased into her bed, the springs creaking ominously at his weight. He rolled her into his arms, enjoying the soft feel of her against him. His cock throbbed something fierce, but he ignored the ache. He knew the moment when he’d finally sink himself into her silken depths fast approached. Besides, in his mind—and even his bear’s—all that mattered was making Naomi happy. Seeing her smile. Touching her. Tasting her. Feeling her come apart as she climaxed was well worth the agony of waiting for her to come to the conclusion she wanted them as mates.
And once she does finally get on board, I am going to plow her sweet body, again and again. Hell, I might just take up permanent residence between her legs. I can’t wait until she’s mine to love forever.
*
Naomi stretched in her bed—alone. Strange, because she could have sworn, she’d ended up pillowed between a pair of male bodies at one point during the night. Even more miraculous, they hadn’t attempted to molest her. The jerks.
Surprisingly enough, she didn’t find herself annoyed the guys had stayed the night in some sense of misplaced chivalry. It was kind of hard to remain irritated after the extreme pleasure they’d given her after dinner. It still blew her mind they’d expected nothing for themselves in return even though she saw the evidence of their turgid desire.
Worse, she almost wished she’d begged them harder to take her last night and mark her just so she could feel their cocks inside of her. Actually, in the light of day, she still had that urge. The mating call or lust, whatever she wanted to call it, rode her, making it difficult for her to keep recalling the reasons against binding herself to them.
A prism of light caught her eye and she looked up to see the morning sunlight making her butterfly shine brilliantly. She sighed. How could she keep fighting when they kept rendering themselves so utterly perfect and thoughtful? If only they’d do something to piss me off. Then again, given her current mood, she’d probably find any bad trait endearing at this point.
Springing out of bed, she headed into the bathroom for a hot shower. The simple act of washing herself proved titillating as each cleansing stroke of the soap woke her sensitized nerve endings. Ripe for sex, her body had never felt so alive.
When she emerged—hornier than hell—a warm fluffy towel awaited her along with Ethan’s scorching gaze. Somehow, after the way they’d stripped and pleasured her, modesty seemed ridiculous. She stepped into the towel and let him wrap her in it. He rubbed her briskly, his eyes downcast as he patted every inch of her dry, well, except for the wettest spot. That area he avoided, to her chagrin.
Done, he stood and smiled down at her while giving her a bear hug that made her gasp.
“Good morning,” she squeaked.
“Hey, baby,” he rumbled, his soft brown eyes gazing down into hers. It seemed only natural to stand on tiptoe and tilt her head for a kiss. How far she’d come in one night and what a glorious way to start her day. Fire kindled low in her belly, and she moaned against his mouth.
Ethan pulled away and chuckled. “Come on, my hungry wolf. I’ve brought you breakfast.”
Hunger of a different sort made her bold. “Who says I’m hungry for food?” Her sassy retort made him stumble on the way out of the bathroom and she slid up against his back, wrapping her arms around him to splay her hands flat on his rock hard stomach. “Actually, I can think of something I’d like to nibble on, but it doesn’t rhyme with Danish.”
A shudder went through his body. His large hands, almost paws given their size, came to rest atop hers. “You know mine and Javier’s stance when it comes to sausage. Is this your way of saying you’re ready to take the next step?”
No reply slipped from her lips even though her wolf howled “Yes!” in her mind. Wet, and her body afire for his touch, she didn’t give up quite yet. Naomi slid around his body and sauntered to the bed, dropping the towel on her way. She heard him swallow hard and smiled. “Spoilsport. Why can’t we just have a little fun?” An evil impulse overtook her and she bent over to open the bottom drawer of her dresser.
She never got a chance to straighten up.
“I can only take so much,” Ethan muttered, his hands stroking over the skin of her ass. A finger dipped into the crevice and stroked her, and Naomi’s knees trembled. She moved to bend up, but his hand pushed her back down before spanning her hips. Anchored, he thrust his jean covered groin against her exposed cleft.
Naomi moaned and pushed back against him. “That’s it. Give it to me.”
A sharp slap on her buttock made her yelp.
“Naughty wolf,” Ethan growled moving away.
Rubbing her posterior, she turned to scowl at him. “Hey, what happened to treating me like a delicate freakn’ flower?”
Ethan, his thumbs hooked in his jean pockets, gave her a smoldering look that made her cleft tingle. “That didn’t hurt, and it was well deserved. You’re teasing me. Trying to get me to do what you want.”
“And the problem with that is?” she asked stepping into her panties slowly, knowing he watched her every move avidly.
“Fuck this.”
In seconds, Naomi found herself flat on her bed, panties discarded. Ethan’s body pressed between her thighs as his mouth latched onto hers. She clung to him eagerly, letting her lips part so that their tongues could duel. He rubbed his jean clad cock against her mound, the rigidity of his shaft evident and fueling her desire. She mewled against his mouth, and he pumped against her.
“Ethan,” she gasped.
He lifted himself to his knees, but kept his upper body bent over so as to not break their kiss. Her hands reached for him, but he remained out of reach. He, however, had perfect access. His rough fingers found her clit and stroked. She almost bit him as she arched up in pleasure. Faster and faster, he circled her nub while her panting cries grew louder.
“Oh, Ethan. Please,” she begged as her body hung on the edge of bliss.
“I’ve got to get to practice,” he whispered against her lips. “Get dressed.” And then he moved off of her, taking his fingers and delicious mouth with him.
“What?” Her eyes wouldn’t focus and her body burned.
“We both need to get to work. Come on, baby. We wouldn’t want to be late.”
“But…” She trailed off and looked at him, almost pleading for him to finish what he started.
“Next time you decide to tease me, make sure you’re ready to take the punishment,” he smirked, but his smoldering eyes betrayed his own lust. Not that the evidence of his own desire assuaged her.
Her mouth rounded into an “O” as anger suffused her. She bounced up on her bed. “You jerk. You made me horny on purpose. That wasn’t nice.” She snatched up a pillow.
He tsked her, wagging a finger. “Watch the butterfly, baby. I’m surprised at you. Really, violence because I made you hot and bothered? I thought better of you. Besides, you know what you’ve got to do if you want me to give you what you need. Just say the word, and I will be inside your body so quick, making you scream.”
“That’s blackmail,” she yelled.
“I prefer to call it reality. You want it, then you’ve got to give me something in return.”
Her cheeks burned because, in truth, she wanted them both. Wanted the excitement both mental and physical they brought into her life. Wanted them in her bed and inside her body. And her wolf wanted to mark them, bite them and show the world—especially all the skanky females—that they belonged exclusively to her.
However, she must have gotten dropped on the head one too many times as a child, because being given an ultimatum made her determined to do the opposite.
Taking careful aim, she fired the pillow at him. Then, she tackled him while he was distracted. Of course, her behemoth didn’t budge, but she did enjoy how hands ended up cupping her buttocks and holding her against him while her legs wrapped around his waist.
“You don’t play fair,” she griped, glaring at him nose to nose.
“Neither do you,” he replied. “It’s one of the things I love about you.”
His words threw her off balance—warming and yet panicking her. She decided she needed some distance as she cleared her mind. “You’re a great big jerk for making me horny and not following through,” she announced before jumping down. She stood with one hip cocked, still naked, and with nipples sharp enough to drill holes. “I’ll get dressed, you evil bear, but just so you know, I always get even.” She leaned up on tiptoe and kissed his chin, all she could reach, and copped a feel of his crotch, which made him grunt; however, not as much as she wanted to grunt when she felt the size of him. Holy shit. That’s one big bear.
True to his word—and damned promise—Ethan made sure she got ready for work, driving her in a large, black SUV he owned. According to him, Javier had left earlier on some task requiring his attention. She hated to admit it, but she missed seeing him.
The drive didn’t lack for conversation as it turned out Ethan enjoyed listening to the news on the AM channels and the question of the day debates. They got into a rousing discussion over the issue of whether or not the province should fund religious schools. To her delight, he provided interesting facts to back up his point, and before she knew it, they’d arrived at her work.
Silence fell as she prepared to leave him, something she found difficult. A part of her wanted to say screw work, to continue hanging out with him. Madness, and she squashed it by opening the truck door. As she prepared to hop out of his SUV, he leaned over, his big hand cupping the back of her head and drawing her toward him.
“Behave yourself, if you can, baby,” he admonished with a smirk. “And call us if you need anything. Javier programmed your phone with our numbers.” He kissed her, a slanting embrace over her lips that made her tingle from head to toe. “I’ll see you after work,” he growled, his eyes smoldering. “Javier will be coming by to take you to lunch.”
He will, will he? Naomi stood on the pavement outside the office complex, her lips swollen, her pussy wet and a silly grin threatening. Apparently, she wasn’t averse to taking orders, from her two jocks anyway. Anyone else who tried would get their face bitten off. Or, she’d report them to the Canadian equivalent of the IRS, which was actually much crueler.
What a letdown work proved after her titillating morning wakeup and distracting goodbye kiss. To keep herself from thinking of things she might pull off at her lunch with Javier, she checked her email, then voicemail.
George, her lawyer friend, still hadn’t responded back, his last message still the brusque email to drop her investigation of the uncle’s account. She dialed his office, which again went straight to voicemail, a full voicemail inbox. Unable to leave a message, she drummed her fingers on the desk, somewhat perturbed. Given the incident the previous day with her car, the fact her lawyer friend didn’t answer or return her messages seemed ominous.
It occurred to her she could wander over to his office a few blocks away. Sure, Ethan had stressed the don’t-go-anywhere-by-yourself thing, but really, didn’t he know to whom he talked to? Nobody told her what she could do. Besides, someone would have to be foolish to try anything in broad daylight.
Before she could change her mind, she grabbed her purse and headed out.
“Josie, George isn’t returning my calls, so I’m going to pop over to his office and have a chat with him.”
“He’s not there,” Josie replied not looking up from her computer screen as she tapped away.
“How do you know that? Is he okay? Does anyone know where he is? When was the last time anyone saw him? Shoot, I hope he wasn’t targeted as well,” Naomi trailed off, wondering if she could call some shifter authorities.
Josie’s fingers stopped typing and she looked up at Naomi, her blue eyes wide. “What the hell are you rambling on about now? There’s nothing wrong with George. He happened to meet a woman, his mate, I might add. Turns out, she’s the sister of the uncle you thought was screwing with the money. Speaking of which, I just got a FedEx package this morning with those missing receipts. Seems one of the little guys has been having a problem at school and the uncle’s been setting up some private tutoring. Those receipts along with some others for some specialized equipment and drugs not covered by OHIP are in there. I was just typing them into the spreadsheet for you.
“Oh. So, George is alright?”
Josie rolled her eyes. “Well, duh, unless you think there’s something wrong with boinking, like, a hundred times a day. I swear, you’d think they had some bunny somewhere in their gene pool. My cousin, who cleans his apartment, says the place reeks of sex and she’s been washing sheets nonstop for the last two days.”
Naomi’s cheeks burned at the information, because she had to wonder, if she gave in to her own desires with Javier and Ethan, would she act the same way? Like a bitch in heat. Awooo!
Stepping back into her office, she slumped in her chair. A startling revelation—that didn’t involve her hunk problem—made itself clear. If the uncle is clean, who trashed my car?
She didn’t have the slightest clue. Nothing else in her recent dealings with clients appeared in the least shady, but maybe she’d inadvertently triggered some kind of alarm. She’d have to go back through her files and see if she’d missed something.
The lunch hour arrived and Naomi found herself brushing her hair and reapplying lip gloss. Her girly reaction to the knowledge Javier would soon arrive to take her out made her want to bang her head off her desk—or even better, his hard stomach as she deep throated something long and hard. Oh shit, I am in so much trouble. I don’t know how much longer I can keep denying them. Denying myself.
The fire in her sex, which had settled to a low burn, flared as she heard the rumble of Javier’s voice through the door. Then he was there, filling her office with his scent. Her eyes devoured him in his casual jeans and button shirt, his hair still slick from a recent shower.
He held up a brown paper bag and smiled crookedly. “Sandwich delivery guy.”
“How much do I owe you?” she asked in a husky tone she almost didn’t recognize.
His eyes flared with heat. “One deep, prolonged kiss.”
Naomi pushed back from her desk, the wheels on her chair scooting her away, and she beckoned him with a crooked finger, not completely in control of herself, and yet she couldn’t entirely blame her wanton behavior on her wolf who yipped in anticipation. “Come and get it.”
Dropping the bag on her desk, he moved to stand in front of her. Bracing his hands on the armrests of her chair first, he bent down until his face hovered just in front of hers. Impatient, and glad to see him after what seemed an interminable time, she grabbed his head and yanked him close enough for her to plaster her mouth against his. He held himself still as she slid her lips along his, her tongue teasing the part in them. With a groan, he dropped to his knees and his arms swept around her. Hugging her tight to his chest, she moaned in satisfaction. His mouth opened wide at her probing and his tongue swept into her moist recess, taking over the embrace and setting her on fire.
Enough sanity prevailed for her to gasp, “My secretary—”
“Has gone for lunch,” he interrupted, dragging his mouth from hers to slide across the edge of her jaw. He planted rows of kisses on his way to her ear. “We really shouldn’t be doing this, though.”
“Now you sound like Ethan,” she panted as he clamped onto her earlobe, sucking it and then swirling his tongue in the sensitive shell.
“Yes, he told me of your naughty behavior this morning before he left for practice. My poor little wolf. Are you feeling unwanted? Unfulfilled?”
“Yes. No.” Her head tilted back to give him better access to her neck. He took advantage, blazing a trail down her skin.
“You only have to say the word, and we will give you everything your heart and body desires.” He slid his hand up her skirt, his fingers dancing along her bare thighs to her damp apex. “Just give us permission to be with you forever and we will worship you with our mouths. Tease you with our fingers. And plow you with our cocks until you come screaming.”
Talk about creating vivid fantasies. Naomi moaned as his fingers pressed against her core, tantalizing her with promised delights. His mouth left the soft skin of her neck to cover the aching peak of her breast, her nipple straining through the silken material for his touch. He bit down on it, and even with the fabric covering it, an electric jolt shot through her. She arched against him.
“Javier, please,” she begged.
“Will you take me as mate?” he asked in a ragged voice.
“Would you accept a maybe?” And that quickly, he moved away leaving her bereft, cold—and horny.
“I brought you ham and cheese on a Panini. Light on the mayo with a touch of lettuce.”
Through passion glazed eyes, she watched in disbelief as he opened the brown bag and pulled out food. If it hadn’t been for the massive hard on he sported, she would have thought him unaffected.
“You guys aren’t playing fair,” she complained, trying to quell her wolf, which howled in her mind to pounce on him and bite. “Why can’t we just fuck, and enjoy ourselves. Maybe this mating urge will wear off without the need to mark anyone.”
Javier swiveled his head and shot her an incredulous look. “I know firsthand how a horny man can be stupid from a lack of blood to the brain, but I hadn’t realized it extended to women.”
Naomi flushed. “Are you calling me stupid?”
“Judging by what you just said, yes. That or really determined to ignore the truth. Can you honestly tell me you wolf doesn’t want to claim me right now? To sink its teeth into my skin and leave a mark for everyone to see? To bind yourself to me?”
Naomi squirmed and scowled, especially since she currently fought the urge he just described. “But I don’t want to. I want a normal, quiet life.”
A snort escaped him. “Sweetheart, you aren’t normal. But—” he held up his hand when she would have rebutted. “We can promise to do our best to keep the violence and chaos out of our home, unless you instigate it, of course.”
“Are you implying I have a temper?” She arched a brow.
“That depends. Will you tackle me like you did yesterday? Because if you do, let me strip before I say yes, you have a formidable temper,” he announced with a hopeful look on his face.
Biting her lip, she fought it, but lost. Giggles burst free. A moment later, Javier joined her. She grabbed a sandwich when her mirth died down and bit into it.
“Just because I’m not willing to take shit doesn’t mean I’m not a delicate flower deep down inside,” she informed him in between mouthfuls.
“The most beautiful flowers always have thorns.”
They did, didn’t they? “I’m still not crazy about it. I mean one shifter was bad enough, but fate is sticking me with two.”
“Well, you could try bonding to only one of us,” Javier said, mischief glinting in his eye. “But the one not chosen would probably try to drown his disappointment between the thighs of another.”
Immediately, her wolf—and Naomi herself—bristled, as jealousy took her prisoner. Javier never saw the sandwich she flung in his face, but he sure felt it. Before he could wipe it off, she’d grabbed him by the balls and snarled. “Let’s get one thing straight right now, my alley cat. There. Will. Be. No. Other. Women.”
At Javier’s pained grin, she growled. Setup. Totally setup and I fell for it without a fight. But still, it said a lot about her burgeoning feelings that even the mere thought of another woman with them would send her into a tizzy.
A beeping sound came from his pants and a chagrined look crossed Javier’s face. “I must go. I’ve got a meeting to attend about Friday’s match in Toronto.”
“You’re leaving town?”
“Yes.”
“Oh.” She tried to hide her disappointment at the knowledge. Sure, she’d gotten used to seeing them every day since the weekend, but that didn’t mean anything. Liar.
Javier cocked his head and tilted her chin up. “Why are you looking so blue? Afraid you’ll miss us? Don’t worry, you’re coming with us.”
And that quickly, her despondency evaporated. Of course, she didn’t let him know how happy his caveman claim made her. Instead, she harangued him for trying to control her, and making plans without asking.
But when he went to leave, she didn’t fight him when he reeled her in for a kiss she felt all the way to her toes—and back up to her sex.
Chapter Twelve
Horny, but happy at how things were progressing, Javier left Naomi’s office and met up with Ethan at the shifter’s private sports complex. The big bear shook his head in silent reply at Javier’s questioning look. Ethan had gone to talk with some contacts he had in the shifter underground to see if anyone might have heard anything about Naomi’s attack, apparently in vain.
Damn. Another dead end to go with last night’s visit to see Naomi’s client. A total bust as it turned out the bamboozling uncle wasn’t the car vandal.
Javier, in the hopes of gleaning some clues, had left early that morning—reluctantly from Naomi’s bedside—and slipped into her office where he copied her hard drive onto a USB memory stick. The amount of info to sift through proved staggering, but they needed to find out who threatened her. The most logical explanation remained a client of hers trying to hide something. Finding out who was a task he’d tackle later. Right now, he headed upstairs for a team meeting and strategy session for their upcoming match in Toronto. A waste of time, Javier personally thought. He and Ethan would just do as they always did—plow through the opposition and win.
Ethan looked pensive as they took the elevator up to the war room. “You know, maybe it was just some random attack.”
Javier’s gut said otherwise. “How do you explain the note then?”
Ethan shrugged. “Maybe they hit the wrong car.”
“Ah, yes, because there are so many other red Miata’s in her parking garage,” Javier replied sarcastically.
A glower pulled Ethan’s brow down and he bared his teeth. “Smartass kitty. If you think you’re so gosh damned smart, then why don’t you come up with something, because I sure as hell haven’t found anything that leads me to believe it’ll happen again.”
“Something doesn’t smell right about it.” And his inner cat agreed with bristling fur and soft growls. Their mate remained in danger.
“So we stick to her like glue. What a chore.” Ethan rolled his eyes and chuckled. “I don’t think there’s a shifter stupid enough to try anything with us by her side.”
Speaking of which, “I told her we were bringing her to Toronto with us.”
“And? I see you have your balls still.”
Javier grinned. “She called me a few names and accused us ordering her around, but she didn’t say no.”
“Think she’ll let us mark her before then?” Ethan asked hopefully.
“My friend, I think short of a disaster tonight, nothing will stop her.”
Fate had a bitching way, of course, of making people eat confident words.
A frantic phone call by an almost incoherent Naomi several hours later saw them racing in Javier’s Lexus to reach her. They found her standing over her brother’s bed at her parent’s home. The young male appeared bruised and battered, but in good spirits judging by his toothy grins. His source of humor? His livid sister who cursed while she paced and recited in gruesome detail the damage she’d inflict on the ruffians who’d attacked him.
“How dare they!” she ranted. “Attack my little brother? The nerve! When I find them, I’m going to carve their testicles off and feed them to the birds. I’m gonna break every bone in their body, then run them over with my car. Wait, my car’s broken. I’m gonna borrow a truck then, a big one and—”
Chris, the injured younger brother, rolled his eyes. “Thank fuck you guys finally got here. She hasn’t stopped since she got here. Please tell my whack job of a sister to leave this one alone. As soon as I’m out of this bed, the boys and me are going to mete out some justice, wolf style.” Chris grinned, his canine teeth showing.
“Ethan, please take Naomi downstairs for a drink of water. I think she’s thirsty.”
“Am not,” she retorted.
“Ethan?” Javier gave his friend a look. With a nod, Ethan didn’t bother arguing with Naomi, just scooped her up and threw her over his shoulder, caveman style. She, of course, shrieked and pounded at his back, but anchored by Ethan’s thickly muscled arm, she couldn’t escape. Screaming invectives that dwindled as they left, Javier sighed and turned to face Chris.
“You probably don’t have long before she escapes him and comes back even louder than before.”
“Thanks, man. I swear, I thought I was going to kill myself if she didn’t shut up.” Chris rolled his eyes.
“Your sister is understandably upset you were injured.”
“Yeah, well, she’d be even more pissed if she found out if my beating was a warning to her.”
His words froze Javier. “What did you say?”
“The four meatheads who jumped me were hired muscle. West coast boys judging by their accents. They took me by surprise coming off the college campus.” Chris’s face, the parts not purple and blue already, reddened with embarrassment.
“Those are bad odds for anyone, my friend.”
Chris scoffed. “I betcha my sister’s boyfriend downstairs wouldn’t have even broken a sweat.”
Javier inclined his head and smiled. “Yes, but he’s special. Four would have been enough to take me out, though. What did they say to you to make you think this is related to Naomi?”
“It didn’t make much sense. One of them grunted something like, ‘Tell her to back off if she knows what’s good for her’ and the other said ‘It would never work.’ What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”
Puzzlement creased Javier’s brow. “The mystery deepens.” Before Javier could say anything else, movement at the door made him turn sharply. An ashen faced Naomi stood in the doorway. Ethan appeared behind her, his eyes stormy. He shrugged at Javier’s look.
“They attacked you because of me?” she asked her brother in a quiet tone that made Chris blanch.
“Now, Noami, don’t— ”
“Don’t what? Freak? Beat you for not telling me in the first place?”
“Uh, yeah.”
Naomi whirled and moved to leave, but Ethan stood in her way. “Move or I’ll hurt you again,” she growled through gritted teeth.
Ethan’s hand dropped to his groin and he moved aside.
“Ah shit, you better go after her,” Chris groaned. “When she gets like this, you never know what will happen. Just don’t get too close. She bites,” he warned, followed by a muttered, “And she says we have a temper.”
Worried now, he and Ethan tore down the stairs after her in time to hear a door slam shut.
“Where is she?” he asked.
The oldest brother, Derrick, shook his head. “She’s gone out back to the woods. But I wouldn’t recommend following.”
“Come on,” he urged Ethan, ignoring the warning as he skirted past her family who appeared to be planning something on the dining room table. The brothers appeared grim, but the father grinned like a mad wolf.
“Hot damn, Meredith,” yelled Naomi’s father. “Her beaus are gonna try and corral her while she’s in one of her moods.”
The muttered “Good luck’s” weren’t exactly reassuring. They exited the house via the back door in the kitchen, Meredith waving them through with a sly smile. They were in time to see the last of Naomi’s clothing hit the ground before she called forth her wolf.
A rapid glance around showed nobody watching, but still…Javier hesitated to strip.
Meredith’s soft voice came from behind him. “All the houses edging the woods are owned by folks who know. Your secret is safe here. Keep in mind, when you find her, she’s gonna be pissed. Are you ready to handle that?”
Ethan already out of his shirt and working on his pants, grunted. “She’s cute when she’s angry. We can take whatever she dishes. She shouldn’t be alone.”
Javier joined Ethan in stripping, breathing out when Meredith left them. While nudity per say didn’t bother him, the idea of stripping in front of Naomi’s mother did.
Naked, he glanced over at Ethan. “She’s gonna be faster than your bear. We’ll handle this like we do in the game. I’ll run her down and flush her back to you.”
Ethan grinned. “Sounds good. My bear could use the exercise. See you in a few.”
Quieting, Javier closed his eyes and called his jaguar. Come on, old friend. Time to find our mate before she does something to hurt herself.
His beast bounded forward in his mind and took over, reshaping his body and dropping him to four limbs. The change itself no longer hurt much, experience having taught him to accept his other half. In his cat form, he retained his sense of self and intelligence, but lost his ability to speak. He did however gain enhanced senses. And an urge to piss on everything, a part of the whole mark-the-territory thing all felines suffered.
Sniffing the encroaching evening air, the tantalizing scent of his female drifted to him. With a yowl, Javier sprinted off into the woods, the thrill of the chase firing up his adrenaline.
Wee little wolfie, kitty’s come a hunting. And when I find my tasty treat, I think I’ll have something good to eat.
*
Rage drove her to run. She needed to exert herself, expend the boiling anger at the knowledge that because of her someone had dared harm her family.
Cowards! She howled aloud, the sound echoing through the woods, a nature reserve set aside by the province to promote wildlife. And right now, given her turbulent emotions, she certainly counted.
To think, Chris thought to hide the reason of his beating from her. Trying to protect her. Idiot. They just didn’t get it. She could handle herself and she didn’t need them running interference for her anymore. She’d fight her own battles thank you very much. Now if only she could figure out whom she needed to kill.
The warning to back off just didn’t make any sense, not without a name or another clue. She so desperately wanted an inkling, someone to turn her murderous focus on. Where she lacked the strength of a male, she made up for in deviousness. She wasn’t stupid. She knew she couldn’t tackle the problem face to face, but there were so many other wicked things she could do to tear their legs out.
Oops, did the bank freeze your accounts? What’s that, did your credit card get reported stolen? Imagine that, someone repossessed your car and foreclosed on your mortgage. The financial world could be a vicious place for those who didn’t know how to manipulate it. Then, once she’d crushed them, she would give the idiot to her brother.
Vicious plans didn’t take care of her anger, though, only extreme physical exertion would, and maybe, if she was lucky, an encounter with wildlife that thought to get in her way.
As she leapt over a fallen tree, a tingling warning raced down her spine and brought her hackles up.
I am followed.
Slowing her headlong rush, she perked her ears, but heard nothing. A deep inhale brought her only the rich scents of the forest, her quarry downwind. Friend or foe? In her mood, she didn’t really care. Peeling her teeth back from her gums, she stalked whatever dared interrupt her. The rustle of leaves proved her only warning before a large black shape soared from the darkness, its larger body, butting into hers and knocking her off balance. With a snarl, she whirled to grab a bite, but the shadow, feline in scent, leapt back into the gloomy woods.
Javier. She tore off after him, following the scent he no longer attempted to hide. But the jerk stayed just out of reach, his more agile body, clambering up trees then leaping from branch to branch.
Forced to navigate the pitfalls on the ground, she couldn’t match his speed, and eventually, his limb to limb flight left her without a scent to follow. Not willing to concede to his beast, she kept foraging forward, nose to the ground sniffing.
An acrid stench made her wrinkle her muzzle. Piss! The nervy cat marked our woods. Naomi would have probably smiled if she’d worn her human shape. Her family and neighbors would probably have a conniption when they came across the big cat’s territorial claim.
His trail evident once again as he kept to the ground, she followed Javier, his black fur blending so well in the darkness that she almost went right past him, only the flashing glint of his eyes alerting her to his presence.
Pulling her teeth back and curious to see how her wolf fared against the large cat, she lunged at him, throwing her body against his. Taking him by surprise, she managed to knock him over, and she got her teeth around his neck, biting with just enough pressure for him to lie still.
Gotcha, she thought.
So intent was she on her victory that she missed the movement behind her, but she caught the scent of bear. A roar split the night, and even guessing it belonged to Ethan didn’t prevent her wolf from shivering, especially when she peered up and saw the size of him.
Towering taller than she’d imagined a body could stretch with thick fur, a heavily muscled frame, and great big teeth, Ethan was absolutely magnificent. And kind of freaky in a he-could-totally-kill-me-with-a-swipe-of-his-paw kind of way. She took a step back, then, sat hard on her ass when the great, big, scary bear waved a paw at her and grinned by pulling his lips back to show some teeth.
Her anger, having receded during her hunt of Javier, became completely replaced with mirth as the Kodiak bear sat down and cocked his head, looking like a cuddly teddy.
She shifted back and shook her head. “How’s a girl supposed to stay pissed when you’re acting like the world’s cutest carnival prize?” she snapped, her rebuke tempered with a smile. Ethan lifted hairy paws and shrugged. Naomi couldn’t help giggling. A furry head butted her from behind and she peered sideways to see Javier’s slick feline shape.
She let her fingers rub the fur between his ears, the hair softer than expected. Mischief made her scrub him hard behind the ears while crooning, “Who’s a pretty kitty? You like that don’t you.” A loud purring met her ministrations and she giggled. “Look who’s a big suck. Oops, I mean ferocious man eating panther.”
A snort from behind made her let go of Javier who sank to the ground rumbling. She crossed over to Ethan and wrapped her arms around his thick neck. “Jealous? Don’t worry. I’ve always had a thing for bears. They’re right after butterflies.”
“Is that so?” Javier drawled from behind.
Naomi whirled and grinned. “Would it help if I said kitties came in a close third?” Her smile soon faded though as she realized something very important. Javier stood very naked in front of her, and he was really happy to see her. Apparently just as happy as the big body that brushed up against her back.
A step was all it took to bring Javier close enough for her to feel the heat radiating off his body. She tilted her head back and peered up at him, licking her dry lips as anticipation lit a fire in her stomach. “Why did you come after me? Didn’t my family warn you, I’m a bitch when I’m in a mood?”
Big hands rested on the curve of her waist as Ethan rumbled. “I like you when you get all feisty. Besides, we weren’t about to leave you alone.”
“I can take care of myself.” She just couldn’t protect her family it seemed. Anger resurfaced with a vengeance. “I can’t believe they went after Chris instead of me.”
“They obviously know how much your family means to you,” Javier replied, his fingers trailing across her cheek and down her neck, fusing her anger with her increasing desire.
“I want to hurt them,” she growled.
“I know, sweetheart.”
“Trust me, we want to hurt them too, baby” Ethan added.
“But in the meantime, you need to be careful. Running off alone in the woods, especially given what’s been happening, may not be the wisest course of action.”
Lips pursed and eyes narrowed, Naomi glared up at the voice of reason. “And how else was I supposed to work off my frustration. I couldn’t go home in this condition. I need to vent.”
“What happened to living a calm life?” Ethan teased, his thumbs rubbing circles on the skin of her waist.
“They hurt my brother,” she whispered. Saying the words aloud brought home a very scary fact she’d not wanted to think of before. “They could have killed Chris,” she yelled, her hands slapping forward against Javier’s chest.
He caught her wrists and pulled them up. “There are better, just as energetic ways to take care of your frustrations.”
“I thought sex was out unless I let you both bite me,” she retorted.
“It is,” Javier announced. “But I think we can give you relief in other ways.”
Naomi almost said, screw it, bite me. She knew they could make her come, bring her to pleasurable heights. But she wanted more than that. She wanted them, inside her, marking her, claiming her. Belonging to me.
Why exactly did she fight them still? Sure, she’d known them less than a week, but in that time they’d proven they owned the qualities she looked for in a mate, plus some she would never have thought of. Did she love them? She wasn’t sure yet. She knew her mother had mated to her father before she’d grown to love him, but as her mother confided, all the best relationships started with lust. Love was only something that came after time. And grew stronger the older it got.
The real question was did she dare take a chance on these two males? Males who kept proving in little ways they cared for her—temper, irrationalities and all? Who fired her blood and didn’t fear her when she let loose?
Yes. Yes, I want them in my life. I want to get to know them. I want to fight with them and make up. I want them. The answer, once she admitted it to herself, made her feel light. She took a step out from between them, and took a breath, “I—”
A cracking sound made her halt. Splinters rained as something impacted the tree to the left of her. A moment later, Javier stood in front of her, his body flinching as another report sounded.
Naomi squealed as she found herself thrown to the ground, Javier’s body heavy on hers as a roar shook the forest. With a growl to make any but the bravest piss themselves, she heard the crashing sound of a shifted Ethan lumbering off after the shooter.
Heart pounding, Naomi tried to catch her breath, fear and indignation battling for supremacy. Someone shot at me!
Warm moisture and the recognizable scent of blood made her eyes widen. “Javier? Oh, my god. Javier, were you shot?”
“I’m fine, sweetheart. The more important question is, are you unhurt?”
“Other than being squished, yes. But if you’re fine, why do I smell blood?”
Shifting his body off of hers, Javier moved into a crouch, his eyes scanning the darkness. In the distance the occasional roar drifted to their ears as Ethan chased the hunter. Naomi sniffed the air, the scent of blood still strong. She reached out a hand and ran it up Javier’s arms, encountering moisture.
“You’ve been shot!” she exclaimed.
“Bah, ‘tis but a scratch,” he scoffed.
“Are you seriously quoting Monty Python to me, you geek?”
His soft chuckle eased some of her tension. “Come on, you gotta admit, it works in this occasion. Or would you have preferred something more modern classic like ‘Excellent.’” He doped up his voice, and Naomi bit her lips so as to not give in to hysterical laughter as he mimicked the idiot from Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure.
She jumped up and stared down at him, her heart pounding. “I was thinking more along the line of what the hell were you thinking of acting like a human shield so you could take a bullet for me?” Naomi planted her hands on her hips and yelled at him. It was either holler or kiss him silly for doing something so incredibly courageous and dumb.
Standing, he peered down at her. “Is it too soon to say I would die for you?”
She slapped his uninjured arm. “Idiot.” The word came out sounding like an endearment and he grinned.
“If you’re done acting like a wife, can we head back to the house?”
“Are you trying to protect me again?”
“No. I need a Band-Aid and a beer, not to mention my man-parts are getting cold out here.”
Naomi’s gaze flicked down and took in his cock, lying limp amidst his dark curls; although, it didn’t stay still for long. “Nice to see your blood loss hasn’t affected your equipment. But seriously, you can’t mean to leave Ethan out here by himself? Or have you forgotten there’s someone with a gun?”
Javier grinned. “Worry about an Alaskan Kodiak bear? That’s funny. I’m more worried about him not bringing any pieces back if he catches him. Ethan’s going to be fine. Shifted, it would take more than a few bullets to stop him. He’s built of good stock. You on the other hand, are a delicate flower.”
Naomi stuck her tongue out at him in a childish gesture as he reminded her of her claim. Jerk, he would use it against me.
A growl rumbled in his chest. “Don’t point that thing at me unless you intend to use it. Now come on, my lazy wolf. Shift your delectable ass so I can chase it back to the house.” When Naomi would have argued some more just because it was fun, he slapped her on the behind, and not a light love tap. He cracked her hard enough to make her yelp. But did he stick around for retaliation? No, the jerk shifted and bounded off, followed seconds later by Naomi. And he kept his promise, nipping her bottom whenever she slowed to listen or look for Ethan.
The pandemonium when they reached house proved epic, especially once her family heard about the gunman. Naomi’s brothers, with her father leading the way, poured out of the house, tearing at their clothes. Shifting into big, hairy wolves, they sprinted off into the woods, baying like wild animals. All except for poor Stu, who pulled the short straw and ended up with guard duty at the house.
Naomi’s mother took one look at the deep gouge on Javier’s arm and went for her first aid kit while Naomi blushed and tried not to look as he pulled his pants up over a cock that refused to stay down.
A part of her wanted to leave so she could join her brothers in the hunt—AKA ensure herself of Ethan’s safety—and sink her teeth into the bastard who’d hurt Javier. However, worry for injured Javier and Chris, who only had Stu and her mother to guard them, made her stay inside. Of course, the idea of guarding Javier was comical. Other than the bandage, he looked perfectly capable, but she catered to him anyway, cuddling him on the couch after she fetched them both a beer.
Stupid or not, the damned cat did stop a bullet for me. It made her grudgingly like him even more. As for Ethan, right after she reassured herself he’d returned intact, she’d tear him a new one for rushing off by himself. Then she’d kiss him because, dammit, she couldn’t help caring for him, too. Stupid dumbasses.
Cradled on Javier’s lap, her head nestled against his chest, waiting for news, the steady thump of his heart lulled her and she fell asleep.
Chapter Thirteen
Ethan kept peering in the rearview mirror at Naomi, curled up and sleeping on the backseat. It had taken quite a bit of convincing to get her to agree to leave and come with them to Toronto. She’d kept insisting she needed to stay and protect Chris, who in turn yelled she was treating him like a little girl. And then, it degenerated even further when she played the world’s tiniest violin.
They’d only managed to pry her from the doorframe, as she sang the refrain from “Cry Baby, Cry,” by whispering in her ear that she couldn’t play a crucial part in their plan to snare her assailants if she didn’t come with them.
“Are you going to use me as bait?” she’d asked with narrowed eyes.
“Yes,” Ethan had answered bluntly.
“I’m in,” she’d chirped.
The process of packing her a bag and grabbing their stuff took some running around, but they finally got on the road to Toronto mid-morning and she’d promptly fallen asleep in the back of the SUV, using Ethan’s sweater as a pillow.
“I’m not sure I like this idea,” Ethan growled in a low tone, repeating his dislike of the plan for the umpteenth time.
Javier sighed as he drummed his fingers on the armrest. “We don’t have a choice. You and I both know if we don’t do something, and quick, Naomi’s liable to do something rash.”
Yes, she would, the cute little thing. “But still, couldn’t we have just have handcuffed her to a bed in her parent’s house while we hunted the bastards down?”
“I’d prefer to save the cuffs for some erotic fun. Besides, you and I both know if we tried anything like that she’d probably rip our dicks off.”
A chuckle escaped Ethan and he glanced in the rearview mirror to peek on her again. “Fine. But, using her as bait? What if it backfires and she gets hurt?”
“Nothing will happen to her,” Javier swore. “And the sooner we take care of this dilemma, the quicker we go back to wooing her. Speaking of which, I got us a suite with a king sized bed and an in-room hot tub.”
“Nice. Remind me when we get back to do something about her damned tiny bed. It has got to go.”
“When you replace it, make sure you get something with a headboard you can latch those handcuffs onto,” murmured Naomi in a sleep tinged voice. “I’ve always thought bondage sounded like fun.” Her husky chuckle made Ethan lose focus and the SUV swerved on the road.
“How much did you hear?” Javier asked, turning sideways to glance at her in the back.
“Enough,” she replied, sitting up with a stretch. “Mmm. I’ve got to say, a hot tub sounds awful good right about now.”
“Want me to climb in the back and give you a massage?” Javier offered.
“I can wait. I wouldn’t want Ethan to feel left out.” Her tone hinted at sensual delights which confused Ethan, who’d grown used to her prickly nature.
“You seem awful calm and relaxed. Shouldn’t you be freaking out?”
“Or demanding your own room?” Javier added.
Naomi leaned forward, an arm propped on each front row seat. “Well, I’ve had some time to think. You know, you’re both not bad, for shifters that is. I guess you could even say I like you.”
“And?” Ethan queried. His hand gripped the steering column tight enough to turn his knuckles white.
“My body really likes you both, and my wolf is just dying to take a bite. So…” She trailed off, and Ethan ignored the road to turn sideways to look at her. Javier aped him and they both stared at her slow, impish smile.
“Sweetheart, you’re killing us here.”
“Oh, well, I was just going to say maybe, once we get to the hotel, we could strip off all our clothes...”
“Yes.”
“Slip into the hot tub.”
“Oh, yes.”
“Javier, you’ll rub my shoulders while my big, old bear here rubs my little feet.”
“Naomi!” The warning in his tone made her smile wider and tired of splitting his gaze between the road and her, Ethan swerved onto the shoulder and slammed the SUV to a stop. The sudden halt flung her forward, but Javier caught her propelled body and dragged her onto his lap.
Ethan pivoted sideways in his seat and growled at the mischief in her eyes. “You’re teasing us again.”
She nodded her head, her sharp white teeth catching her bottom lip as if to contain her humor.
“Are you telling us you’re ready?” Javier asked quietly before nuzzling the skin of her neck.
“If you mean after the body massage I expect you to lick and touch every inch of me, and then take turns fucking me as I mark you, then—”
She never did finish her sentence because Ethan swooped forward and claimed her lips possessively. He couldn’t stop himself, not when she’d finally admitted she wanted them. Wants me. The taste of her made him groan; a sound repeated when she opened her mouth and let his tongue in to twine with hers.
Fire raced through his veins along with a desperate need to claim her. To leave his mark on her skin to show the whole world this delightful female had chosen him. And he in turn belonged to her, forevermore.
He left her delectable mouth to nuzzle the soft skin of her neck, and Javier took his turn, claiming her lips. Ethan’s hands cupped the fullness of her breasts, his thumbs rubbing across her erect points, the friction of material not enough to mask the rising heat of her body. He could also smell it, her musky arousal, a potent ambrosia that made his mouth water for a taste. The windows of the truck steamed up as their arousal mounted.
The blast of an air horn from a passing semi-truck brought Ethan back to reality. He couldn’t, make that wouldn’t claim Naomi on the side of the road in full view of passing traffic. She deserved only the best, in other words, the woman they adored merited a bed—a soft surface where they could explore her body and bring her to rapturous heights before they marked her. I want the moment we join to be memorable and beautiful.
Ethan pulled away and she mewled in loss, her hands reaching out to clutch at him, to draw him back.
“Why are you stopping?” she murmured huskily.
“Our first time with you isn’t going to be in a cramped back seat or on the hood of the truck. We will finish this when we reach a bed. Or at least a private room where we don’t have to worry about an audience or cops showing up to give us a ticket for indecent exposure.” he muttered, unable to resist brushing a knuckle across her straining nipples.
Javier’s hooded eyes peered at him as he let off caressing her ear lobe. “Then we need to get to the hotel pronto.”
“Can’t we just recline the seats?” she asked breathlessly.
“Think of the next forty five minutes as foreplay,” Javier replied. “Because once we get to the hotel, I don’t know how much control we’re going to have for round one.”
“Just how many rounds are we going to have?”
“As many as it takes to make sure we can go at least an hour without a hard on,” Ethan growled. “Now, get that delicious ass of yours in the backseat and stop distracting me, or I won’t be responsible for what happens.”
“Promises, promises,” she muttered clambering into the back.
He couldn’t resist swatting her ass and grinned at her yelp. “Naughty vixen.”
Ethan floored the gas pedal, spraying gravel and got them on the road again. He hummed as he drove, a silly smile plastered to his face. He got the feeling he’d be smiling a lot in the next twenty-four hours, in between bellowing as he came of course.
*
The last hour of the road trip seemed to take forever, especially since they’d restricted her to the backseat. Naomi didn’t take her banishment without a fight, though. Sitting there with her legs splayed, she pulled a Francine—who would have probably wiped a tear of mirthful pride—and whispered dirty things. Things that usually would have made her blush, but given her state of arousal just kept her primed. Nasty, yet truthful, words about what she wanted them to do to her, and what she intended to do to them.
“I’m going to get on my knees and see just how much of that giant cock of yours I can take in my mouth, my big bear,” she whispered, her own words titillating her but not as much as the heated looks Ethan kept giving her in the rear view mirror.
To Javier—“Since you seem to love my tits so much, I’m going to lie on my back and you’re going to slide that long prick of yours between them far enough that I can suck the tip.”
Javier let out a noisy breath, but didn’t turn to look at her. “Faster, dude, or I swear I’m going to jack off all over your nice leather seats.”
Naomi barely noticed when they pulled into the hotel. In a flash, she found herself standing on the pavement as Ethan thrust his keys and some bills at the valet to park his SUV and bring in their luggage. Anchored to Ethan’s side by his thick arm, she clung to him in a daze, her need to be with him and Javier overriding everything else. A part of her recognized that her shifter side—AKA the mating urge—was to blame for the urgency of her need, but another good portion of it just had to do with good, old-fashioned lust.
She’d fought her attraction to them for too long at this point. She could no longer deny, even to herself, that she not only wanted their bodies, but also the men themselves. How could she not when they seemed to understand her, to accept her as she was even with all her crazy idiosyncrasies. A heady feeling for someone who’d always assumed she’d have to hide her true nature in order to settle down.
As Javier checked them in, she dragged Ethan’s face down for a kiss, but he only let her enjoy a brief taste before pulling away. She made a moue of disappointment, only somewhat mollified by his smoldering eyes.
“Just a little longer, baby. Javier’s getting the key.”
True to his word, in moments, she found herself ensconced in an elevator, sandwiched between them. Ethan dipped his head at her urging and let her claim his mouth. She took full advantage sucking on his lower lip and even nibbling it as Javier pressed in from behind, his groin, with his hard shaft, grinding against her ass. She molded herself to Ethan’s front, her whole body afire at the sensation of being caught between them. The only way this could get better is if we were all naked.
Arousal peaking at that thought, she sucked Ethan’s tongue into her mouth, and moaned at the electric sensation such an intimate kiss caused in her body. With a growl, Ethan lifted her off the ground and she wrapped her legs around his waist. Javier chuckled at her eagerness, a sound she felt against her bottom as he dropped to his knees in the elevator. Her position spread her cheeks and gave Javier access to her pussy, which, even clad in her jeans, felt the warmth of his breath as he blew hotly against it.
A bell dinged, and she clung to Ethan as he exited the elevator and strode down the hall. Her arms wound around his neck, toying with his short hair while her lips devoured his hungrily. A click sounded and she opened her eyes at half-mast to see they’d entered a spacious suite. She only had eyes for the large bed, though. Still wrapped around Ethan, his big hands now cupping her buttocks as he carried her, he lowered her backward onto the bed until she hit the mattress. Only then did she reluctantly release her hold on him.
Javier came to stand beside Ethan, and oh, how they took her breath away. Both so handsome in their own right, yet so different.
Thick and muscled with pale skin that tempted her to touch, Ethan towered over her, the solid strength of his beast—my beast—evident, and simmering below the surface. Yet she didn’t fear him. She knew with all of her being, he would never hurt her; although, she didn’t doubt he’d be ferocious in his defense of her. He perhaps lacked the suave actions and words of Javier, but in his simple, shyer way, he made her feel special and dainty, a unique feeling she cherished.
And then there was Javier. Slimmer of build and shorter in stature at just over six foot, his muscles were of the leaner variety, encased in smooth, tanned skin—lickable skin. He moved with the grace of his kind, a jungle cat, barely tamed, who flouted the usual feline ‘love ‘em and leave ‘em’ tradition because of his need for her, and only her. She’d initially feared she would just end up another notch on his infamous belt of conquests, but somehow, during the last week, she’d gotten to know him, to understand how strongly he believed in honor. When he gave his word, he kept it. She no longer feared giving herself to him. Once he committed himself to her, he also would never do anything to hurt her.
They both just wanted a chance to please her—and love her.
The knowledge awed and humbled her. It also fired up her erotic hunger and increased her need to claim them. To mark these men and make them hers. And most exciting—and scary—of all, to freely love them in return.
They watched her with fierce gazes, their lust for her evident, but she could also see their affection. She knew if she said no, even given their current state, they’d respect her wishes and walk away. They wouldn’t force her. The first move had to come from her.
Sitting up on the bed, Naomi held their gaze as she stripped off her shirt and unclasped her bra. Her heavy breasts sprang free, and she cupped them with a coy look.
“Any reason why you’re not getting naked, too?” she asked.
“Are you sure?” Javier replied. Ethan clenched his jaw tight as he waited for her answer.
“Positive,” she replied as she unbuttoned her pants. She laid back and pushed them down over her hips then their hands tangled with hers as they helped her to remove them. Hooking her fingers through the sides of her panties, she watched them swallow hard as she took care of those as well.
Naked—and hornier than hell—she flashed them a sensual smile. “Before you decide to interrupt me again at an inopportune moment, let it be known right now, I intend to claim you both. So stop staring and get to work because I could have sworn you said round one wouldn’t take long and I’m really freakn’ horny.”
Funny how a few small words could get them to tear off their shirts and shuck their pants. Denuded, they revealed two hard and bobbing cocks. How decadent. Wet heat gushed into her cleft, as her body prepared itself for a wild ride.
A question crossed her mind as they both clambered onto the bed, flanking her.
“So this might be a stupid question, but how is this going to work? I mean there are two of you and one of me.”
“You have enough holes to take us both at the same time,” Javier grinned, his hand stroking the length of his shaft, making her mouth water with hunger.
“You mean my mouth and pussy?” she clarified, trembling as Ethan stroked his hand up her thigh, brushing her curls.
Javier reached out a hand and tweaked her nipple before rolling it between his fingers. “Am I to assume you’ve never had a man in your ass?”
Actually, it had never occurred to her to try. She bit her lower lip and shook her head.
“We will save that for another night then. For now, Ethan and I shall take turns plowing your sweet sex. Filling you up with our essence and taking turns marking you. But soon we will introduce you to a true double penetration where I will get your sweet ass and my large friend here, will plow your pussy.”
“At the same time?” Her eyes widened.
“We’ll be gentle,” Ethan promised, dipping his head down to stroke his mouth over the soft skin of her thighs.
She would have answered, but Javier took that same moment to swoop down and nip one of her nipples, making her cry out. His hot mouth sucked the erect tip of her breast, the tug somehow creating a direct sensual link to her pussy, which throbbed in reply. A moan escaped her as warm breath brushed her cleft as Ethan blew on it, teasing her. He flicked his tongue across her clit, and her pelvis arched in reply.
“Stop,” she panted. “I’m too close to coming, and I want to save it for your cocks. You’ve made me wait long enough.”
Two sets of mouths stilled.
“You’re going to kill us,” Javier moaned.
“At least I’ll die happy,” Ethan added.
Pushing up to a sitting position, Naomi decided to take control before she completely lost her mind. Besides, she owed them for driving her wild these past few days. “Oh, shut up and get on your back,” she ordered. “Both of you.”
With a quick look at each other, her men obeyed, rolling onto their backs on either side of her. Their cocks jutted from their loins. Javier’s strained upward, long and curving while Ethan’s stood almost as long but thicker, much thicker than she’d thought possible. Oh my. That’s going to be a tight squeeze. Her channel quivered in anticipation.
“Hands behind your heads,” she continued. Smoldering eyes met hers, but they complied, their stretched arms exposing their muscled chests to perfection. Excitement made her blood pump furiously as she enjoyed her power over them.
Seated between them, she reached out both hands and grasped each of their pricks, chuckling softly at the way they jerked in her grasp. Slowly, she stroked them, up and down, her tight fist feeling every nuance of their shape, and their pulsing arousal. She flicked her gaze back and forth between them, fascinated at the way their corded bodies tightened as they strained to control their desire. She didn’t dare meet their eyes because she knew their heated gaze would burn her up.
Up and down, she shafted them, fascinated as their balls pulled up tight and their thighs clenched in an attempt to restrain themselves. Evidently, they were both more than ready for her, thank god, because she couldn’t wait any longer.
She’d already decided to take Javier’s shaft first, a warm up, so to speak, for Ethan’s much larger cock. However, how did she make sure Ethan didn’t feel hurt at her choice?
“Um, did you guys happen to decide beforehand who would go first?” she asked nonchalantly.
As if sensing her dilemma, Ethan smiled. “Take Javier first. I want you primed for my dick. And don’t worry about hurting my feelings. I like to watch.” He winked and she almost went cross eyed at his words. Somehow, she hadn’t clued in that whatever she did with one would provide visual entertainment for the other. The idea titillated her.
Unable to wait any longer, she straddled Javier’s hips, lowering herself just enough for the tip of his cock to nudge at her moist lips. She reached down and grabbed a hold of his prick, rubbing the swollen head against her clit. A shudder went through her as the pressure made her pussy clench.
“Sweetheart,” Javier moaned apparently just as tortured by her sexy play.
“What’s wrong, kitty, can’t take a little teasing?” She ran his cock back and forth against her wet slit, her breath catching as she watched his reaction. His muscles tensed under her sensual tease and his eyes closed. Unfortunately, as erotic as he found her actions, it was tenfold for her and she couldn’t keep it up.
Slowly, she lowered herself on his shaft, impaling herself on his length and unable to prevent her channel from gripping him convulsively in a pre-orgasmic quiver.
“Yes,” Javier hissed, his hands finding and digging into her hips. Up he thrust, sliding his shaft the rest of the way home, a delectable move that made her cry out and throw her head back as she absorbed and enjoyed the sensation. It took her a moment to adjust to him and the fiery pleasure imbuing her body, but once she had, she wanted more.
Fully seated on his length, she splayed her hands on his chest and dipped her head forward, sending her long hair swinging in a silken curtain. Javier smiled up at her, a wicked curve of his lips that went well with the smoky desire in his eyes. She wanted to kiss those lips, to taste him on her tongue, but he reached up and tweaked a nipple. Then he pinched it, an intense sensation which made her pussy squeeze around his cock and made her reel with a gasp. She tried to regain control; however, he didn’t give her time to recover. He gyrated his hips and she mewled as it put pressure on her clit. Her nails dug into his chest as she rocked in time to his subtle thrusts, the deep penetration striking a sensitive spot inside her, heightening the intensity of the moment.
From behind, Ethan’s body brushed up against hers, his rough hands cupping her heavy breasts while his warm breath feathered her ear. He stroked a thumb over her taut peaks as he whispered, “Ride him, baby. Take him nice and deep.” She moaned at the dirty words, grinding herself hard against Javier who groaned aloud. But Ethan wasn’t done and he rolled her nipples as he continued to talk. “Squeeze his cock tight with that sweet pussy of yours. Fuck him, baby. Come all over his dick and cover him in your cream. And remember, once you’re done milking his prick, I’m going to plow your still quivering channel with my big cock.”
Never having indulged in dirty talk during sex before, Naomi nevertheless enjoyed it. Actually, she more than enjoyed it. Ethan’s words heightened her arousal and she rotated her hips faster. Behind her, Ethan’s cock rubbed against her backside as his hands slid to her waist and helped her rock at an even quicker pace. Her body tightened in pleasure, and then Ethan murmured. “Claim him, Naomi. Take him now as you come on his cock.”
Up until that moment, her wolf had played the part of silent if eager bystander. At his words, her bitch bounded forward in her mind, wrestling for some of her control. Naomi, in the pre-throes of climax, felt her leash slip. She fell forward, her mouth opening wide and her incisors lengthening. Her orgasm struck and she clamped down on curve between his neck and shoulder. Her teeth broke skin at the same moment Javier bit her, a slight pinch of pain before pure ecstasy hit. A tidal wave of sensation and emotion that swept her into a blissful oblivion.
Chapter Fourteen
Just a week ago, had someone told Javier that having a woman mark him as mate would prove the most mind blowing experience of his life, he would have laughed. The moment it happened, though, he exploded, and not just with his cock. At the first taste of her coppery blood and the reciprocal pinch of her bite, something beautiful happened. He couldn’t have said if it was the essence of his beast, his soul, or something else, but a part of him meshed with her, became inexplicably and intimately twined. In that moment, he knew her better than he knew himself, and the discovery of how much she’d had to fight to overcome her fear at joining with him did more than awe him, it made him love her with every atom of his existence.
In public, Naomi exuded a tough, no-nonsense persona; however, just as he’d suspected, Naomi was in actuality a softy at heart. He discovered while she perhaps claimed she feared a life of chaos if she mated with one of her kind, she feared even more not having the same kind of loving and close relationship her parents shared. Of just being a thing to her mate, not an equal and loved partner. A fear she’d never even admitted to herself and which she’d overcome enough to take the plunge and commit herself to not one, but two shifter males.
He could only clasp her tight as their bodies rode the wave of revelation where she too learned his inner secrets, such as the fact he already loved her for who she was, and would never do anything to hurt her. This is forever, sweetheart.
Their moment of complex unity faded as they returned to themselves and the shuddering of their spent bodies. His teeth released her skin at the same time as hers left his, and they laved the marked spot, slowing the sluggish flow of blood. Hugging her tight, Javier, usually such a smooth talker, couldn’t think of any words grand enough to thank her for what she’d done, what she’d given him. All he could whisper, as he clasped her body to his, was, “I love you, sweetheart. Thank you for trusting me. I promise to be worthy of it.”
She didn’t reply, but her body trembled in his arms. It didn’t bother him. He already knew everything he needed, and whether she admitted it aloud or not, he’d already seen in their moment of joining that she loved him, too.
It proved hard to let her go, but Javier understood he needed to. He formed only one part of the threesome. Ethan waited his turn, the trepidation on his face stemming from uncertainty and fear that perhaps she would leave him out. That she wouldn’t want him. Javier knew better, and now Ethan deserved his turn at glory.
Javier rolled Naomi off his body onto her back. She opened eyes, still bright with wonder and gave him a soft smile. At his inclined head, she tilted her own and saw Ethan. Opening her arms wide, she beckoned him, and with a fierce expression of relief, Ethan covered her body, his lips claiming hers. Javier spent an indulgent moment watching them, admiring the passion that engendered no jealousy, but stirred his desire anew.
“Roll onto your back,” Javier murmured, determined to aid his friend in reigniting Naomi’s desire so he too might experience the ecstasy of the mating bond.
Complying, Ethan tilted, bringing Naomi with him, their lips never parting. Javier knelt beside them and ran a hand down her back, loving how her lush body complemented Ethan’s thick one. He especially enjoyed the view of her rounded buttocks peeking up. Placing his hands on her rounded cheeks, he squeezed and kneaded them before sliding a hand between them and finding her cream soaked cleft.
A shudder went through her body when he rubbed his finger against her clit, then another as he slowly stroked it, her arousal stirring at his touch. “Get on your knees, sweetheart,” Javier ordered.
Her lips still latched to Ethan’s, she obeyed, letting her knees drop to either side of Ethan’s hips and pushing her bottom up. Javier straddled his friend’s legs and felt his own cock twitch at the pink and perfect view of his mate’s—my woman’s—cleft. He wasn’t one of those men who could go down on a woman when she dripped with cum, but he had no problem stroking her. He thrust two fingers into her and almost moaned himself when her muscles clutched him tight. In and out, he pumped her, priming her need.
Below her eager pussy, Ethan’s cock strained, thick and long, almost too thick which made preparing her for his shaft extremely important. Javier caressed her more intently, concentrating on her little nub until she squirmed and mewled, her body primed for penetration. Tugging on her hips, Javier lowered her onto his friend’s cock, watching her pink sex engulf the wide shaft, slowly.
About halfway down Ethan’s prick, she gasped. “Too big.”
“No it’s not,” Javier soothed. “You’ll soon see how hungry your pussy is for his big cock.” Javier curved his arm around her hips and let his finger find her nub. With rapid strokes that had her crying out, he worked her until she was the one pushing herself down onto Ethan’s dick, swallowing his thick length until she sheathed him completely.
Poor Ethan, he fought to remain still as she adjusted herself to his size. His heavy body lay rigid on the bed, muscles bunching and taut with strain. Javier made things even harder by staying pressed against Naomi’s backside, his finger not relenting on her clit, which surely caused her channel to spasm around Ethan’s cock.
“Alright, sweetheart, time for you to come all over your big bear. Show him how sweet your pussy feels when it’s climaxing.”
They both moaned at his words, and Javier grinned. Watching them fuck was making him harder than a rock, but damn did he enjoy it.
Like Ethan had when their roles were reversed, he helped Naomi ride Ethan, grinding and rocking her against him until their bodies coiled at the building bliss.
“Now, Naomi,” he whispered. “Make him yours.”
Her face already buried in Ethan’s neck, she just needed to bite, and the moment she did so Ethan let out an exultant bellow before returning the favor.
Javier watched as their bodies shuddered in the throes of climax, writhed as something magical struck them, an esoteric and life changing force that he could almost see sparkling in the air.
Draping himself over her prone body, he hugged the two people he would spend the rest of his life with. And if I might say, I think Fate chose damned well.
*
Ethan wanted to roar in glee. He wanted to beat his chest from the tallest building and shout to the world that Naomi was his mate. And even better, she loved him. She hadn’t said it yet, of course, but in their moment of joining, he’d seen it. Seen how she trusted him. Seen how even despite his own misgivings about himself, she cared for him.
She’d chosen him.
It made him want to throw himself on his knees and worship her. On second thought, as her mate, he had every right to revere any part of her he desired.
How freakn’ awesome.
Of course, first they needed to revive her. She lay on the bed between him and Javier, her eyes shut, her cheeks flushed and her chest still heaving.
“I guess baby here is going to need some time to recuperate,” Ethan commented.
“Well, you know, she is an intellectual, not a jock like us,” Javier added with a grin.
“Seems a shame to let the nice hot tub go to waste, though. Maybe we’ll just let her sleep a bit while we go and relax.”
She pried one eye open. “Can’t a woman bask in the afterglow? I mean, you both only had one orgasm each. I, on the other hand, enjoyed a glorious two.”
“She’s right. That does seem unfair. Especially after she promised us some display of her oral skills,” Javier teased.
“Ha, I think she’s backing down from that promise now because she doesn’t think she can handle my cock,” Ethan boasted.
“I know what you’re doing,” she grumbled, her lips twitching into a smile. “And it’s working. But first, let’s clean them off in the tub. I am not into dirty dick.”
Red heat stained his cheeks, which kind of matched Javier’s shocked look, and their little vixen chuckled, obviously pleased at their reaction. She crawled off the bed over Ethan’s body, sliding her skin over his which his sensitized body enjoyed way too much, especially his cock which twitched already in reply. His hands tried to clutch at her, but with a laugh, she evaded them and sashayed over to the hot tub. As she bent over to run a hand through the water, she afforded them a delectable view of her ass and the shadow between her thighs.
A sigh of pleasure escape him. “How did we ever get so lucky?”
“I have no idea, my friend. But let’s not waste a moment.”
Stepping up the single step, Naomi sank into the liquid and closed her eyes in pleasure. Ethan bounded out of bed on silent feet and made his way to her. A quick jab at a button and a rumble started up as the jets came on. The motion made her start and she opened her eyes, eyes already bright with erotic intent. A soft growl escaped him at the invitation she threw their way, one he and Javier accepted.
They closed in on her on either side, and with nowhere to go—and he could tell she didn’t really have any desire to flee—she let them catch her. Their hands roamed her body, skimming the surface of her silky skin, never lingering in one spot too long. A gentle tease for his fragile flower. She closed her eyes as they stroked her, their slick and naked bodies brushing hers as they explored. Their cocks, already hard again, butted against her, one on each side as he and Javier teased her with their readiness.
Her slick hand grasped him, and through slitted eyes, he saw she’d also grabbed hold of Javier. She pumped them in the water and Ethan closed his eyes at the sensual pleasure of her touch.
She leant into him, raising her lips, and he bent his head for her. “I want to suck your cock,” she told Ethan, nipping at his earlobe. “I want to see how much of that big dick of yours I can take in my mouth.” That almost made him cum. Of course, what she wanted to do to his cock couldn’t be done in the water—not unless she was a mermaid. But he wasn’t about to say no to a display of her oral skills.
Grasping her slick body, he threw her over his shoulder, and in seconds they were back on the bed.
Heaven couldn’t feel any better than Ethan did at that moment. First, he’d enjoyed mind blowing sex with Naomi. Then she’d marked him and he’d gotten to see just how much she loved him the way he was. And now she crawled up between his thighs, her gaze purposeful and her full lips beckoning. His cock twitched in response and she pounced on it, drawing a cry, unbidden from his lips as she engulfed his head in one wet swoop.
She sucked him like a lollipop, slurping and sucking at his sensitive cockhead. Every now and then she’d stop and swirl her tongue around his length, licking every inch of his shaft before popping him back into her mouth. Warmed up, she got bolder, drawing his thick prick into her mouth, bit by bit, stretching wide. She couldn’t take him all the way, but he appreciated her effort. He twined his fingers in her hair as she worked him, hissing in pleasure as her teeth grazed his skin.
At her sudden mewling sounds around his cock, Ethan looked over her bobbing head to see Javier, bent over with his face buried between her cheeks, eating her sweet pussy. She groaned and growled as she continued to blow him, the vibrations of her pleasure cries making him tremble.
“Javier,” he gasped. “You’ve got to have a turn. She’s got the most amazing mouth.”
His friend lifted his face from between her legs and knelt up, slapping his hard cock off her buttocks. “Mmm, you were so right about her tasting like honey. I’ve got her primed for some cock. Fuck her hard would you while she sucks me.”
Naomi moaned in reply, releasing Ethan’s cock with a wet popping sound. “You guys are so fucking dirty. Have I mentioned I love it?”
Javier slapped her ass before shifting positions with Ethan. He watched for moment, shafting his own dick, as her head descended on Javier’s. His friend’s eyes closed and his lips parted on a sigh as her head bobbed. Ethan felt his balls tighten in response at the erotic display. Moving to kneel behind her, he found himself captivated by the sight of her gleaming pink sex. Her could smell her arousal, see it, and he couldn’t resist leaning in for a taste giving her one long, wet swipe of his tongue.
Positioning himself, with his cock poised at her slit, he first rubbed himself against her, wetting the tip of his cock with her juices. Around and around, he swirled his dick, inserting only the tip and then pulling back, wanting her good and ready for him.
“Dude,” he heard Javier exclaim in a pained voice. “Would you fuck her before she bites my dick off?”
With a chuckle, Ethan thrust into her, not hard, but enough to sheath the first few inches. Her channel gobbled him up eagerly and tightened spasmodically around him. Ethan stilled, his fingers clutching at her ass cheeks, spreading them wide so he could watch as he slid the rest of his cock in.
Fuck did that feel good. The first time round, under the influence of the mating fever to mark her, he’d not truly had time to appreciate just how good it felt to be inside her. How right.
The second time around, though, fuck, he could possibly die from the pleasure of it. To distract himself as she brought Javier to the same brink he already rested on, he licked his finger and rubbed it against her tight rosette. Big mistake. Her whole body tightened, most especially her sex, which clamped down on his cock.
Ethan gasped, his hips jerking forward against her buttocks, ramming him deeper. She made a moaning sound and her head bobbed more frantically making Javier groan. An interesting chain reaction. Ethan poked at her tight ring again, prepared this time for her reaction, but it didn’t make it any less pleasurable.
Carefully, he worked his finger into her anus, and her whole body bucked as her climax suddenly hit. Taken by surprise, Ethan began to pump his hips as his cock raced to catch her, milking her orgasm and triggering a second one. The spasming of her vaginal muscles just about drove him mad.
Through half lidded eyes, he saw Javier’s hands, clutching at her head, pumping her up and down, her eager cries testament to her enjoyment of their actions. With a bellow and a final, deep seated thrust, Ethan came inside her, Javier’s cry of release echoing only a moment later.
He collapsed on the bed, panting, Naomi’s glistening body nestled to his side with Javier on the other.
And all she could manage to say was, “Wow.” Then she giggled. They joined her in laughing, the moment so perfect and carefree he wished it would never end.
They made it last as long as they could. In between food, a shower and rounds three and four, they talked. Then fucked. Then talked some more which led to more lovemaking, until finally, their bodies sated and exhausted, they collapsed in a sweaty tangle of naked limbs. A perfect ending to a perfect day.
Chapter Fifteen
At brunch the following morning, Naomi, sore but happier—and more sated—than she’d ever imagined, ate her bacon while watching the people coming and going from the hotel restaurant. They hadn’t left their room at all the previous day, much too occupied with other things. Really fun and sweaty things.
However, if they were to draw the thugs after her, she needed to make an appearance and make a bulls-eye of herself. Not as much fun as making love to her new mates, but even she had to admit her men needed some recovery time so they could play later that afternoon in the scheduled lacrosse match.
Ethan and Javier stood across the room talking to some team members, but they kept shooting her heated glances. She managed not to blush, but only barely as she remembered their promise before they’d come down.
“After we win the game, we’re going to order up a bottle of champagne,” Javier started.
“And pour it all over your naked, hot body,” Ethan continued.
“We’re going to lick it off your skin, and suck it off your sweet pussy.”
“Then we’re going to prep that tight little ass of yours and we’re going to sit it on Javier’s cock.”
“As I teach you to enjoy some backdoor loving, Ethan’s going to eat your soaking pussy, making you cum hard and as your body still trembles in climax and I fuck your tight ass—“
“I’m gonna slide my big cock into you and pump you until you scream and cum hard all over both our cocks. Then, we’re gonna fuck you a little more, until you climax again.”
Was it any wonder her panties were already soaked? She sighed as she realized just how totally screwed she was. Not only had they marked each other last night, but she liked the big lugs. More than liked actually, loved. Not that she’d said it aloud yet. The knowledge still kind of blew her away. Besides, she comforted herself with the fact they already knew after the whole marking thing.
Speaking of which, talk about rocking her world. Never before had she imagined knowing someone—make that two someones—so intimately. She’d learned Javier might have fucked all those women—grrr—but cared for none until he’d met her. It amazed her to realize in that moment of truth how he’d gone from being a roaming tomcat to a happily leashed one.
During her unity with Ethan, she discovered his doubts and insecurities about his size. Learned of his regret over his lack of suave manners and his joy over the fact that she didn’t fear him. As if she could fear her big teddy bear.
Stirring her coffee, unsure of how many sugars she’d poured as she daydreamed, her wolf stirred in her mind and rumbled in warning as shrill feminine laughter split the air. Tilting her head up, she narrowed her eyes as she saw a cluster of young, nubile females clustering around her men. And the hussies dared to touch them. It didn’t appease her to know they were human and couldn’t scent that those two men in particular belonged to her.
A low growl spilt from her lips as one brazen slut—who was really asking to have her throat ripped out—rubbed her tits against Javier’s arm while another pinched Ethan’ s butt. About to stand up, she watched in pleasure—and a little disappointment because she wouldn’t get to tear some hair—as her mates, extricated themselves from the females with shaken heads and walked away, toward Naomi.
Naomi smirked at the crestfallen females and then stood to give each of her men, a long, tongue-laced kiss.
Javier chuckled as he sat down. “Jealousy becomes you,” he stated
“Was not.”
“Liar,” Ethan chided with a grin.
She stuck her tongue out. “Like you wouldn’t be annoyed if some guy rubbed himself all over me?”
“I’d kill him, out of sight, of course, so as to not offend your delicate sensibilities,” Ethan intoned as he snagged her last piece of bacon.
“Isn’t that a little extreme?”
“Nope. It’s different for men.”
“And how is it different?” she asked crossing her arms and glaring at him.
“Double standard.” He shrugged, while Javier snickered behind a hand. “You’ll have to get used to it.”
Shocked, it took Naomi a jaw-dropped moment before she realized the twinkle in Ethan’s eye meant he teased her. She slapped his arm, which didn’t do a thing to hurt him. Annoyed because both he and Javier were just about bent over double in mirth, she hit them where it hurt.
With a smirk meant to antagonize, she said, “Excuse me while I go back to our room to masturbate. Alone.” They went scooting after her as she stalked away. The elevator held other patrons as they went up to their room, but that didn’t stop her from leaning up to Ethan’s ear and whispering, “I can’t wait to get my hand in my panties. I am soooo wet.”
At the sound of his strangled moan, she turned to Javier, but instead of speaking, she just winked and looked down at her cleavage wondering if he thought of what she’d done with her tits to him the previous night during round four.
When the elevator doors opened, she’d no sooner strutted off than Ethan scooped her up like a football and ran down the hall to the sound of her giggling. Javier sprinted past with the key card to let them in.
In the end, after a bit of groveling and laughter, she let them bring her off with their mouths and fingers, but no cock because, as she explained, as she lay between them naked and glowing afterward, “You need to save that pent up energy for the game.”
“How am I supposed to play with this?” Javier moaned pointing to his rigid cock.
“Maybe you should think of joining a baseball team,” she teased.
“Or maybe we should beat your sweet little ass with them instead?” Ethan growled, his eyes dancing with mischief.
“Ooh, that actually sounds like fun, but you still can’t do it until after the game.” At their resigned and identical sighs, she laughed, a mirth cut short as reality intruded. They’d discussed their plan to capture her assailants the night before, but caught up in the passion of discovering their bodies, she thought it prudent to go over it once more. “So tell me what I’m supposed to do again?”
“Just be yourself.”
“Well, duh,” she replied rolling her eyes. “Apart from that. How am I supposed to draw my attacker out?”
“We figure they’ll try something at the game,” said Javier.
“Um, but won’t you guys be on the floor, not that I need any help,” she added quickly.
“You won’t be alone,” Ethan replied cryptically.
“If you say so. What if they don’t come after me like you think they will?” What she left unsaid was what if they went after her family or her mates instead?
“Call it a gut feeling,” Javier answered, leaning over to kiss her temple.
“Don’t worry,” Ethan rumbled. “We won’t let anyone hurt you.”
“Ha, I’d like to see them try. Now, isn’t it time you two lazy asses got ready for the match?” She bounced off the bed and stood with one hand on her cocked hip. “I’ve got a prize for the winners,” she sassed as she traced a finger down her body to her cleft. She laughed at their matching groans.
As she dressed, a touch of trepidation—that she would never relay aloud—made her hope things would go as smoothly as her mates thought. But, if they didn’t, then she’d do her damnedest to make sure they didn’t get hurt.
*
The boys seated her in the rapidly filling arena before leaving her to prep for the game. An excited buzz filled the air, and this time, with a vested interest in two of the players, she found it contagious.
Almost every seat in the place was taken, yet almost her entire row remained empty. As odd as it seemed, Naomi wondered if her men had arranged that as a buffer zone for her. Or a lure to draw my stalker out?
The two teams came out amidst wild cheering; Naomi joined in, along with some loud wolf whistles at the sight of number sixty-nine and forty-four. They must have heard her because Ethan’s face split into a grin as he waved up at her, while Javier gave her a salute and a wink.
Everyone stood as the Canadian national anthem came on and the crowd sang. Shifters or not, they took great pride in their country, and she grinned as they sang “…glorious and free,” so true when it came to shifters in this beautiful land.
Patriotism done, the teams assembled on the benches and the first line came out for a face off. With a shrill buzz, the game started. Naomi sat on the edge of her seat, eyes glued to the action.
At the beginning of the third period, the Loup Garou’s led by two points and she wondered how she’d never noticed before what a truly fantastic sport lacrosse was.
My boys can crosscheck me, naked, anytime.
A bulky form sat next to her in the stands, interrupting her pleasant thoughts. She only sparred the stranger a quick glance, but it was enough for the late arriving patron to engage her in conversation.
“So you’re the she-wolf leading the boys on a merry chase are you?”
Naomi, who had turned her attention back to the game, froze and turned back to regard the man. Boar, she corrected, her wolf scenting the man’s beast; although, she could have probably figured that one out on her own given his close set eyes, brutish features and bulky body. “I’m sorry, but do I know you.” Her heart sped up as she wondered if she finally faced the troublemaker behind all the mishaps.
“Maurice,” he offered, thrusting out a thick hand. “I used to coach the boys when they were a part of my team in the prairies. Sadly, I didn’t take them seriously when they told me they got an offer to come out east, and I’ve been trying to get them to come back ever since. I guess that won’t be happening at all now since they told me they gone and found themselves a female.”
“Yeah, well, you know there’s no saying no to fate.” The man, even though he seemed amiable enough, raised her hackles, both human and wolf.
“I’ve got to say, you’re much braver than I would have cottoned given their reputation.”
“Excuse me?”
“Surely you’ve heard? Those two are real ladies men. Gosh, I don’t think Javier’s ever slept with the same girl twice, and well, that Ethan, he might seem like a great, big, old teddy bear, but he sure has a temper on him.”
Her smile turned cold. “Really. I didn’t know. Well, they say the mating bond changes a male.”
“So you’re planning on marking them?” His beady eyes narrowed and clanging bells went off in her head.
“Actually, it’s already done.” She angled her neck left and right, displaying the skin and he stared with knitted brows at her mating marks which shone with a silvery sheen. It was the only wound shifters received that always left behind a scar. “Well, it’s been real nice meeting you, but if you’ll excuse me, the ladies room is calling.” Naomi stood up and made her way out of the auditorium, her heart racing.
Could they have gotten it wrong all this time? Did the threat come about because of her relationship with Javier and Ethan and not one of her clients after all? A desperate coach who seeing his ex-star players were settling down with a local girl would stop at nothing to get them back?
Her wolf yipped at her stunning conclusion and she hurried down the hall making her way to the locker room. It didn’t surprise her to hear steps following. It’s what they’d planned for.
She whirled and saw Maurice lumbering after her, and just a few feet behind, four hulking men who cracked their knuckles with menace.
“You just don’t know how to take a hint,” Maurice huffed, his beady eyes flashing with ire as he came even with her.
“Oh, yeah, like the clues you left were so clear. Maybe next time you should try actually phrasing it in terms people could understand.”
“I should have just had you killed when I first had the chance,” he spat. “You have been nothing but a pain in my ass.”
“A fat ass that should have stayed in better shape,” she retorted kicking out and connecting with his knee. His leg crumpled and he bellowed as she bolted.
“Get the bitch,” he yelled. “I need her if we’re gonna get the boys to come back.”
Pounding feet and a quick glance over her shoulder confirmed pursuit by the four thugs, and she’d bet her collection of butterflies they were the same ones who’d beaten up her brother and shot Javier.
Ten feet from the locker room door and the hall’s dead end, she skidded to a halt and whirled to face approaching shifters.
“Now boys, you really should reconsider. I am after all a delicate freakn’ flower, and I abhor violence.” Naomi planted her hands on her hips and tilted her head.
Maurice panted as he struggled to catch up. Approaching her and thinking he had her trapped, he leered. “Delicate, my fat ass. But even you, honey, ain’t no match for five of us.”
Naomi grinned as the door behind her swung open.
“No, but we are,” Ethan growled as he came to stand by her side, Javier flanking the other.
Then the whole Loup Garou team poured out into the hall at her rear, while behind Maurice and his bully boys stalked her furious brothers, father and her mother who wore the most vicious snarl of them all.
Naomi blew the dead men a kiss. “Bye. Nice knowing you.”
Maurice’s piggy eyes darted around then back to her in fear. “Listen, maybe I was wrong to try and scare you off from the boys. Can’t we come to a deal?”
“No,” Javier said flatly. “No one hurts Naomi or her family.” He flicked eyes gone stone cold her way. “Sweetheart, you need to look away. This might get messy.”
“Please, baby, go somewhere else. I don’t want to upset you,” Ethan growled through gritted teeth. Held inside by only a tendril of will, his beast made his body pulse and bulge with a need to act.
How sweet of them to consider her dislike of chaos, however sometimes, a little bit of violence just couldn’t be avoided. “I’ll only be upset if you let these bastards walk out of here. Get ‘em boys.”
Permission granted, Ethan tore into the bastards along with her family while Javier handled Maurice himself with hard and quick jabs that bloodied his face. The rest of the team formed a circle around the scuffle, joined by the Toronto team. Along with Naomi, they watched and cheered as the shifters dispensed their version of justice. It wasn’t pretty, but it formed a part of who she was. Who they all were, and she found a sense of relief in not fighting her more violent side. Heck, this was one time she wholly embraced it.
When it was all over except for the groaning—by the bad guys, of course—she couldn’t resist singing “Nah-nah-nah-nah, nah-nah-nah-nah, hey, hey, hey, goodbye,” as they carted out their limp forms.
Bad guys disposed of and their adrenaline pumping, the two lacrosse teams went back out to finish the match. Naomi, flanked by her screaming brothers, hollered the loudest, especially when a large Toronto player rammed into Javier, knocking him flat.
“Kill him, Ethan,” she freaked, standing on her seat and shaking her fist. “Pound his sorry ass into that floor or I swear I’ll come down and rip him a new one myself.” Her bear roared in acknowledgement and took off in a deadly charge at the player she had her sights on. The crash made the Toronto fans wince, but Naomi’s face split with a feral grin.
Okay, I admit I’m starting to get the whole sports thing. Now if only they’d hurry up and win, because watching them grunt, sweat and hit things was really turning her on.
The Loup Garou’s won by a margin of three goals. Naomi whooped and hollered, barely avoiding a fistfight with a Toronto groupie. She could have taken the skinny bitch, but her brother Stu tossed her over his shoulder and carted her out. She let him, in too good of a mood to hurt Stu who apparently just followed her mates’ orders. Besides, she needed to keep her energy for later.
She had two hot jocks to congratulate. When they took too long to come out, she marched into the sweaty locker room to the groans of her brothers and the cat calls of the scantily dressed players.
“What is taking you so long?” she yelled when she didn’t immediately see them.
“Naomi!” Ethan’s bellow carried out of the shower room along with clouds of steam.
Smiling, she leaned against the locker that smelt just right and waited. Dripping wet and wearing only towels around their loins, her hot studs came stalking toward her with glowering expressions.
A coy grin tilted her lips as she let her eyes rove appreciatively over their bodies. “Mmm, is that for me?”
“I thought her brothers were supposed to keep her out of trouble,” grumbled Ethan as he shrugged on a shirt which Naomi smoothed down, using it as an excuse to touch to him.
Naomi snorted. “Ha. I’d like to see them try. Now would you hurry up and dress so we can get back to the hotel and get naked.”
That got them moving, and when Ethan, still pumped from the fight and game, tossed her up over his shoulder, smacking her bottom when she protested, she grinned against his back.
Oh, yeah ,totally loving this jock thing now.
Javier made a detour when they hit the hotel, leaving her alone with Ethan who’d finally put her on her feet so as to no startle the humans in the hotel. As they went up the elevator, she tilted her head up to kiss him, but the jerk stayed out of reach. When she would have climbed him, determined to get a taste, he held her immobile, stretching her arms above her head as his smoky eyes stared down at her.
“Kiss me,” she begged.
“I don’t know. You were a bad wolf coming into the locker room like that.”
“But I wanted to see you,” she pouted, only for a second before her lips curled into a grin.
“Vixen.”
“Bite me.”
The elevator dinged and he loosened his grasp. Slipping free, she took off down the hall, laughing then screeching as he scooped her up with one arm.
“Show off,” she giggled as he balanced her while opening the door.
“Admit it, you want me for my body,” he teased as he tossed her onto the bed.
She lay propped on her elbows and pretended to eye him up and down. “Mmm, your body, your cock, but I most especially want your mind.”
In a flash, his body covered hers, and he clutched her into an almost literal bear hug. “I love you, Naomi.”
“Show me.”
He’d just finished stripping her down when Javier showed up wagging a bottle of champagne at her. “I seem to recall a plan that involved drinking this from our new cup.”
Gaping at him, Naomi shook her head and giggled. “You know, if you do that, you’ll probably end up with a bill for a new mattress from the hotel.”
Javier shrugged. “I don’t know about you, dude, but I think pleasuring our mate like we promised is well worth that price.”
“She’s worth the world,” Ethan growled.
Javier held the bottle over her and prepared to tip it. Naomi screeched. “Wait! If you soak the bed, where will we sleep? Can’t we save the champagne for after?”
“After what?”
“Well, wasn’t there mention of…” She actually blushed, unable to say the words aloud.
“Yes?” Javier smirked at her as she squirmed on the bed.
“You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?”
“Yup.”
She glared at them both. “Fine. I want to try that whole sandwich thingy.”
“In that case, I think we can agree to hold off on pouring the champagne. Ethan?”
“I don’t know. Depends on if I get her ass.”
“What? No fucking way. Have you seen the size of your cock?” she screeched.
Her mates just about died of laughter. Disgusted with their joke, she drew her knees up, exposing her cleft, licked one finger and inserted it.
Their mirth dried up instantly. “You know,” she said conversationally as she dipped her finger in and out. “You’re both awfully overdressed for what I want you to do to my body.” Shreds of clothing went flying. “Ooh, that was quick. And lucky me, you’re both ready to go.”
More than ready, bobbing and eager. She knelt up on the bed and held out her arms to Ethan who slid into them, clasping her nude body against his, his hands sliding from her waist to her ass cheeks, squeezing them. Javier slid in behind her and pressing his hard body against her backside. The tip of shaft poked at her buttocks and she couldn’t help tensing.
Javier chuckled and his warm breath feathered her ear. “So jumpy. Don’t worry, sweetheart. We won’t hurt you, but we will make you scream.”
A reply proved impossible as Ethan caught her lips with his and forced her lips apart so he could insert his tongue. She sucked on it, knowing how much he enjoyed it by the low growls she swallowed.
Not to be left out, Javier pushed aside her hair and nipped the sensitive spot on the back of her neck. Caught between their naked bodies, her nerve endings tingling and her cleft trembling with desire, she lost herself in the overload of delicious sensations.
Behind her, Javier fell away and she heard the sound of a drawer opening. Ethan, his mouth still latched to hers, gripped her ass cheeks and spread them. She wondered why until she felt a finger covered in some kind of lotion rubbing at her rosette.
Clenching against intrusion was a natural reaction for her, but it didn’t seem to bother Javier, who worked his finger slowly into her tight ring. His second hand found her clit and he pinched it before rubbing it. Soon, he had her rocking her hips back against the finger penetrating her, his clitoral stimulation easing the way into her backdoor.
The finger in her ass was joined by a second, and she gasped at the tight stretching feel of it. As if sensing her uncertainty, Ethan’s lips left hers and found her taut nipples. He engulfed one, sucking on the erect peak while the finger on her clit rotated faster.
In no time at all, she again found herself pushing back against the dual penetrating digits, the discomfort gone and excitement taking its place.
Ethan’s hands slid up her buttocks to settle around her waist. Lifting her with effortless ease, he held her up over Javier’s groin, just high enough for Javier’s prick to butt up against her ass.
“Ready?” Ethan asked in a soft rumble.
She nodded her head and immediately felt the hard head of Javier’s prick pushing at her ring. She tried not to clench but couldn’t help it. As if sensing her dilemma, Javier’s hands took the place of Ethan’s, holding her up and controlling the slow, excruciatingly slow descent onto his prick.
In front of her, Ethan lay almost flat, his body between Javier’s legs, and thus, her own. He licked his way up her thigh to her cleft, his heated gaze holding hers the entire time. He blew on her sex, torturing her, and at the same time relaxing her which allowed Javier to sink a little further. When Ethan’s lips brushed her clit, her pussy lips trembled as her honey seeped from her. He lapped at her, a wet lick that sent a ripple through her sex, a precursor to the climax to come.
Spreading her lips, his tongue delved into her sex, and the molten pleasure of that touch relaxed her enough to allow Javier to fully seat himself with a grunt.
The sensation was odd, but the more Ethan tongued her, the more she forgot the strangeness and soon found herself squirming instead.
“Ethan,” she heard Javier gasp. “If we’re going to do this together, get inside, because I can’t hold it much longer.”
Now trepidation did clutch her, as Ethan moved to kneel between their legs. Javier’s hands, pulled at her, easing her back, making her very aware of his cock in her ass, and she couldn’t help but stared at Ethan’s huge one approaching her sex.
“Don’t worry, baby,” Ethan murmured. “It’s going to feel good.”
Looking up into his soft brown eyes, she nodded. She knew she could trust him not to hurt her.
The head of his cock poked at her. Already wet and ready, it slid in, and then in further, and holy fuck, it was insane. Tight and so full, her body felt like it would burst, but with pleasure, not pain. Ethan pressed further into her, his heavy body braced above hers while she lay back against Javier’s. Sandwiched and fucked, so gloriously fucked.
With a controlled pace, Ethan thrust into her, back and forth, a seesawing motion that made her moan. He placed his hands on her hips to guide the pace and somehow he managed it so when he thrust in, Javier’s cock did as well, sheathing them both deep inside her. It was freakn’ incredible. She couldn’t have stopped herself from climaxing if she tried.
Rapture took over as her body succumbed to wave after pleasurable wave. And still, they kept fucking her, their dual pumps into her body rolling her mind-shattering orgasm into a second screaming one.
Drifting in a state of boneless bliss, she assumed they came. She couldn’t be sure. She did know she wore a stupid smile on her face and would probably never walk again. But that was okay, she had every confidence that Ethan and Javier would take care of her. Lucky me.
And in the end, they did end up wetting the bed with champagne, but hot damn, it was worth every incredible moment.
Epilogue
Two months later…
Naomi kicked the stove as the flame on the gas burner sputtered then died. Again. Stupid thing would need replacing. Not exactly a surprise given the home they’d bought just down the street from her parents still resided in the seventies. But they’d gotten it for a great deal, and slowly but surely her men were remodeling and modernizing it. The master bedroom and bath were the first to get retrofitted into a decadent haven with the largest bed she’d ever seen and a walk in shower that could accommodate a hell of a lot more than just washing. The kitchen was the next room waiting for a makeover, not that she cared. She tried to do as little food poisoning as possible.
A timer beeped and Naomi, her tummy in knots, peered at the result. Oh shit. Well that would make dinner interesting.
Following the sound of grunting as her mates took on her five brothers in a game of lacrosse out back, she left the kitchen to exit onto her back porch. She paused for a moment to watch her men’s shirtless sweaty bodies as they twisted and ran, taunting her brothers as they passed the ball back and forth down the makeshift field. In a dirty move, Chris tripped Javier just as he lobbed the ball. Heads swiveled to watch the stray ball’s path, and she had a moment to appreciate their “Ooh’” of horror before she held up a frying pan and deflected the shot.
Seconds later brawny arms swept her up, surrounding her in a familiar, musky scent. Ethan’s soft brown eyes peered down into her. “Sorry about that, baby. You okay?”
She rolled her eyes at his misplaced concern. No matter how many times she showed Ethan the tough stuff she was made of, he still persisted in treating her like a delicate princess—and she loved it. “It didn’t even touch me. But if you want to apologize, then feel free to do so later in our bedroom.” She winked as she said it.
His answering grin made her tummy tingle in a way that seemed to increase rather than diminish since they’d joined as mates. Javier came jogging up, looking sheepish.
“Sweetheart, I swear it wasn’t my fault. He made me do it.” Javier pointed a finger at Chris who gestured back rudely.
Everyone laughed. “You can join Ethan in apologizing later on your knees, naked. But the reason I came out was because I thought you’d both want to be the first to know I’m pregnant.”
She didn’t couch it, or temper it any way. Just threw it out there and then smirked as she reaped the results.
“Get her a chair,” Ethan bellowed.
“Do you need some water? Ice cream? Foot rub?” Javier asked.
“I’m pregnant, not on my death bed. But I am hungry, and the stove won’t work.” She held up the frying pan and laughed when she saw her brothers duck and take cover.
“We’ll fire up the barbecue right away.”
“Anything else, baby?” Ethan asked, nuzzling her cheek.
“Just one more thing, I’ve come to the conclusion, I love you both and—” She hadn’t even finished when Ethan’s lips swooped down over hers in a toe curling kiss.
It took him several moments before he let her up for air to say smugly, “I already knew that.” He didn’t even grunt when she stomped on his foot. “But it’s nice to hear it. I love you, too, baby. So much,” he whispered against her lips before Javier snatched her from him and whirled her around. He stopped a few swings in with a chagrined look.
“Shoot, I forgot about the baby. Are you gonna throw up?”
Naomi laughed. “No.”
“Oh, good.” Javier’s lips planted over hers and made her breathless. “I love you, sweetheart. I think I have since the moment you tackled me in the garage and mauled me.”
“Freak,” she murmured with a smile.
He set her down on her feet and then both her mates planted wet kisses on her cheeks with a promised, “We’re gonna make you say it again later,” before they ran off whooping, “We’re gonna be daddies and she loves us!”
Shaking her head at their boasting glee, she also grinned. She might not always manage to act like a lady, and she sometimes dished out as much violence as she condemned, but there sure was something to be said for being a delicate freakn’ flower to a pair of big—sometimes nerdy—jocks. Just wait until I tell them it’s twins, she thought with a snicker.
The End
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Chapter One
“I think my wolf hates me.” I rolled over in bed and snuggled up against Jackson with a pout. It had been two weeks since he brought my wolf and claimed me as his mate. My life should be perfect. I had everything I ever wanted; a place in the pack and my very own ‘tall, dark and handsome’ man to warm my bed, but things weren’t seamless.
I felt itchy in my new skin, as if it wasn’t the right size. From the way some of the other wolves treated me, it seemed they felt the same. I hadn’t fit in when everyone thought I was a null and now I didn’t fit in as a wolf.
Jackson wrapped a strong arm around me and gave me a reassuring squeeze. “It just takes some time, Clo. Changing is awkward at first.”
“She looks at me like I’m offending her.” I frowned. She was doing it right now, in fact. Whenever I blinked, her haughty expression flashed against the backs of my eyelids. “How does your wolf look at you?”
He cocked his head and thought for a moment. “He just looks at me.”
“That’s it?” I sighed and rolled away. Jackson oozed sex like a pagan god and he looked the part too, with his sculpted muscles, dark molten chocolate eyes, and black, wavy hair. However, it sometimes seemed he didn’t think overmuch about anything but sex. Not that I was complaining. He was a fantastic lover, but I would’ve appreciated a little introspection just then. Maybe all the hot steamy sex we had was messing with the blood supply to his brain.
Punching my pillow, I attempted to settle in for the night. Sleep eluded me more often than not these days. Every time I closed my eyes, there was my wolf, her gleaming yellow gaze boring into my brain. She seemed to be expecting or wanting something, but I had no idea what.
“I know a way to guarantee sweet dreams.” Jackson’s hand spun little circles on my shoulder as his other hand inched the covers off me. I shivered, both from his touch and the cool air. We’d started our relationship in the fall when the sun was still strong enough to blunt the chill. Now, on the cusp of winter, the air nipped at my skin.
“Oh really?” I arched an eyebrow and resisted the urge to pull the covers back over me. Jackson was warmer anyway. Not to mention he provided orgasms.
“Yep.” He straddled my hips and leaned down to nuzzle the nape of my neck.
“Let me guess.” I put a finger to my lips and pretended to think very hard. “Is it sex?”
His deep chuckle seemed to rumble through my body as well as his. “Yep.” Jackson gently kissed my neck working his way to the hollow of my throat.
“Again?” I gave a soft gasp as his lips roamed my sensitive flesh. We went at it so often I wondered if we were really rabbits. The sensual pull between us was magnetic. We almost couldn’t help ourselves.
“And again,” he murmured in a baritone so deep, it vibrated through my neck. “I can’t get enough of you Chloe. Not since the day I first saw you.”
I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “That’s why you slept with every other bitch in the pack, right?”
He sighed, but knew I wasn’t truly angry. Before we’d clarified things between us, he’d tried to find someone else to claims as his. Cal, our alpha, had put a lot of pressure on Jackson to mate and cement his relationship with the pack. Jackson wasn’t just new to the Huntsville pack, Cal planned for my alpha lover to take his place when the time came, which meant he needed a mate.
As a result, he’d told Jackson to avoid me because I was a null--I would never be a true wolf let alone an alpha’s mate. So, trying to find a match, Jackson slept with every bitch who’d shown interest. Sometimes two different ones on the same night. By the time he brought my wolf and claimed me, he’d slept with almost every eligible female in the pack.
We’d fought about his many flings at first, but I no longer carried any bitterness. Jackson was mine. I was his. There was no going back. That didn’t mean, though, that I wouldn’t give him shit about it.
The only problem? He gave me shit right back.
He paused, just on the threshold of entering me and stared into my eyes. “Mine,” he growled.
I nodded and arched my pelvis, reaching for him. “Yours.” I’d been uncertain when he first claimed me and sometimes still struggled with the idea of being half of an instant power couple. Back when I couldn’t change, I’d been a zero and no one paid much attention to me. Mating with Jackson would someday make me the alpha female of the pack. When I was alone with Jackson we fit perfectly, but, outside our bedroom, we barely knew each other.
Jackson slammed into me, bringing my focus to heel. I watched his face above me. He had the strong, sculpted features of a movie star and I never tired of looking at him. He watched me too, his hands still around my wrists pinning me tight. I twisted in his grip wanting to touch him, but he didn’t budge. While I was stronger than ever since the change, I still couldn’t top an alpha like Jackson.
“Let me go,” I panted.
“I like you this way.” He smiled and dipped his head to suck my nipple. “You’re mine to fuck senseless.”
“Oh God,” I hissed arching up toward his mouth.
He laughed, a strong rumble that vibrated through his mouth to my nipple. I whimpered when he began swirling his tongue over and over the taut nub of my breast. His cock continued to plunge my slick depths and my nipples grew tighter and tighter, feeding the aching pleasure at my core.
“I’m going to come,” I said.
“Yes, do it. Come for me, she-wolf.” He thrust into me even harder and that sent me over the edge. The orgasm shook me like a seizure. I couldn’t talk or think, let alone breathe. A series of big and small explosions detonated in my nervous system, and, if Jackson hadn’t been there to physically hold me together, I would’ve blown apart. I was sure of it.
When I could function again, Jackson remained hard inside me. I knew what that meant. He was holding back because he wasn’t done with me yet. The man had exquisite control and loved to coax multiple orgasms from me.
“I love watching you come,” he said.
“You love making me come,” I corrected.
He nodded. “That too. In fact, I’d like to go for another round.”
My body quickened with excitement at his words while my wolf howled in happy assent. Then I caught sight of the bedside clock, which informed me it was two a.m.
“I have to be up at six,” I said in weak protest. I was supposed to drive to Nashville to go look at wedding dresses. Wolves love a good wedding, and, given Jackson’s future as pack alpha, we couldn’t call ourselves mated and stop there. No, we had to have a wedding with all the trimmings. A good old fashioned mating jamboree. I was alternately terrified and excited at the prospect.
“I’m up now.” Jackson pulled out of me and then slowly inched his way back inside to make his point.
I groaned as he filled me back up. Who was I kidding? I would stay up all night to fuck him and love it. He made me feel whole. I’d been lonely, so very lonely before Jackson came into my life. My parents died years ago, leaving me alone in a pack I couldn’t join. Jackson had changed everything.
“Sleep is for the weak.” I squeezed his length, allowing my body the pleasure of tracing the outline of his cock.
“Damn right.” He yanked on my hands and pulled me upright, until we sat facing each other.
“Oh,” I said with a shudder. The change in position caused my breasts to rub across his chest as we moved against each other. His cock delved deeper than before, splitting my core wide and exposing its sensitive center.
“There, that’s more comfortable.” Jackson kissed me, one hand going to cradle the back of my head.
“Mmm,” I murmured my agreement, my mouth too occupied to allow me to form actual words. He had this glorious way of nipping at my lips and then slurping the entire bottom one into his mouth. It made me weak in the knees every time.
Another bonus of our position change, my hands were now free and I let them roam his body. His muscles flowed in subtle hills and valleys. I travelled them all with lingering caresses. No other bitch would touch him again. This was my right now and mine alone.
Cupping his face in my hands, I took control of our kisses. “Mine,” I said and then I bit down on his lower lip.
Jackson growled at me and I bit harder. My hips circled faster, riding him rough and hard. He reached a hand down to where we were joined, slipping a finger between my lips to stroke the sensitive nub there.
My jaw went slack as I gasped and he took the opportunity to bite my lip the same way I’d bitten his. His teeth pricked my skin like sharp little knives and his finger toyed with me, pushing me closer to another release. Goosebumps skittered over my skin. Everything was too tight now; my nipples, my skin, even my wet passage, which wrapped itself around him and squeezed like a python.
“Jackson,” I said, almost crying. Behind my eyelids, my wolf began to howl.
“Are you going to come for me again, my little she-wolf?” He thrust his hips at me, meeting mine.
“Oh, yes.” I could only shriek as the orgasm washed over me.
This time Jackson couldn’t hold out, I was squeezing him too hard. His body quivered against mine and his hard shaft jerked inside me as he came.
He buried his head in my neck. “Chloe,” he said almost forlornly.
“Yes, Jackson?” I collapsed into him. We wrapped our arms around each other and a deep contentment filled the air between us. Behind my eyelids, I saw that we mirrored the way our wolves had collapsed into each other. His black wolf wrapped himself almost all the way around my wolf, contrasting with her coppery brown coat. He was large enough to be scary, but I felt no fear. I liked the way he filled me up and took up the space around me. It made me feel safe, and, not just loved, but wanted. Something I hadn’t experienced before.
“Mine,” was all he said, hands fisting in my hair.
I rubbed his back. “Yours. And you are mine too.”
“Yes,” he said pulling me down to lie beside him. “Always.”
“Forever,” I added. The idea both thrilled and scared me senseless. I’d lost everything before and now that I had everything, I felt like it would be torn away from me once again. I didn’t know if I could survive that loss a second time.
We fell asleep in a tangle of limbs, pressed so close together that we could feel each other’s heart beats.
Chapter Two
You’d think that werewolves would lead lives of action and adventure, using their superior strength and senses to their advantage.
You would be wrong.
In reality, wolves like to overeat (mostly chicken wings) and gossip. They especially love a good rumor, the more scandalous, the more salacious, the better. I knew firsthand how insular packs could be as I’d been the subject of wagging tongues my whole life. Being the only null in four generations could do that to you.
Except there was one rumor no one had ever heard and it was true: I’d never actually been a null. I’d just been delayed. A true null never would’ve shifted. The real mystery was what had kept my wolf at bay for so long. I suspected it was related to my parents’ deaths. If that didn’t set a wolf back, I didn’t know what would.
Now that I’d finally changed and mated with Jackson, the scrutiny approached the intensity of a super nova. Everyone talked about me. All the time. They’d spent my whole life ignoring me, pushing me to the fringes of the pack and now they couldn’t stop noticing me. I was the biggest news to break in the small Appalachian town of Hunstville in decades.
The next alpha female of the Huntsville pack would be me, the ‘null’ who couldn’t change until her mate brought her wolf. The gossip ranged from claiming I was deformed to mentally unstable. To escape speculation, I’d taken to hiding in the house I now shared with Jackson.
Being the center of attention made me anxious. I had few friends and still didn’t quite trust my instincts as a wolf. Because I’d been shunned by the pack so long, I barely knew how a pack was even supposed to work. It was safer to keep to myself. I lived in fear of letting anyone see me struggle with my transition to a full werewolf. It would look like weakness instead of inexperience and there were wolves who would be more than happy to see me fail.
Today, however, I couldn’t stay out of the public eye. There was a package waiting for me at the post office and I wanted to pick it up before I ran down to Nashville. Jackson was gone when I woke up, already over at Cal’s house on pack business. Something about renegotiating mineral rights with the mining company that leased some of the pack’s land.
Being a generally thoughtful guy, he made enough coffee for both of us before he left. I sipped it as I drove toward town, enjoying the hazelnut flavor.
I parked my Toyota pick-up--so ancient the cherry red had long ago faded to pink--as near to the post office as I could and checked my cell phone for the time. My truck’s clock stopped working sometime in the 1990s, back when my Dad was still alive.
It was Saturday, the busiest day of the week for our small town square. I’d hoped to avoid notice by being there when the post office opened at seven. The original idea had been to get in and get out before anyone saw me. Unfortunately, my cell phone showed the time as five after eleven. Jackson kept me up so late, I’d sank back into sleep instead of getting up when the alarm went off. Naturally, that meant post office was packed. So much for my plan to stay on the down low.
Squaring my shoulders, I stepped out of my truck and, after a brief moment of hesitation, opened the squeaky door to the post office. Bells clinked against the glass door announcing my arrival to everyone inside. I tried not to cringe at the sound. Blinking against the dim light, I took my place in line, acting like it was no big deal when, in reality, I hadn’t been around so many people in weeks.
One or two folks nodded at me in polite acknowledgement and I nodded back, noting the ones who turned up their noses, pretending I was invisible. As usual, it was the younger wolves who seemed to be the most offended by my existence. The older ones were more accepting of my sudden transformation and elevation in the pack’s hierarchy.
The varied scents of everyone waiting with me hit my nose, all carrying the distinctive tang of a werewolf. Only wolves lived in Huntsville and we didn’t need much in terms of human comforts. We had a bar, a grocery store, a bakery, a school, a gas station and a post office. An old brick Victorian mansion served as City Hall, housing what little government we needed to get by in a largely human world. The expansive house had been built by Heinrich Schmidt, a German wolf fleeing World War I. He brought his pack here and we’d prospered ever since.
I often wondered what he would think about me. Not every pack drove out its nulls, but Heinrich had apparently been influenced by Nazi racial purity doctrine: If you couldn’t shift, you had to go. Thankfully, future generations were a little more lenient. Cal, our current pack alpha, had let me stay as long as he could. If not for his leniency, I would’ve been long gone before Jackson ever came to town.
We kept Huntsville tiny on purpose. Humans weren’t welcome and we stayed off their radar by looking too small to bother with. Anything that couldn’t be found in town, we ordered online. Or, if absolutely necessary, we could drive the thirty minutes into Hudson which boasted a small mall. Nashville was just a couple hours away as well and we sometimes shopped there.
I shifted my weight from foot to foot as I waited in line and watched Jana Schwartz, the post mistress, beckoned people forward. Fine lines crisscrossed her weathered face and she had a stout, grandmotherly figure. I didn’t know her well, but appreciated her prompt efficiency in dispatching customers at a rapid pace. Jana wasn’t wasting any time and it seemed she didn’t like having a line as much as no one wanted to be in one.
Behind me, I heard the squeak of rusty hinges and the jangle of bells as the door opened, ushering in multiple footsteps. I turned to see Vicki Richter along with her usual entourage of cronies join the line. The tall brunette and I weren’t friends, but we’d never been enemies either. When my wolf came, though, I somehow became her mortal enemy overnight.
Of all the women Jackson slept with, she’d taken their fling the most seriously. She’d been harassing me every chance she got and I doubted today would be any different.
Within seconds, the whispering started, quickly filling the cramped quarters of the post office. The building dated back to the thirties and felt tight with three people. At the moment, almost a dozen of us were squeezed inside, the gossip filling what little space there was between us. It was impossible not to overhear.
I kept my eyes forward, but I knew the voices badmouthing me well. My heart pounded in my chest as I realized I was trapped.
“She was a null,” said Alan, a gangly beta wolf with an overbite. He’d been mooning after Vicki for years. Did he not realize he was the means to an end named Jackson? Vicki would never take up with him, not in a million years.
“Somehow he got her to change,” Tony said, the low bass tenor of his voice was unmistakable. I didn’t know him well, but he liked to wear leather with metal spikes and hang around Vicki, which pretty much told me everything I needed to know.
“She looks like a null. Are you sure she’s shifted?” came a high, sweet voice I didn’t recognize. I peeked over my shoulder to see a young girl--no doubt, newly changed--standing with them, her narrow face full of disgust. Great, Vicki was spreading her hate of me, infecting everyone she could find. Including small children who’d barely sprouted their first fur.
“And now she’s mated to Jackson, can you believe it?” This was Vicki, her disapproval emanating from her in waves of sour scent. She smelled like bad meat, like something you would never put in your mouth. It was hard to believe she was a gorgeous dark haired blue-eyed beauty. Maybe if Jackson had let his nose lead, he would’ve steered clear of her in the first place. As my mom always used to say, ‘you’re only as pretty as you smell.’
“She don’t look like much.” John’s voice carried so much disgust, I winced.
The scent of werewolf now mixed with a foulness that accompanied negative emotions. Anger surged through me, thundering in my ears like a war drum. I whirled around and met Vicki’s stormy blue eyes, staring her down. When she boldly held my gaze, refusing to look away, my wolf’s power bristled over my skin. She remained unimpressed and looked just as pissed as I was. Her lips curled, baring her very sharp canines outlined with red lipstick.
“You have a problem with me?” My voice came out in a snarl as it entered the vocal range of a wolf.
She crossed her arms and tossed her head, flinging her dark hair out of her face. “Well, duh.”
I stepped closer to her until we almost touched. “Watch yourself.” My tolerance snapped and my temper flared hotter than lighter fluid on coals. I was so done with Vicki and her digs. It was time to lay down the law.
“Or what?” She lifted her chin in a haughty gesture.
Without thinking, I wrapped a hand around her neck. We were about the same size and my hand shouldn’t have been able to span her throat, but it did. With shock, I realized my bones had lengthened, until my hand was big enough. I wasn’t shifting; my wolf form matched my human size, putting me more on the petite end of the spectrum. This was something else, something new. Jackson told me I would come into my full wolf powers gradually and here was proof.
I surprised Vicki too. She tried not to show it, but her pupils dilated. Her scent changed subtly as well, emitting the tart scent of fear. I squeezed and the fear stink grew strong as a skunk. Alan, Tony and John covered their noses and backed away, refusing to meet my eyes or Vicki’s.
Someone behind me said, “Is she going to kill her?”
The question brought me back to my senses. At least a little. Enough that I peeled my hand away from her throat and let her go.
“No, I’m not going to kill her,” I said more to reassure myself than anyone else. Rage still ran hot in me and screamed for an outlet, preferably one that included ramming Vicki’s head into the nearest wall.
Vicki coughed and rubbed her throat. “She couldn’t kill me even if she wanted to.”
Vicki’s persistence made me blink. I’d almost popped her head like a pimple and yet she continued to provoke me. Amazing.
“Don’t make me regret letting you go,” I said with dangerous calm. My wolf growled in my mind’s eye and pawed at the ground, desperate to leap out and finish what I’d almost started. It took everything I had to maintain control.
“You’re weak, bitch. Too weak to be an alpha’s mate. Right?” She looked to the guys who nodded, tentative at first, but then with increasing confidence.
“Yeah. She’s an Omega,” Alan said. “She shouldn’t be mated with Jackson.”
The word Omega gave me pause. They were weak wolves and most packs refused to let them mate, not wanting their weakness to taint pack bloodlines. Back when everyone thought I was a null, I’d been something lower than even an Omega. It was the equivalent of being born blind, deaf and dumb in the human world. At least Omega wolves could still change, even if they were scrawny and sickly. Sometimes packs killed them outright, preferring to exterminate weak genetics altogether. It wouldn’t surprise me if Vicki’s sentiments on the issue ran toward the more extreme end of the spectrum.
“Vicki?” I said.
“Yeah,” she looked at me, her confidence back at full throttle. All of her earlier fear had vanished, and, in its place, I smelled a cloying self-satisfaction.
“I’m not an Omega.” I advanced on her again, forcing her to step back and give ground to my dominance.
“Yeah, you are.” She looked up and down, her upper lip curled in disgust. “You’ve always been nothing, Chloe. Just because you can shift now doesn’t change that and I’m not the only one who’s noticed.”
I wanted to roll my eyes, but kept them narrowed on Vicki. “Don’t you get it?” I shook my head, deciding to speak plainly. No doubt the unvarnished truth would hurt, but maybe it would get her to move on. “Jackson couldn’t choose you even if he wanted to. You’re not his mate, Vicki. Not now, not ever. I’m not your competition because there isn’t one. You were a mistake, one that Jackson won’t repeat.”
She lunged for me, hands flailing and nails morphing into claws as she did so. I stepped to the side and then caught her by the throat again. The speed with which I moved startled me. I was getting faster. I lifted her up by the throat, unsure if I could do it until I actually did it.
I smiled in triumph. I was stronger, too. Giving her a little shake, I said. “Let it go, Vicki. Move on before you really get hurt. Live to find your true mate.” I dropped her then and she fell to the floor with a growl.
Jumping to her feet with a light footed grace, she said, “I’m not letting this go, bitch. You’re an Omega. You don’t even deserve to live.” Vicki stabbed the air with a sharp nailed finger.
I sighed. “Mark my words, next time I get a hand around your neck, I won’t stop squeezing.” If she ignored that warning, I wouldn’t hold back next time. She’d been following me around since I’d mated with Jackson, calling me names and generally being nasty. I was done with it. If she wanted to escalate things, I wouldn’t turn her away. Not anymore.
She gave a harsh laugh. “Next time I see you, bitch, you’ll be in the pack clearing failing the test of blood. We’ll tear you limb from limb and howl with glee as we do it.”
Tossing her head, she turned on her heel and left the post office, her groupies trailing behind like eager puppies. A tense silence hung in the air at their departure. No one looked at anyone, which was how wolves avoided conflict. We all cast our gazes upward as if the ceiling held a mural painted by Michelangelo as opposed to its more mundane flat white paint turned gray with age. At the same time, you could bet everyone’s ears were perked, waiting to hear my reaction.
Behind the counter, Jana heaved a sigh and said, “Next, please.”
With that, an uneasy normalcy resumed in the post office. We shuffled forward in line, picking up and dropping off packages. Jana beckoned me forward with a kind smile when my turn came.
I handed her the card the mailman had left in our mailbox. “I have a package.”
She nodded. “Yes, all the way from Ireland too.”
Jana bent over, rummaging around under the counter and when she straightened back up, she held a small box in her hand. White and red ‘fragile’ stickers adorned its side.
“Sign here.” She set the box aside and pointed to a signature line on the package notification.
I grabbed the pen chained to the counter and quickly scrawled my signature.
Looking at the card, she said, “That was good, Chloe.”
“It was?” I asked confused. In school, my teachers had always taken off points for penmanship. I didn’t think my signature was good enough to warrant compliments.
“I meant with Vicki. The alpha’s mate has to be strong. Don’t let bullies like her push you around. If she’s dumb enough to call the test of blood, she’ll be the one torn apart, not you.”
“Oh, thanks,” I mumbled. I appreciated Jana’s support, especially since I really didn’t know what I was doing. I’d gone on instinct in the post office, trying to keep my anger in check so I didn’t do anything really stupid. I didn’t even actually know what the test of blood was, but I wasn’t about to admit that in public. I would ask Jackson about it later.
She waved me forward, leaning over the counter to quietly say, “I remember when Cal took his mate. It wasn’t much easier for her, but she got through it in the end.”
“Really?” I couldn’t keep the surprise from my voice. I would always remember Cal’s wife as a woman no one ignored. Everyone had listened to Betty without question.
Jana nodded. “Give it time. The pack has to know they can trust you and they’ll test you until they’re sure.”
I blinked as her words sank in. I hadn’t thought of it like that. Maybe all this friction was normal, part and parcel of being the alpha’s mate. If so, I needed to toughen up and fast. “Thanks, Jana.” I smiled at her, grateful for her kindness.
She smiled back. “Any time.”
Taking my package, I hustled out of the post office, keenly aware of all the eyes watching me go. Now that the tension of my confrontation with Vicki had dissipated, they, apparently, felt free to openly stare at me. The gossip I’d provided that morning would fuel them like caffeine, their jaws flapping non-stop as they recounted the latest exploits of the alpha’s ill-chosen mate. It made me want to crawl into a deep, dark hole and never come out again.
I silently cursed companies that required a signature for their deliveries. Yes, the crystal champagne flutes I’d ordered were very expensive and fragile, but they’d left the much more expensive wedding band for Jackson on my porch no problem. From here on out, I vowed to only work with companies that wouldn’t force me into town to pick up their goods.
Outside, I blinked as the sun’s brilliance hit my eyes. The day was cloudless and cold. The generously late Indian summer had faded over a week ago, and it now appeared the weather was fixing to grace us with the first snow of the season. I dropped the package off in my truck and then headed to the bar, wanting to order something to eat before I undertook the drive to Nashville.
I was just about to open the door and step inside when the loud squeal of tires made me pause. Looking over my shoulder, I saw a red corvette roaring down the street. Frowning, I let the door to the bar go and stepped back onto the side walk.
No one in Huntsville drove a sports car. We were pick-up truck people. Fancy cars were beyond our pay grade. We weren’t poor by any means, but our economics were limited to working in town or helping to administer the pack land.
We owned over five hundred acres, most of which was reserved for us to run. The edge of our property housed cabins that we rented out to the public. We also leased the mineral rights to a big mining company. They operated a coal mine in a gulley that was too steep for us to access in wolf form. The pack split the profits, which made for a comfortable existence, but not an extravagant one.
As I watched, the corvette zoomed through the town square and then jackknifed into a parking spot right in front of me. I held my breath, expecting the car to jump the curb and hit me, but the driver exercised the precision of a professional and the vehicle shrieked to a stop just before hitting the curb.
The noise attracted notice. Anyone outside stopped same as I had, riveted by the corvette’s progression. The car purred, the sound anything but content, and then the driver turned it off. The sudden silence rang in the air like an alarm bell.
I waited, curious to see who the driver was and ready to direct the stranger to Hudson, the nearest human city about twenty miles down the road. We weren’t so barbaric as to run humans out of town, but, if they insisted on eating at the bar, the service would be terrible and the food either undercooked or burnt. No one came back twice if they could help it. Not unless they belonged.
To my surprise, the driver who emerged from the corvette’s interior, was a woman. Given the crazy driving, I’d expected a young, cocky guy. Instead, a striking redhead stepped out of the car, sharp stilettos clacking on the concrete.
She stood tall as a super model and svelte as one, too. Her red wrap dress and designer stilettos spoke of money and her scent identified her as a wolf, just not one from Huntsville. Checking out the front plate, I noted she was from Louisiana.
Funnily enough, so was Jackson.
Lifting her sunglasses to the top of her head, she quickly scanned the area with bright green eyes. Zeroing in on me, she sniffed and said, “Are you the bitch who thinks she can have my mate?”
Her voice carried in the quiet pre-winter air to the point where people inside the bar came out to better hear her. Wolves can smell anything, especially good gossip fodder.
Chapter Three
“Excuse me?” I asked, utterly confused.
She stalked toward me and leaned down until we were eye-to-eye, the gesture making me feel very short and very fat in comparison. She narrowed her eyes into emerald slits and repeated her question. “I said, are you the bitch who thinks she can have my mate?”
“Your mate being?” I asked, although I had a sinking feeling who it was.
“Jackson Swift,” she said with a tight smile that showed off her sharp, pointy canine teeth.
“Kelsey,” came Jackson’s voice before I could respond. We both turned to see him coming down the sidewalk, a wide-eyed look of surprise on his face.
He greeted her with a warm hug. “What are you doing here?”
Kelsey laughed and the trilling sound made my hackles rise. “Just checking up on you.” She looped her arm through Jackson’s and looked at me. “Making sure this town is doing right by my best friend.”
Seeing the confusion on my face, she smiled at me. “Sorry, um, Chloe is it? I was just having some fun with you. Jackson’s mom showed me a picture, and, when I saw you, I just couldn’t resist the temptation to pull your leg.”
I pushed out a fake chuckle while giving Jackson a ‘WTF’ look. Seriously. What. The. Fuck? “You didn’t tell me she was coming.”
He shrugged and gave me an equally ‘WTF’ look. “I had no idea.”
“I swore your mom to secrecy. You know she can’t tell me no.” She snuggled up to Jackson, which made me want to rip her face off.
My hands curled into fists, the nails breaking the skin of my palms. “What are you doing here?” I cleared my throat several times as I spoke to keep my voice from coming out in a hostile growl. My wolf was practically frothing with anger. Vicki had already put her on edge and now Kelsey threatened to push us both over. If I wasn’t careful, I would change right here, right now and it would be a blood bath. The arch look Kelsey gave me suggested she knew exactly what effect her appearance had on me.
“I’m an event planner on the side and when I heard Jackson was hitched, I thought I’d come help out with the wedding.” She scanned the town, taking in the few paint worn buildings lining the street and wrinkled her nose. “You know, help you make it an event to remember. The Swift pack likes to celebrate with class.”
Jackson smiled at me weakly. “How about we grab a bite to eat, ladies?”
So we all traipsed into the bar, Kelsey laughing lightly as if she didn’t have a care in the world and constantly touching Jackson. For his part, Jackson looked happy to see her although from the concerned looks he shot my way, he seemed to have picked up on the fact that I wasn’t as thrilled. I trailed behind them glowering, fighting the urge to start a bar brawl. The entire bar fell silent, acutely aware of our entrance and straining to hear every word.
Great.
We all ordered beer and burgers, the waitress staring at us with open curiosity. While we waited for our food, Kelsey smiled at me brightly. “How ever did you two meet?”
Jackson put a protective arm around me and pulled me close. He’d been sure to sit with me, and I found that small gesture reassuring. Under the table, I gripped his thigh with one hand, staking my claim. Even though she couldn’t see it, the contact made me feel better and less likely to leap across the table at her.
“I knew she was the one the first time I laid eyes on her,” Jackson said. “She took a little convincing though.” He smiled at me.
I returned his smile, remembering the night he’d shown up on my doorstep with the promise to ‘make me howl.’ I’d doubted him, but he’d been right. Jackson had brought my wolf.
“I heard you were a null, Chloe.” Kelsey unwrapped her silverware and smoothed her napkin into her lap.
I shrugged. “Not anymore.”
“They say nulls are weak and infertile.” Her lips smiled, but her eyes shone with malice.
“Kelsey,” Jackson said, a note of warning in his voice.
At the same time, I said, “Try me.” I’d face her down same as Vicki. As for having babies, who knew, but I wasn’t overly concerned about it because, no matter what everyone thought they knew, I had never been a true null.
She put a hand to her chest, an innocent expression on her face. “Oh? Have I said something wrong? Sorry.”
I looked at Jackson and was surprised to see he accepted her blatantly false apology. This bitch knew exactly where all the buttons were and had no problem pressing them. Surely he could see that? But from the warm expression on his face, I could tell he was blind.
“What was it you said to Chloe outside?” Jackson asked, aware enough to at least know he should change the subject. Unfortunately, the topic he chose added fuel to the fire instead of establishing neutral territory. “The look on her face was--“
Kelsey cut him off with a giggle. “Priceless, I know. All I said was, are you the bitch who thinks she can have my mate?”
At Jackson’s shocked expression, she paused. “Too much?”
He nodded. “Yeah, that’s a little aggressive.”
She grimaced. “Sorry. You know me, all action and no thought.”
I sipped my beer, my glance ping-ponging back and forth between them. Did Jackson really buy her brainless ditz defense? How could he miss that her apology was directed at him and not me. She wouldn’t even look at me. How could he not smell the desire that permeated her scent? It was faint, but I hadn’t missed it.
Wanting to remind her I was alive, I cleared my throat and asked, “How do you guys know each other?”
Kelsey waved a hand. “Jackie and I go way back.”
Jackie? I sputtered as my beer went down the wrong pipe.
Jackson pounded me on the back. “We grew up together.”
“His momma practically raised me. I didn’t know my daddy and my momma, well...” Kelsey trailed off and her facade of good cheer faded a bit.
Jackson reached across the table and took her hand in his. “Her loss, Kels.”
My eyebrows went up at the exchange. It sounded like there was some painful history there. A pang of sympathy went through me for Kelsey. I knew what it was to have a shitty childhood without the parents you deserved. Of course, the tiny pang I felt wasn’t enough to eradicate my irritation with her behavior so far. Things had never been easy for me, either and I’d managed to avoid becoming a badass bitch. It could be done, if you worked at it. The fact Kelsey had, apparently, chosen not to, spoke volumes about her character. Or lack thereof. At least, in my opinion.
Kelsey nodded and then blew out a big breath. “We got into a lot of scrapes growing up. Remember the frogs in the toilet?”
Jackson laughed and released her hand, much to my relief. “As I recall, that was your idea. I thought momma was going to skin us alive for that.” To me he said, “We put a bunch of frogs from the creek in the toilet the same day momma was hosting a Junior League luncheon.”
“We stuffed them in and put the lid down,” Kelsey added. “Made for a nice surprise just when you wanted to pee. All the ladies of our pack screamed like little girls and ran scared in their Sunday best.” She snickered and pretended to clutch her pearls. “You’d think they’d never torn out a rabbit’s throat with their bare teeth.”
“What about the time we dumped the sugar and replaced it with salt?” Jackson asked with a chuckle. “That was also your brainchild, although momma didn’t believe me.”
Kelsey made a face. “Ugh. She made us drink that lemonade too. I haven’t drank it since. What about you?”
Jackson shrugged. “It’s okay in small quantities, but yeah, I can never quite shake the taste of salt and lemon from that day.”
She leaned over the table, eyes focused on Jackson as if I didn’t exist. “Oh hey, remember when we swore we’d be each other’s mates?”
I gasped and stared at her, stunned by her brazenness. Who acted like that? Wolves looking for a fight, that’s who.
Jackson shifted uncomfortably next to me. “That was a long time ago. We were just kids.”
She tossed her head, flipping her long hair over her shoulder. “Yeah, like I said, ancient history, but for a while we thought we were meant for each other.” She sighed. “Those were the days, but now you have Chloe.” Her glance fell on me and then quickly slid over to Jackson.
“Yeah, I do.” He gave me another squeeze and I leaned into him. “How about you, Kels? You find your mate yet?”
She pouted and shook her head. “Not yet, but I keep looking. You ever hear of Moonpair dot com?”
We both shook our heads.
“It’s a wolf dating site. No one in my pack is my mate so I’ve branched out. That’s part of the reason why I’m up here. There was a promising candidate in Nashville.”
“Oh?” I asked. “How did it go?”
She looked so crestfallen I almost felt sorry for her. My sympathy didn’t last long, though. Kelsey was trouble, I could smell it. If I went soft on her, she would destroy me. Just like Vicki.
Her gaze dropped to her lap where she fiddled with her napkin. “Not a match.”
“Sorry to hear that, Kels.”
She shook her shoulders and sat straighter in her seat. “All in good time, right? Let’s talk about your wedding. Have you made any plans yet?” Now she looked at me, finally.
“I’ve ordered a few things and looked at lots of magazines.”
Kelsey frowned. “Magazines are so last century. Honey, all the wedding action is on Pinterest these days.” Her mouth split in a wide grin. “Don’t worry, I’ll hook you up. Where’s the hall going to be?”
Jackson and I exchanged glances. This was the most we’d talked about the wedding since we’d decided to have one. “There isn’t one,” I said. “We do outdoor weddings in our pack.”
“Perfect. No contracts or fees. Very budget friendly. I approve.” She winked at me conspiratorially. “I have some great ideas for the decor.”
“I was thinking of a wild flower arbor,” I said. It would mean a late summer wedding so we had time to grow extra flowers as well as harvest wild ones at the peak of the growing season, but the pictures would be stunning. I’d been to a pack wedding when I was little and never forgot the beautiful archway of flowers framing the happy couple.
She raised an eyebrow. “That sounds nice, very country, but Jackson’s family are city folk. You need a more cosmopolitan twist.”
“Like what?”
Her eyes lit up. “Chrome accents.”
I made a face, I couldn’t help myself. “Chrome?”
“Yes, industrial stuff is very trendy right now. It would be a great contrast with your old-fashioned flowers.” Her gaze fell on my left hand as I lifted my glass to take a sip of beer. She reached out and touched my naked ring finger and gave Jackson a speculative look. “He didn’t give you a ring?”
Jackson shifted uncomfortably. “It’s only been two weeks, Kels. Cut me some slack.”
“We’re moving as fast as we can,” I said, feeling the need to defend him even though I often wondered when a ring would make an appearance myself. I also sometimes wondered if marriage to Jackson was really what I wanted. We hadn’t even said ‘I love you’ yet, which made me nervous. The fact I was nervous made me more nervous. Matings weren’t supposed to come with doubts. Not in Huntsville where the divorce rate was zero.
Kelsey locked eyes with Jackson for far too long. “Well, let me know if you want some help.” She looked down at her own perfectly manicured hand and sighed. “I’m a bit of an expert on the subject and I know all about diamonds.”
“I think Jackson can handle it,” I said. The last thing I wanted was a ring that Kelsey helped pick out. I wanted it to be from Jackson alone. “We just haven’t had a lot of time to focus on the details.
She leaned back as the waitress set our burgers on the table. “That’s why I’m here. Weddings need a schedule and a plan.”
“I think we’ve got it,” I said as tactfully as possible. “Thanks though.” When I blinked I caught sight of my wolf, her hackles ran down her back in a mohawk and there was a murderous gleam in her eye. If Kelsey kept pushing buttons, I would lose it like I had with Vicki earlier. The last thing I wanted to do was lose control, not when I wasn’t sure of my wolf or her strength.
Unlike Vicki earlier that day, Kelsey didn’t push me any further and I was grateful it didn’t come down to another confrontation. We dove into our burgers and ate in silence. Once I’d finished mine, I excused myself to use the restroom.
As I washed my hands, Tonya, one of the barmaids came in. We’d worked together once, before I quit in anticipation of leaving town. The owner had offered me my old dishwashing job back, but I declined. Alpha’s mates had jobs; they worked on behalf of the pack. Soon, I would be way too busy to chase a paycheck.
When our eyes met, she worried her bottom lip for a moment and thrust her hands in her apron’s pockets. Finally, she took in a deep breath and said, “Hey, Chloe. How are you?”
I shrugged. “Okay.”
“Sounds like you’re planning a wedding.” She smiled at me and I returned the smile. Tonya was a sweet girl with blond hair and light blue eyes. She always had a kind word for everyone and was the closest I came to a friend during my time as a null.
“Yeah, it does, doesn’t it?” My words came out a little less ebullient than I’d intended and Tonya didn’t miss the nuance.
“Everything okay? Jackson seems like a great guy.”
“Yeah.” I ran my hand through my hair. Maybe I wasn’t as skinny or fashionable as Kelsey, but I was at least having a great hair day. My sable brown hair still had blonde highlights from the summer sun, along with the bounce and body of a Pantene shampoo commercial. “It’s just been a stressful day.”
Tonya stepped closer to me and patted my shoulder. “I heard about Vicki. Don’t worry about her. Even if she gets Cal to make you prove your blood, you’ll be fine.”
“You think so?”
She nodded. “You’re not an Omega, Chloe. Vicki’s just mad that Jackson mated with you and not her.”
“I noticed,” I said dryly. “I’m surprised she’s been the only one to bother me.”
Tonya shrugged. “Eh, you know wolves. We’re practical. We want to mate with our mate, not worry about a wolf who’s already claimed his. People are upset, but we’ll get over it.”
“We’ll?” I looked at her, eyebrows raised.
Tonya gave an uncomfortable laugh. “Yeah, well, I...you see, this one night--”
I raised a hand and cut her off. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.” I was surrounded, I decided. Simply surrounded by dozens of women who’d lusted after my mate. Now they were even coming in from out of town. If this kept up, I would soon be drowning in angry female wolves. Forget ‘Call of the Wild’ this was ‘Call of the Women Scorned.’ I just hoped Jackson and I survived it intact. Maybe a wedding wasn’t such a good idea. Maybe we should elope and not rub everyone’s noses in our mating.
“Hey,” Tonya said, interrupting my thoughts. “I wanted to ask you something.”
“Okay, shoot.” I watched her, wary.
“Since your momma’s gone and all--” She looked at the floor and rocked back and forth on her heels. “I wondered if you’d want to go to Nashville together to shop for wedding dresses? I thought you might like some company.”
Her invitation touched me. Tonya was a little older than me, but she’d also lost her mother at a young age in a car accident down in Hudson. Wolves can survive a lot, but not a head on collision with a fully loaded semi. Sometimes I wondered if that was why she was nicer to me than most of the other wolves in Huntsville. Out of everyone, she knew what I’d been through.
“I would love some company, Tonya. Thanks.” I rolled my paper towel into a ball and tossed it in the garbage. “I was supposed to go down to Nashville today, but my plans went sideways on me.”
“Well, I’m off tomorrow, if you want to go then.”
“That would be great. Pick you up around nine?”
“Sounds good.”
I left the bathroom feeling oddly buoyant. Yeah, Vicki hated me and Kelsey was a problem with a capitol P, but maybe Tonya’s offer meant there was hope. Maybe someday not every female in town would hate my guts with such fierce passion.
Then I saw Kelsey and Jackson, and my bubble burst. She’d moved to sit next to him during my absence. Jackson had an arm draped over her shoulder and she leaned into him shamelessly. I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. Everyone in the bar was watching her, and, now that I’d appeared, their attention transferred to me as if to ask, ‘what are you going to do about this?’
I knew this was bad. The wolves watching me, waiting for my next move knew it was bad, but somehow Jackson and Kelsey remained oblivious to their transgression. I stalked across the bar, my gaze drilling into Jackson, willing him to look at me, to read my mind. Anger burned so hot in me, I couldn’t even see straight as I made my way back to our booth. Inside my head, my wolf growled, loud as a lawnmower.
“Jacks,” I said, my voice deadly soft.
He looked up at me and his eyes widened as he saw I was unhappy. Kelsey pretended not to notice and deliberately snuggled in closer to him. Once again she didn’t look at me, not out of submissiveness, but to show me how insignificant I was. I held my hands behind my back to keep myself from clawing her throat out. Briefly, I wondered if other wolves fought their violent urges as much as I did, or if my itch for violence was a side effect of being a new wolf not fully in control of herself yet.
“Hey babe.” He shifted slightly away from Kelsey as if signaling her to leave and go back to her side of our booth.
She didn’t move.
Afraid I would snap, I did the only thing I could to avoid a confrontation. “I’m leaving. I’ll see you back at the house.”
Jackson reached for me, trying to grab my arm.
I twisted away from his grip. “No, I really have to go. Why don’t you two catch up and we’ll talk later?” My gaze drilled into Jackson’s with an unspoken demand: Get rid of her before I do it for you.
“Clo,” Jackson started. From the way his eyebrows had shot up, I could tell he was surprised at my reaction. He had no idea I was upset or that his childhood ‘friend’ was being rude. How could a man with the heightened senses of a werewolf be so dense?
I cut him off. “I have stuff to do.” Not waiting to hear what else he said, I spun on my heel and walked out. As I went, her high-pitched laugh followed me. I resisted the urge to plug my ears. Once inside my truck, I rolled down the windows and blasted rock music all the way home to clear my head.
As I drove, I saw Huntsville through her eyes. The pockmarked paved roads, the shabby city square and mud splattered pick-up trucks. We weren’t glamorous people. Fancy meant washing the truck and putting on fresh jeans. We were simple because we knew better than to compete with nature. Just a few miles up the mountain we lived on, there was a view that even chrome couldn’t outshine.
Kelsey had obviously spent too much time in the city to understand this.
Chapter Four
The second guessing started when I pulled into Jackson’s long winding driveway. After we mated, I’d moved in with him. He owned the bigger house and it would’ve been a hassle to buy mine back. I’d sold it to Cal back when we all thought I was a null. He would probably let me have it at cost, but I liked the fresh start.
My house had held my old life, the one where my parents were dead and I was alone, living on the edges of a pack that couldn’t accept me. Letting go of my house meant leaving the loneliness behind too.
I wanted to move forward, to jump toward the future I’d always dreamed of except...I’d just left Jackson behind. Now I thought maybe it was a mistake. I didn’t like Kelsey. It was an instinctive dislike cemented by her behavior at the bar, but I shouldn’t have left him alone with her. My wolf stared me down in my mind’s eye, her disapproval almost palpable.
You don’t leave your mate, she seemed to say.
Well maybe if he acted like my mate, I wouldn’t, I snarled at her.
She turned her back on me.
“Damn it.” I hit the steering wheel. Pulling out my phone, I navigated to Jackson’s number, finger hovering over the call button. What to do? Call him and say what? No words came to me so I put the phone in sleep mode and tossed it into my purse.
I wasn’t going back. No way. It would make me look weak and that was the last thing I needed to be in front of Kelsey or the gossip hounds at the bar. Not that running away helped things either, but the damage was done. There was no use in compounding it with more bad behavior. Heaving a sigh, I went into the house, shivering as a cold wind slapped my skin.
The temperature had dropped below freezing and the house was just a hair warmer than a walk-in freezer. The big ranch house usually retained heat better, allowing us to save money on the gas bill, but the sun had hidden behind clouds most of the day, refusing to share its warmth. As late afternoon turned to dusk, the heat fled at a rapid pace.
Feeling the chill, I bumped up the thermostat and shrugged on a cardigan. Then I slumped on the couch and stared at the ceiling. At times like this, I missed my mom. Some motherly advice would’ve come in handy, but I didn’t have a mother anymore and Vicki exemplified the kind of relationship I had with other females in the pack. That’s why Tonya’s offer had been so precious; it marked a change.
So now what?
When I moved in with Jackson I’d worried it would be awkward. We didn’t know each other that well, but it had been almost seamless. He’d let me decorate the half empty ranch as I saw fit. Being a typical bachelor, he’d done nothing but buy a bed and a flimsy card table set for eating. I’d purchased the leather couch I sat on and kept myself busy with the fun of playing house with my mate.
I’d brought in my dining set as well as other furniture and selected a color scheme. We didn’t argue once over paint colors, although he’d raised an eyebrow at the peach accent I’d selected to contrast with the deep forest green in the master bath. No, we fit together just fine and things only got better in bed.
No, not just better, make that fantastic.
Our problems came from the pack and stray wolves like Kelsey who introduced doubt and conflict. The stares and the gossip got to me. Maybe I would be a shitty alpha wife. As wolves went, I was a newborn and what would a baby like me know about leading a pack even in a supporting role? Nothing. That’s what. Add in a layer of extra judgment courtesy of Kelsey and I felt about as big as a bug that probably deserved to be squashed.
Should I even be his mate?
My wolf gave a soft, mournful howl at that thought. She seemed distressed by my feelings. Well, join the club, I didn’t like them either.
The spit of gravel announced Jackson’s arrival. I peeked out the living room window to see Jackson’s black pick-up. Relief washed over me. What would I have done if he’d stayed out with her for hours? Lost my mind, that’s what. Enough to go back to the bar and humiliate myself with a very public display of jealousy.
My relief was short lived though, as Jackson stormed into the house with an angry scowl. Throwing his keys on the foyer table, he marched over to me, a dangerous glitter in his eyes. I shrank back into the couch and gave a weak smile.
“Hey, Jacks.”
“Chloe,” he growled. He settled into the armchair across from me and leaned forward, elbows on knees, fingers threaded together. His expression guarded as if he didn’t want me to see his emotions, he asked, “Want to tell me what that was all about?”
I looked away, refusing to meet his gaze. “She was--”
He cut me off. “Stronger than pepper up your nose?”
I nodded. I’d planned to say she’d been snuggling up against him as if she hoped she would stick, but the pepper analogy worked, too.
“But also a member of my home pack.”
I flushed at his reproving tone.
He continued, “Who I owe hospitality to. Who is like a sister to me. What does it say when my mate won’t even sit with her?”
I shrugged. “I did sit with her.”
“You ran away,” he said, the words harsh, but the tone soft. “Why?”
I looked at him. Jackson didn’t appear to be as mad now. Or, rather, he held his anger in check to give me a chance to make things right.
“Because,” I paused scared of the words that were about to come out of my mouth. “She made me feel like nothing.” I said it all in a rush.
He spread his hands out and then brought them together again with a quiet clap. “You’re not nothing, Clo. You’re my mate. You’re the alpha’s mate. That’s about as close as you can get to being a queen without a crown.”
That made me laugh, a sarcastic bark. Me? A queen. Come on! I couldn’t even get the mail without being heckled. My subjects were in revolt before I’d even ascended the throne. “You make it sound so simple.”
He shrugged. “It is, babe.”
I shook my head. “No, it’s not. Before Kelsey roared into town, I had a run-in with Vicki.”
His expression soured at the mention of her name. “She giving you trouble?”
“She says I’m an Omega wolf.” The words hung in the air and our eyes met; his concerned, mine running scared.
Jackson frowned. “That’s bullshit.”
I put a hand to my head, pressing against the dull headache that started to pound there. “I don’t know. Maybe that’s why I didn’t change for so long.” What if I couldn’t blame my wolf’s delay on my parents? What if I was just a big, fat weakling? My wolf growled in my head, causing me to wince as the sound intensified my headache.
“We wouldn’t have mated then. An Omega can’t mate.”
“Can’t or isn’t allowed?” I asked softly. “There’s a difference.”
“I...” He trailed off, unable to say. With a sigh, he leaned back in his chair. “She’s just giving you shit, Clo. Don’t listen to her. Omegas are something like zero zero zero one percent of the wolf population. It’s as rare as a perfect diamond.”
My ring finger twitched at the mention of diamonds, but I opted not to bring it up. “I think it’s more serious than that. She’s going to Cal with this. Going to call me before the pack to prove my blood, whatever that means.”
He went absolutely still the way a wolf froze right before ripping out its prey’s throat. “Cal won’t listen to her. He won’t let you fight to the death just because she’s jealous.”
My stomach sank. “Is that what proving my blood is?” On the one hand, I welcomed the idea of ripping out that bitch’s throat. On the other, what if I was the one who went down?
He nodded. “You fight your way through three wolves to earn your place in the pack. It’s an old practice. Most packs don’t use it anymore. We’re too scarce these days to throw away lives like that.”
“Well, if enough of the pack complains, Cal will have to do something. She’s got a few wolves backing her now.”
His eyes gleamed yellow. “Who?”
“All the girls from what she says. Mostly the ones you’ve dated.”
He relaxed a bit. “That’s just sour grapes. Everyone knows that.”
I grimaced. He still didn’t understand. “Well, did you sleep with Tony, Alan and John too? What about teen girls who’ve just shifted for the first time?”
He startled, surprised at the idea. “Hell no.”
“They seem to have a problem with me, too. It’s gone beyond sour grapes.”
Jackson fell silent for a long moment, his expression unhappy. “I’ll talk to Cal. We’ll make it right.”
I frowned at him. “I have a feeling I’m the one who has to handle this or it’ll never stop.”
“Then I’ll have your back.” His mouth split into a thousand-watt smile meant to reassure me. “I’d also like to have other parts, if you don’t mind.” Yellow heat flashed in his eyes, radiating across the room to brush my skin.
I crossed my arms. “Jackson, stop looking at me like that. This is serious.”
In response, he stood up and moved to sit on the coffee table in front of the couch. Taking my hands in his, he said, “I’m not going to let Vicki ruin anything for you, for me or the pack. She’s small potatoes and, whether you believe it or not, Cal’s got her number. She can pout all she wants, but she won’t get anywhere. Now let it go.”
“But,” I started, but he cut me off with a low growl.
“Let. It. Go.” His fingers caressed my wrists. “Let’s talk about more pleasant things, like you naked in bed.” The yellow faded from his eyes, giving way to pools dark as fine chocolate and full of sin.
Normally I would be a puddle of wet heat in response, but not tonight. Someone needed to show some common sense. Irritated, I pulled my hands from his and buttoned up my sweater, deciding I wanted more layers between my skin and that smoldering gaze of Jackson’s.
Wolves hunt three things; gossip, food and sex. Just then, Jackson had shifted into sex mode. His eyes tracked every movement I made no matter how minute and lingered on my most intimate places. I fumbled with the buttons, feeling on edge.
“What are you doing?” Jackson reached for me again and our fingers tangled, me fighting to button, him trying to hold me back.
“I’m cold.” I glared at him.
“Don’t hide from me, babe,” he said softly. “I’ll keep you warm.”
Somehow his hands slipped past all my defenses to cup my breasts. On cue, my nipples hardened, eager for his touch. My wolf practically swooned, but I held out.
“What about Kelsey and Vicki?” I said.
“What about them?” He squeezed my breasts, thumbs toying with their tips. “This is what fills my thoughts, Clo. You and your luscious body. I think about you all the time. Naked and hot beneath me.” He shook me slightly. “You are mine.”
“But who do you belong to?” I twisted out of his grasp and resumed buttoning my sweater. “You’ve got a lot of women who think you belong to them.” Kelsey’s self-satisfied smirk filled my mind until I felt the hair on the back of my neck rise.
Jackson sighed in disappointment, but let me go. “Let me guess, since we’ve already talked about Vicki, you must mean the mate business with Kelsey?”
I nodded.
“She didn’t mean it.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Look, I admit she didn’t put her best foot forward today, but she wasn’t serious.”
“I don’t know. She looked serious to me.” I wanted to believe him, but he’d failed to pick up on the same undertones of our conversation with Kelsey as I had. Sure, they were from the same pack, but did he really know her all that well? “You said you grew up together?”
“Yeah. She was a pack baby.”
I raised my eyebrows. “What’s a pack baby?” I’d only just been allowed into the pack clearing for the first time two weeks ago. I still had a lot to learn. More than I liked.
He shifted uncomfortably and looked away. “You know my pack has too many alphas?” At my nod, he continued, “Sometimes after a run, if a wolf is in heat things get a little...crazy.”
It took me a second to catch his meaning and when I finally understood, my eyes went wide and my mouth dropped open. “Isn’t that rape?”
He shook his head. “Human logic doesn’t apply to wolves brimming with too many hormones for their own good. My dad was there, he witnessed the whole thing. She got lost in her heat and was a more than willing participant. Dad tried to stop it, but things spun out of control very quickly.”
“Does that mean she could be your sister?” I put a hand to my mouth shocked at the idea.
“No, I doubt it. Dad’s the pack alpha. He could fight his wolf’s instincts.” Jackson paused for a moment and then said, “Anyway, because we didn’t know who the father was, she became a pack baby. She belonged to everyone and we all took care of her, especially my momma.”
“What about her mom?” I asked remembering the odd exchange back at the bar. There was some painful history there.
Jackson’s expression darkened. “She was married and her husband didn’t like that fact that some other wolf knocked her up. She had as little to do with Kelsey as possible.”
“Oh wow.” I felt a small amount of sympathy for Kelsey. “We don’t do that kind of stuff up here.” There was no post change orgy, ever, and, if you were mated, you didn’t sleep around. Jackson’s pack sounded like a Las Vegas bender compared to Huntsville.
Jackson nodded. “I know. Every pack is different. If you had all the alphas we do, you might.”
I tried to picture our pack with a bunch of alphas running loose, but failed. We’d never had more than one or two alphas at a time. The whole reason Jackson came to Hunstville was because there was no one to step into Cal’s place. Since our pack alpha was pushing seventy, he’d been concerned enough to reach out to other packs in search of a successor.
Jackson put his hands on my shoulders. I let him come close this time. “Listen, I don’t want to talk about Kelsey or Vicki anymore. In fact, I don’t want to talk at all.” He leaned down to kiss me.
“They shook me, Jackson,” I murmured as I pulled away from his mouth. “Both of them, like a one-two punch.”
“I know. I could see it in your eyes, but you are my mate. You can feel our bond, right?”
I nodded.
“That’s the truth of us.”
I waved my ringless hand at him. “But this is the truth too.” I knew we were mated down to my marrow, my every heartbeat sang of our bond, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t be torn apart. He could walk away or I could even be forced out. It was rare for a mating to be disrupted, but it did happen. With wolves like Kelsey and Vicki at my door, I was afraid of what might happen.
He grabbed my hand and lifted it to his lips. “You want a ring?” He kissed my knuckles in turn, his lips soft, his breath hot.
I shivered. “I want everything, Jacks.”
He folded his hand around mine and pressed it against his chest. “Then I’ll give you everything.”
Chapter Five
My clothes melted off my body as I finally succumbed to Jackson’s sweet seduction. I’d been fooling myself if I thought I could resist him. We were mated which meant our bodies sought each other out like magnets.
We passed through the house in a blur of urgent kissing. By the time we reached the bedroom, I couldn’t concentrate on anything but the pure need throbbing between my legs. A haze of hot lust consumed all my worries and concerns.
The mattress jiggled as he tossed me onto the bed, and he paused to take off his clothes before joining me. I watched him disrobe, my gaze tracing the hard lines of his muscles. His skin was still tinted caramel from the summer sun. The color tempted me to lick him and see if he was as sweet as he looked.
Covering me with his body, which ran warm as an electric blanket, he nuzzled the nape of my neck. I did the same and we inhaled each others’ scents for several long minutes. Jackson smelled like fresh earth and pine with a faint undertone of clean soap. He told me once that I smelled like honeysuckle and mud.
I’d been offended when he’d first told me that. Mud? What girl wants to be told she stinks like mud? But then I realized I really liked the scent of wet dirt. True, it wasn’t Chanel No. 5, but, with my enhanced wolf senses, it smelled of earth, water and growing things. Mud held potential and the promise of growth. I liked that.
Once we taken in our fill of each other’s musk, Jackson moved to kiss me. His tongue traced mine with long strokes. I moaned and thrust my body up into his. My desire was fierce, burning me from the inside out. Fisting my hands in his thick hair, I tried to take over the kiss, but he was not having it and deftly pinned my arms overhead.
“Tonight is on me.” He flashed a wicked smile that promised dark delights.
My breath came short and I tingled with delicious anticipation. I was about to be taken by my alpha and my wolf whole-heartedly approved. She actually howled with glee inside my head. When Jackson’s wolf sauntered into my mind’s eye and head-butted her shoulder, she visibly quivered. His wolf smirked knowingly.
On the human side of things, Jackson kissed me and nudged my thighs apart with one knee. His hard shaft skimmed my belly as he moved down my body. I spread my legs with an eager smile, but he didn’t take me then. Instead, he kept moving down until his head was even with my core.
Jackson’s tongue breached my core with soft, quick flicks that teased and satisfied nothing. I gasped, my hips arching up in a futile effort to increase the pressure. Jackson chuckled deep in his throat and pushed my hips firmly down into the mattress. With me restrained, he could have his way with me and I couldn’t stop him.
I wouldn’t want to anyway. How could I protest when I knew the mind-blowing pleasure he was about to bestow upon me? That didn’t keep me from whimpering though, when he drew things out, raising hot pleasure inside me and then leaving me to hang without any release.
When I gave an impatient sigh, Jackson said, “I’m going to take my time, babe. You can fight me all you want, but I’m going to take what I want, when I want it.” He then dipped his tongue back into my sweet spot, finally giving me the pressure I craved. He tormented me with it, giving me just enough to almost reach the peak and then backing off before I could climax.
Need clawed through my senses, sparking sensation in every nerve and running in desperate loops throughout my nervous system, trying to find an escape. My hips writhed against the firm prison of his hands, frantic to find an escape.
“Jackson,” I keened.
“Chloe,” he said, his mouth still against my flesh so that his voice rumbled through my epicenter like an earthquake. Just my name on his lips put me a little closer to the edge.
My hands clutched the sheets, twisting them into handles that would keep me from flying apart. “Do that again,” I begged.
“What?” He lifted his head and arched an eyebrow at me. “You mean this?” He ducked back down and his tongue found my center again. “My mate,” he growled, stretching the words out until they were impossibly long.
“Yes, that,” I managed to say before my voice disappeared into a scream as I exploded.
It didn’t stop there. In the last two weeks, Jackson had learned my body and he knew he could push me back up the peak once more. His tongue stroked me, first in a soothing caress that allowed me to ride the orgasm without interference, but, as it faded, he changed tactics. Instead of soothing, he demanded.
“Are you mine?” he asked. His commanding touch left my body taut under the strain of it all.
“Yes,” I hissed. Every muscle in my body quivered.
“Forever,” he said as he nipped at me with his teeth, giving the vibration of his voice an edge. The contact was gentle, yet rough at the same time and it electrified me.
“Yours,” I said. Goose bumps pinched my skin and my nipples stiffened.
He wrapped his lips around my nub and sucked. I blew apart once again, a wave of pleasure obliterating the tension.
Before I was done coming, he entered me with one smooth thrust. Leaning down, he took my nipple into his mouth and lashed it with his tongue. I bucked at the new sensations piling onto the aftershocks of my orgasm.
It was too much.
It wasn’t enough.
“This is all that matters, right Clo?” He slammed into me for emphasis.
All I could do was nod.
“Vicki will never have this. And Kelsey never thought of me this way. You’re my mate, no one else. Understood?” Another slam hit me as he sank deep into my core.
I nodded again and he leaned down to kiss me, his warm chest pressing into my breasts, the hair their teasing my nipples. Then he went to my neck and after planting a soft kiss, he bit me. Hard.
It hurt, but I didn’t care. The pain just heightened the pleasure of being claimed.
He pulled back after a moment leaving my neck stinging. “There, you’re marked as my mate.”
I wrapped my legs around him. “Jackson?”
“Yeah?”
“Stop talking and fuck me already.” It was time to come again.
“You sound impatient. Am I getting to you?” He grinned, liking the idea.
He was under my skin, in my head and buried inside me, of course he got to me. I just squeezed him with my legs, pulling him deeper yet. When I started contracting my core around him, he lost the ability to make smart ass remarks. His dark eyes glazed and his breathing came fast. Sweat slicked our skins as we both chased release.
Jackson had the endurance of an athlete, but no one can last forever. His climax burst in a hot wave and triggered my own. We shuddered into each other, lost and found at the same time.
When we recovered, I snuggled up against his side and he laid a possessive arm over me.
“Jacks?”
“Yes, baby?” His voice was full of drowsy satisfaction.
“What if I am an Omega wolf?” I bit my lip knowing he would hate the question as much as I did. It was just that I’d always assumed my parents’ deaths had set me back, but what if that wasn’t it. What if I’d been delayed because I was weak?
He sighed. “We’re talking about this again?”
“I just...what if I am?”
“You can’t be. We wouldn’t be mated.” He gave me a squeeze. “It doesn’t matter, Clo. It’s not true and I’m not letting you go.”
I wanted to say more, but he stopped me. “Look, you either believe in us or you don’t. Are we mated?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Then that’s all you need to know.” He rolled over then and fell asleep.
Still awake, I stared up at the ceiling alone with my worries, which came roaring back without the distraction of sex. I knew we were mated, Jackson knew we were mated, but why didn’t anyone else believe it?
Chapter Six
Morning came with the sound of loud knocking at our door. Jackson and I both jerked upright at the noise. For a second, I was disoriented. My sleep had been dreamless, my body humming with deep satisfaction. Being thrust into abrupt consciousness hurt.
“Jackson,” yelled the familiar voice of Cal. He sounded upset.
“Coming,” Jackson shouted back. He didn’t bother to get dressed; wolves didn’t care about nudity and the urgency in Cal’s voice said this was not a social visit.
Bed sheet clutched around my body, I trailed after Jackson to the front door. I hadn’t been a wolf long enough to lose my human sense of modesty. Being naked in the pack clearing didn’t bother me, but, in a more human environment like my home, I struggled with shyness. Sometimes I worried I’d been human too long.
“What’s up, man?” Jackson covered a yawn and wiped sleep out of his eyes.
Cal didn’t bother to step inside the house. Outside, I could hear his car still running. His usual scent of tobacco and warm green grass filled the air. He always smelled like he’d just cut the lawn while puffing an expensive cigar, but just then there was also a dark undertone of worry to his scent. “Tonya’s missing.”
“She go out on a run last night?” Jackson asked. Sometimes wolves lost track of time and dawdled until people panicked. The thing was, people worried about schedules while wolves followed whatever enticing scent crossed their path.
Cal shook his head. “No. She was with James until midnight. He said she was asleep when he left. The bar called me when she didn’t show for the breakfast shift.”
I frowned at that. “She was working? We were supposed to go to Nashville together at nine.”
Call just shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe she picked up an extra shift or was planning to cut out early.”
“What about her cell phone?” Jackson asked.
The alpha’s mouth thinned out into a grim line. “No answer. So I went out to her place and it’s all tore up. Front door’s been kicked in and she’s gone.”
Jackson stiffened and his eyes narrowed. He was wide awake now. So was I and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Huntsville didn’t have crime. Everyone here was pack and you didn’t turn on pack unless you wanted to die. Either something had gone really badly between wolves, or a stranger was on our land.
“Let me put on some clothes and I’ll meet you there,” Jackson said.
“You do that. I’m going to round up some of the boys, see if they can sniff out a trail.” Cal turned and headed back to his truck.
Jackson wasted no time getting dressed and I followed suit. For a second day in a row, it looked like my plans to shop for a wedding dress would fall through. I tried not to read any bad omens into the pattern, but couldn’t quite shake a sense of foreboding either.
Tonya had made an overture last night. What if someone wanted to punish her for that? My thoughts went right to Vicki, but I dismissed the idea. Vicki was nasty, but I failed to see how hurting Tonya would further her agenda. She wanted me gone, not Tonya.
Shrugging off my suspicions, I followed Jackson out the door. He stopped short, aware of me following him. “Not a good idea, Clo,” he said, putting a hand up to stop me.
“What?” Cal’s wife, Betty, died when I was nine, but I remembered how she often stood at her husband’s side. On the rare occasions he was out of town, she led the pack in his place. Because of my rank as alpha’s mate, I had a responsibility to the pack. I wasn’t about to stay home. That’s not what an alpha’s mate did.
Jackson didn’t have that memory, though. Perhaps in his pack things were different, I didn’t know.
“Stay here,” he said.
“And do what? Twiddle my thumbs.” I tapped my nose. “I can help track her.”
He frowned. “I want you safe which means you stay home.”
I huffed at him and crossed my arms. “You can leave me behind, but I’m not a dog. I don’t sit and stay.” I shrugged. “Either take me with you or I’ll go on my own.”
He gripped my shoulders and shook me. “I’ll take your truck keys.”
I lifted my chin and stared into his eyes. How dare he think he could tell me what to do? “I’ll change and pitter-patter over there on four feet. Seriously, Jackson, I’m not a child. Don’t treat me like one.”
“I’m your alpha.” His voice carried a growl now. He was mad. Good, so was I.
I gave a sigh of exasperation. “First of all, Cal is my alpha, not you, not yet. Second, the pack sees us as a unit. You leave me behind often enough and no one else will value me either.” I pushed his hands away. “Is that what you want for me? Is that what your mother did?”
“No.” He sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “I just want to keep you safe, away from whoever kicked in Tonya’s door.”
The sincerity of the concern in his voice softened my anger toward him. I understood the desire to keep me safe. I felt the same way about him. More gently, I said, “We won’t be alone and if you can’t protect me there’s no hope for anyone in this pack.”
My logic finally prevailed and he gave a curt nod. “All right. But do what I say.”
I snorted. “Come on, Jacks. That’s over the top.”
“Hey, remember you’re a new wolf, babe. Running wild is a fast way to get hurt. Just listen to me, okay? It’s for your own safety.”
“Okay,” I said after a long pause where I tried to find something wrong with his logic and failed. God, it sucked being a baby wolf in an adult body. My wolf needed to grow up like yesterday. She gave me a curt nod of total agreement. Neither one of us liked being curtailed.
He picked up the keys to his truck and tucked his wallet into the back pocket of his jeans. “Come on. I’ll buy you coffee down at the gas station. I have a feeling we’re going to need all the caffeine we can get.”
*
Tonya lived out in the woods in one of the few houses that didn’t cluster around the town center. Wolves don’t want to be separated from their packs and liked close neighbors, but the occasional lone wolf wanted more distance. I wasn’t sure how Tonya felt as she’d inherited the house from her great-aunt. She always seemed social enough to me. Everyone knew her and appeared to like her well enough, which made her disappearance all the more chilling.
As we pulled into her driveway, we saw the damage. Tonya’s door had been kicked in, left to hang askew on splintered wood. Jackson parked his truck and we both hopped out. We didn’t speak, but the glance we exchanged spoke volumes. Something really violent had happened here and it made us uneasy.
My hackles on high alert, I gingerly made my way to her porch, stepping over pieces of broken wood along the way. The porch was new and made of white pine. Tonya had added some nice wicker rocking chairs and a few plants. The chairs now rested on their sides and the pots were a smashed mess of terracotta and dirt. Running my hand over the warped door frame, I inhaled the frigid morning air, wincing as a pungent, unpleasant scent filled my sinuses.
Covering my nose with a hand, I turned back to look at Jackson. “What is that smell?” I could identify most animals by scent alone, but I’d never smelled anything like this. It stung my lungs with acrid air, bringing tears to my eyes. The foul odor was strong enough that even a human would notice it.
Jackson sniffed and then covered his nose too. “Testosterone. Lots of testosterone.”
I raised my eyebrows at him, confused. “What does that mean?”
Cal walked out of the house, worry etched on his broad face as he caught the tail end of our conversation. “Rogue alpha.”
That meant something to Jackson because he went still as a corpse next to me. I had no idea what a rogue alpha was though and just looked at him with wide eyes, alarmed at his reaction. Behind my eyelids, my wolf stood ready to bolt. She knew something I didn’t.
“You sure about that?” Jackson said, his voice gruff with concern.
Cal nodded. “Yep. I got a call from the pack leader down by Nashville warning me about it. They lost some of their women last week. They tracked him until they lost his scent and he was heading our way.”
“You knew?” I gasped, offended at the idea of Cal not sharing this threat with the pack.
He held up a hand. “Hold your horses, wolf. They called me after I left your place this morning.” He kicked at the dirt and frowned. “Too bad they didn’t think to call sooner.”
We all looked at the house in silence.
“So, is Tonya...dead?” I choked on the last word. The thought horrified me.
Jackson pulled me into a one armed hug. “Only if she fought him too hard.”
“Nashville thinks he’s got a camp somewhere up here where he’s taking all the women.”
“What makes them think that?” I asked. Cal and Jackson seemed to have a better understanding of the situation than I did. I felt lost, like I’d forgotten to study for a final exam. Rogue alpha was an entirely new concept to me.
Cal heaved a tired sigh and rubbed his neck. “Some strange wolf bought a lot of camping supplies. He smelled the same as the trail they tracked.”
I furrowed my brow. “How would they know about the camping stuff?”
Cal pulled out his iPhone and tapped the touch screen. “The pack down there runs every hunting and camping franchise in Tennessee. They got wolves working in all the branches and they caught the guy on tape. Someone remembered the scent.” He held up his phone so we could see.
I leaned in and squinted my eyes. “Any idea who he is?” The picture wasn’t just small, but also of poor quality, probably retrieved from security cameras. It showed a tall, lean man wearing worn fatigues paired with combat boots. Dark hair hung down to his shoulders and a wiry black beard framed his face. Even in black and white, his eyes were wild and crazed. He looked like an off-the-grid militant. I could easily believe he’d gone off the deep end.
“None yet, but the police chief is looking for a match in the criminal databases.” Cal tapped his phone and the screen went dark.
Jackson began to take off his clothes. “Let’s track him. That scent is so strong, he can’t hide.”
“Not so fast, cowboy.” Cal held up a hand. “I called in our best trackers. Once they get here, we’ll go after him.”
Jackson paused, hand on his belt buckle. “He’s just getting further away. We need to move fast.”
Cal locked eyes with Jackson. “I know that and they’re coming just as soon as they secure their wives and children. We’re also setting up patrols around the city in case he pops up while we’re out tracking him. We don’t want to leave any easy targets behind.” When Jackson lowered his eyes in submission, Cal said, “Take Chloe home and make sure she’s got a gun. By the time you get back, we’ll be ready to hunt this rogue down.”
I shook my head. “Hey, I want to track with you.”
Jackson pulled his t-shirt back on. “You’re too new and exactly the kind of wolf this guy wants.”
I glared at him. “What kind of wolf is that?”
“An alpha’s mate,” Cal said quietly. “That’s what he’s looking for. Rogues want to start their own pack and they need a mate to do it.”
A chill went through me. “Why take Tonya then? Or any of the others?”
“Because he thinks they might be a match.” Cal whirled a finger by his ear. “Rogue alphas don’t play with a full deck.”
Jackson nodded his agreement. “It’s like ‘roid rage only worse.”
“But if he catches your scent, Chloe, he’d do anything to have you,” Cal added.
I frowned. “I still don’t get it.”
“Not every wolf can lead a pack, right?” Cal asked. At my nod, he continued, “Well, not every wolf can mate with an alpha. You’re special, my dear, but you haven’t come into your full power yet. Your wolf is still growing and that makes you vulnerable.”
I snorted in disbelief. The still growing thing made sense. It seemed every week I had more strength or speed. But special? Yeah, right.
Cal chuckled at my reaction and patted my shoulder. Jackson glared at me though and I just rolled my eyes. There he went again, trying to control me. Lucky for him he was so hot and spectacular in bed. Otherwise I would’ve never had a thing to do with him. My wolf took issue with that thought and gave a soft growl that reverberated through my mind.
Don’t sass me, I thought at her.
She tossed her head and refused to look at me. Typical bitch, except for the part where she lived in my brain.
“Come on,” I said walking over to the truck’s passenger door. “If you’re taking me back home, let’s go.” I still wasn’t convinced this rogue alpha guy would be so interested in me, but if Cal was concerned, so was I.
Chapter Seven
Tension filled the ride back to Jackson’s house. It irked me to be left out. As for Jackson, well, I couldn’t say for sure what he thought, but the way he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel along with the clench of his jaw painted a portrait of a man on edge.
Our ranch sat closer to Huntsville’s center than Tonya’s house. Not quite in town, but not too far away from it either. It only took us a few minutes to reach the long drive leading up to his ranch house. Gravel spit under the tires and the shadows of the pine trees lining the driveway swallowed his pick-up truck whole.
“You know how to use a gun?” he asked as he parked the truck.
“My Daddy taught me to shoot when I was nine,” I said, the bittersweet memory of that day bringing a fleeting smile to my lips. My parents had been gone for a long time now, but I never stopped missing them.
“How good a shot are you?”
I paused in the process of unbuckling my seatbelt. “Good enough.” The truth was I hadn’t taken out my gun in years. If not for my Daddy, I might have never picked up one. Now I was grateful for his tutelage while also wishing I’d paid more attention.
Jackson stepped out of the truck and, ever the gentleman, came around to open my door. “You don’t sound certain.”
I shrugged as I slid out of my seat. The driveway gravel crunched under my feet. “I can hit a target. It’s just been a while.” I looked up at him and my heart stuttered. The mid-morning sun filtered down through the pine trees and streaked his dark hair with light. His hazel eyes reflected the rich green of the trees around us. He was magnificently handsome and I sometimes still couldn’t believe he was mine.
I reached out and touched his cheek. Forgetting my earlier irritation with him down at Tonya’s house, I said, “What did I do to deserve you?”
He turned his face into my palm and kissed me. “I think that’s my question to ask.” There was a forlorn note in his voice that gave me pause.
“Everything okay?” Jackson was more prone to over confidence than a crisis of one.
He pulled me close and sank his nose into my neck, inhaling my scent. His hands drifted to my backside and squeezed. I cradled him against me, giving in to the strong instinct to comfort him.
“Talk to me, Jacks,” I whispered.
He groaned. “I’m an idiot, Clo.”
“What?”
He lifted his head, but wouldn’t meet my eyes. “You saw me. I was ready to run off.”
“So?” I’d felt the same urge.
“I would have left you behind.” He cupped my face in his hands. “The most precious thing in my life is you and I didn’t even think to protect you.” He let me go and abruptly stepped back, running a hand through his hair, a look of anguish on his face. “And Cal had a plan. A good plan. I had,” he paused to kick the gravel, “nothing but dumb instinct.”
“I had the same instinct, Jacks,” I said.
“You’re not supposed to lead the pack.” He glowered at me, but I knew he was more angry with himself than me.
“Neither are you. Not yet.” I crossed my arms and leaned against the truck. “Why do you think Cal includes you on everything? So you can learn how to lead.” The alpha had Jackson working at all hours, trying to teach him everything he could. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.”
In response, his body slammed into mine, shoving me against the cold metal of his pick-up. I raised my hands to push him back, surprised by his sudden movement, but he captured my hands and pinned them at my sides. The human side of me wanted to fight and resist, but my wolf quivered, utterly charmed at the dominant display. When he claimed my mouth in a crush of soft lips and the scrub of unshaved facial hair, a wet heat pooled between my legs.
That’s how crazy strong the attraction was between us. Danger surrounded the pack, but we couldn’t keep our hands of each other. If that didn’t define ‘crazy in love’ I didn’t know what did.
“Don’t you need to go?” I asked in a soft voice.
His teeth nipped my neck, adding a new mark to the one he’d planted the night before. “You always come first, Clo.”
“But Cal--” I started. He should go, I knew it, but I didn’t want him to. I wanted him to finish what he’d started. My core was already melting in anticipation.
Jackson put a finger to my lips. “Shush. We have a few minutes.”
Then he kissed me until I melted. Before I knew it, he pulled off my clothes right there in the driveway and I helped him. Once I was naked, he undid his pants.
“Should we...” I nodded toward the house. A bed would certainly be more comfortable. It would be warmer too, although I found I didn’t mind the cool air when my blood ran so hot with desire.
Jackson shook his head and turned me so I faced the truck. With two rough hands he yanked my hips back. “I need you now, Clo.” He entered me then, his length thrusting into me with no preamble. I was wet, but tight which made for pleasure edged in pain.
I gasped as he forced himself into my core and even pushed back in an effort to take more of him faster. When he had buried himself completely inside, I wanted to throw my head back in a howl of triumph. Preferring to be discreet--howls could be heard for miles--I settled for a soft yelp.
His hands ran up my back and around my rib cage to tease the tips of my breasts.
“Jackson,” I keened. Pleasure burst inside me, popping like so many bubbles all over my body.
“Yes, baby. Say my name.”
“Jackson,” I said again, my voice ragged. What I wouldn’t do for the things this man did to me.
He rewarded me by squeezing and twisting my nipples. Not too hard, but just enough to make my stomach clench. The pressure of the building orgasm ratcheted up a notch. I could tell it wouldn’t be long before I exploded.
My hands scrabbled on the hood of the truck, searching for something to hold onto. Jackson’s fingers dug into my hips, trying to steady me. My thighs began to shake and my knees went weak. He was so big it felt like he took up all the space inside me. There was nothing but him; he was the sun and my body a planet in his thrall.
My climax started in my stomach and then surged up to my nipples, tightening them into hard points. From there, it washed down to my core where it took on an electric quality that raced over me like a lightning strike.
I bit back scream after scream, only allowing muffled yowls to escape. Jackson continued to stroke me with his hard length and my body kept bursting with new orgasms. Finally when I was sure I would lose my mind if the pleasure didn’t stop soon, he gave a hoarse cry. His cock danced inside me and then he went still, sagging against me.
After a while, a howl I recognized as Cal sounded in the distance. It was the call to hunt. I stood up and reluctantly pushed Jackson away. “You’d better go.”
He nodded and threw his head back to launch a howl of his own, one filled with triumph. He’d claimed his mate and he wanted the world to know. There was no mistaking that tone.
I blushed and shook my head, mortified. “Come on, Jackson. You’re embarrassing me.” Shifting made it impractical to be puritanical about naked skin, but wolves were private about sex. At least in Hunstville. Jackson’s howl would broadcast our intimate moment across the little valley that housed our pack. Everyone within city limits would know just exactly what we’d been doing. Knowing how many of the women disapproved of me made it all the worse.
Jackson pulled on his clothes and managed to look repentant. “Sorry, Clo. It just slipped out.”
“Everyone knows we’re together, but what we do alone should be private.”
He gave a slow nod. “I understand, but think about it another way. Now the girls giving you trouble know you belong to me. They mess with you, they mess with me.”
“Yeah, well, we’ll see if that helps or hinders.” I yanked my t-shirt over my head, deciding not to bother with the bra just then. With Jackson on his way out, I needed to get inside and dig out my gun. Moving with quick efficiency I put on my panties followed by my jeans. Jackson gave me a quick hug then, nuzzling his face deep into my neck.
“Be safe, Clo,” he murmured.
“You too.” I sank my nose into his neck and sucked in his scent. Jackson always smelled like pine and fresh soap. Now that I’d caught a whiff pure testosterone at Tonya’s house, I could pick up that undertone in his musk as well.
Becoming a wolf made scent my second language. I’d been barely literate when I first changed, but had rapidly acquired new smells, filing them away in the back of my mind for future reference. The longer I was a wolf, the better I could pick up subtle background scents.
He pulled back, holding me by the shoulders, his gaze searching my face. “A rogue alpha isn’t human or wolf, he’s just a monster. Shoot first, okay?”
I nodded as he jumped into his truck and waved as he drove off. Alone, the chill of winter crept over my skin like phantom fingers. I shivered and hugged myself suddenly feeling vulnerable. With a start, I realized I’d come to rely on Jackson’s presence to steady me. He helped me make sense of being a wolf.
Without him did I even know who I was?
Chapter Eight
The silence of being alone made me jumpy. Every sound put me on high alert. Nothing like having a violent kidnapper on the loose. I busied myself with some cleaning and laundry, trying not to worry about Jackson. Dinner was a frozen Lean Cuisine with a side salad. The whole day, I kept an ear out for any howls from Jackson or other pack members.
Once, I spotted one of the wolves patrolling Huntsville’s perimeter. From the markings on his fur and the faint whiff of oil and gas mixed with his musk, I recognized him as Robert. He was in his early thirties and he worked as a mechanic at the gas station. I gave him a friendly wave and put out a bowl of water for him, which he slurped up in short order. Then, with a nod to me, he melted back into the trees to continue his patrol.
Darkness came like a bad omen. The growing shadows made me nervous. Wolves can see pretty well in the dark, better than a human, but nowhere near as well as a cat or owl. We could be snuck up on, assuming our more sensitive noses didn’t catch the scent first.
The blind spot made me jumpy. Jackson was out there somewhere and so was the rogue wolf. I took small comfort in the fact that the rogue’s scent was so strong, there was almost no way he could catch any of us unawares. The scent was like a sledgehammer to the nose, but, even so, I worried. To calm my jangling nerves, I popped some popcorn and put in a movie.
Up in the mountains, the internet connection wasn’t reliable enough for a Netflix subscription so we relied on DVDs. While I preferred comedies or romance, Jackson liked action movies, and, since I hadn’t unpacked all my stuff yet, I went with Diehard. At least Bruce Willis had some funny lines.
A loud knock on the door sounded after the opening credits. It startled me so badly, I almost choked on the popcorn. Muting the TV, I strained to hear who was there. There’d been no car--I wouldn’t have missed the sound of tires crunching on the gravel drive.
“Who’s there?” I called out, hand going to my gun. I sniffed the air, but, to my relief, I didn’t catch the rogue’s scent.
“Mara and Sara,” came a thin voice.
“Jackson sent us here,” added another voice, this one smaller as if from a young child.
Wary, I opened the front door to see two scrawny little girls on my doorstep. Their thin coats were worn and too small. Underneath, I caught a glimpse of equally worn clothes. The taller of the two looked to be about twelve and the other was maybe eight. They both had long blonde hair that needed combing and wide blue eyes that looked to me like they’d seen more than they should. Even though I didn’t know them, my heart went out to the girls based on their appearance alone. Someone wasn’t taking care of them very well.
The taller one gave a tentative smile as if unsure of her reception. “I’m Mara and this is Sara.” Her little sister lifted a hand in greeting.
I motioned them into the house my eyes scanning the world outside for danger. “Come on in and warm up. I’ve got popcorn.”
At the mention of food, their eyes lit up, and, once inside, they descended on the bowl of popcorn like locusts.
“You said Jackson sent you?”
Mara nodded as she shoved another handful of popcorn into her mouth. Chewing and talking at the same time, she said, “We was out looking for our parents when he come through. He told us it ain’t safe to be out and your house be closer than Grammy’s.”
I frowned. “Looking for your parents?”
Sara looked at me, her expression solemn and popcorn clutched tight in her grubby hand. “They be feral.”
I tried to act like wolves abandoned their families every day and kept my shock from showing on my face. I knew it happened. Every pack had at least one wolf who got lost in their animal and left the human world, preferring the way of the wild. Usually they came back home, eventually, but, on occasion, a wolf seemed to forget their humanity altogether. From the girls’ condition, I suspected their parents fell into the latter category. “Oh, so you live with your grandmother.”
“Yeah, she need help now too so it’s good we there,” said the older one, her butchered English making me wince.
I filed the tidbit about her grandmother away for future reference and smiled brightly at the girls. “Do you want something to drink? Maybe a sandwich?”
Mouths full of popcorn, they both nodded vigorously.
I made them generous peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with a side of chips and sliced apples. Setting the plates on the table, I poured out big glasses of cold milk. “Girls, come sit. The food is ready.”
They ran into the dining room, stuffing food into their mouths before their butts hit their chairs. I let the lack of manners slide as the girls were obviously starving. Their grandmother didn’t seem to be taking care of them like she should.
Normally, Cal’s wife would’ve paid her a visit and overseen the girls’ welfare. When things with the rogue alpha settled down, I resolved to do the same. For once, I was glad of my new role as alpha’s mate. It meant I could do something about the girls’ obvious need. I didn’t have to look the other way.
“By the way, my name is Chloe,” I said as I joined them at the table. “It’s nice to meet you Mara and Sara.”
“Yes’m,” the girls mumbled in unison, eyes riveted on their plates, hands in constant motion as they shoveled in the next bite.
“If you want more after you finish that, let me know. I’d be happy to make you another sandwich.”
Mara’s eyes lifted up and met mine, shining with happiness. “Really?” she asked as if she wasn’t sure she’d heard me correctly.
“Yes really. I want you to grow big and strong which means you need to eat. As much as you want,” I said, emphasizing the last sentence. “I’ve got ice cream, too.”
Sara went still, the sandwich in her hand suddenly freezing in its trajectory toward her mouth. Her gaze went to the sliding door behind the dining room table and out to the stone patio beyond. “There be somethin’ out there, Miss Chloe.”
“What?” I stiffened, all my senses on high alert. Squinting, I stared out the glass door trying to spot what had drawn her attention.
Mara pointed. “There back in the bushes. I seen it too.”
I inched the door open and sniffed the wind. When I didn’t catch the peppery hot scent of the rogue alpha, I relaxed somewhat, but then a feminine, sour stench hit my nose, one I knew very well.
Wolves smell different at different times depending on who is involved and how they feel. It has to do with emotion and the hormones that come with them. Hate always smelled sour as bad vinegar to me and the last time I’d caught that particular scent it’d been emanating off Vicki.
For a second time that night I called out, “Who’s there?” Even though I figured I knew who it was, I thought it best not to show my hand. Besides, if I was wrong, I would look like an idiot and I was in no hurry to add to the list of bumbling mistakes I’d made the last few days.
There was no answer, but I heard the rustle of leaves or bushes and the crack of twigs snapping underfoot. I pulled out my gun, and stepped onto the patio, shutting the door behind me. The full moon provided some illumination, but not enough to penetrate the night’s shadows.
In a loud voice I said, “I’m armed and I will shoot to kill if you don’t identify yourself.”
The only response was more rustling and the sharp snap of wood breaking. A chill went through me. Jackson said I would be safer here, that the rogue would be busy running from them. It had made sense at the time, but now I wasn’t so sure he’d been right.
A flash of white caught my eye and I trained my gun on it, eyes narrowed, finger tense on the trigger. “Who are you?”
A figure emerged from the shadows. At first, all I could make out was that it was a person and female. This reassured me, at least initially. Then, as they came closer, I made out the sourpuss features of Vicki. My instincts had run true. The nose always knows.
She frowned at me as if she’d just tasted something unpleasant.
“What are you doing out here?” I didn’t put the gun back in my shoulder holster, but I did lower my arm. She was pack, not a rogue alpha, I didn’t have anything to fear, but I couldn’t quite convince myself to tuck my gun away. Probably because, deep down, I kind of did want to shoot her. It would be therapeutic. And wrong, I told myself sternly. My wolf yawned in my mind’s eye. Apparently, my human morals bored her.
“I went out for a run,” she said flatly.
“You know it’s not safe to run around right now.” I arched an eyebrow, suspicious of her motives. Wolves ran in the deep Appalachian woods, not on the outskirts of our house. Was she spying on me or looking for Jackson?
She sneered. “Maybe for omegas like you.”
“I’m not an omega wolf, Vicki,” I said, my voice calmer than I felt. My trigger finger twitched at my side and I couldn’t keep myself from debating whether I should punch her first, then shoot or shoot her and kick the corpse. My wolf favored starting with bullets. It’s just wishful thinking, I’m not really going to shoot her, I thought at her. She growled in response. If I had to translate, I would swear she was calling me a pussy.
“Then prove your blood.”
I rolled my eyes. This again? If I did take a swing at her, I vowed to do my best to break her jaw and shut her up for a while. “That’s an archaic practice.”
“It’s within my rights to invoke it.”
“It’s within my rights--” I stopped short of telling her I was going to kick her ass because a strong peppery smell had just smacked me in the face. Remembering Jackson’s admonition to shoot first, I quickly aimed the gun in the direction of the smell and pulled off a shot. The bullet went past Vicki’s side and my ears tracked its movement as it whizzed through the underbrush to bury itself in a tree trunk with a thud.
Since I aimed in her general direction, Vicki dropped to the ground with a shriek, thinking I was about to shoot her. I was ashamed at how much satisfaction I took from her fear. She definitely deserved some comeuppance, but I didn’t like myself when I enjoyed it this much. I was better than petty games, right? My wolf gave me a look. She knew better. Wolves never missed an opportunity to improve their standing in the pack. This was just business, nothing personal to her. She didn’t care if Vicki lived or died so long as I came out ahead.
Vicki scrambled to her feet, eyes flashing yellow with anger. Her wolf was agitated and ready to burst through her skin to attack me.
I held up a hand. “Sorry. I wasn’t aiming for you.”
“That’s awfully convenient,” she spat as she walked toward me.
I sniffed. “Can’t you smell it?”
She lifted her nose to the air and inhaled deeply. “Smell what?”
Did she have a cold? What was wrong with her? “The rogue alpha’s out there.” I scanned the perimeter, my eyes narrowed to slits. The peppery scent had faded somewhat and moved to the far side of Jackson’s property. We didn’t have a fence or neighbors. The only demarcation of the property line was the grass stopped and gave way to forest. I hadn’t thought he would give up so easy, but decided to give him some negative reinforcement with one more shot. This time I hit something and not a tree. Something that whined with pain and thrashed in the underbrush. Twigs snapped. Leaves rustled and then an eerie silence fell over the night.
“Get into the house and lock the doors,” I yelled at Vicki as I sprinted toward the sound. I didn’t check to make sure she did as I asked; there wasn’t time. Whoever or whatever I hit started to move again. More twigs snapped, crisp as dry bones. A cloud drifted over the moon, hiding the world from me.
I squeezed off one more bullet, relying on my ears to hone in on the target because my eyes couldn’t make out anything but varying shades of dark. The third bullet hit home, too. The woods came alive with the sounds of things moving. I thought I caught the sound of another wolf, a soft yip that seemed to come to the far left of where I’d been shooting, but, if there were more wolves out there, I couldn’t smell them over the rogue’s musk. His acrid musk burned my nose like I’d snorted a fresh jalapeno, effectively blocking all other scents.
My heart beating faster than a rabbit running scared, I turned a quick circle to check my back. Vicki had heeded my order and gone inside the house. The girls stood on either side of her, and all of them pressed their faces up against the glass.
A cloud passed over the moon, making the world even darker. I blinked to adjust my vision. My ears strained to catch the smallest sound, but heard nothing. A gust of wind blew, bringing a light flurry of snow with it, and a complete absence of any scent beyond pine and earth.
The rogue was gone.
Wanting to be sure, I ran into the house to snag a flashlight. I didn’t say anything, just nodded curtly at everyone as I breezed past them. Outside, I crisscrossed the backyard using the flashlight to shine out into the trees. Other than a freaked out raccoon, I saw nor smelled no one.
Back inside the house, I put the flashlight away and finally felt safe enough to holster my gun. Then I called the police and informed them the rogue had just been in my backyard.
Dispatch promised to send one of the town’s two squad cars out my way to check things out. Hopefully that would be enough of a lead to track him down. Hanging up, I noticed that, while I’d been outside risking life and limb, Vicki had helped herself to one of Jackson’s t-shirts. She’d also turned the gas fireplace on high and made herself a cup of tea.
I found myself wondering how she knew where to find everything. She must’ve sensed it too because she gave me a sly smile.
“I hope you don’t mind, I helped myself to a few things.” She gestured to her shirt. “I always loved this shirt.” She ducked her head and sniffed the cotton fabric. “It smells like him.”
I took really long deep breath before I said anything. I wanted to rip her throat out. My wolf snarled in my head, the sound as close as a wolf could get to ‘paws off my man, bitch.’
She flinched even though I said nothing, although I knew my scent carried the rancid tones of anger, which was a form of speech in of itself. Just to fuck with her, I smiled brightly and said, “No problem. Keep the shirt. Jackson doesn’t need it anymore.”
“That’s not the only thing he should get rid of,” she said looking me up and down.
“Exactly,” I said, crossing my arms and leaning against the open counter that ran between the kitchen and dining room. “It’s like you read my mind.” I gave her a pointed look.
Vicki just stared at me, momentarily stunned by my response. When she did start to say something, Mara and Sara started screaming excitedly and pointing to the backyard effectively drowning her out. I hid a small smile as I turned to see what had riled up the girls. Vicki had sure had a less-than-ideal night. I was certain she hadn’t planned on facing down a rogue or me when she started skulking around the house. She’d probably hoped to find Jackson home and have her way with him.
“It’s the first snow,” Mara said with a happy sigh.
Sure enough, the tiny flecks of snow from a few minutes ago had grown into big fat flakes. The girls raced to the sliding door and pressed their faces against the glass.
“Do you think there’ll be enough to make a snowman?” asked Sara breathlessly.
“That’s the million dollar question,” I said with a kind smile. The girls’ eagerness reminded me of my own childhood. At school, we used to see who could scrape together the biggest snowball. While Hunstville did get snow, it tended to melt rather than accumulate. Winters in our area ran on the warm side. Outside of a freak blizzard--the last one being ten years ago--there was rarely enough snow to even make a snowball.
I looked at the clock and finally realized how late it was. Ignoring Vicki, who glowered in her chair as she sipped her tea, I focused on Mara and Sara, grateful for the distraction. The less I thought about Vicki, the less I wanted to kill her.
“Hey girls, it looks like you’re staying here for the night. Go wash up and I’ll show you where you can sleep.” Jackson hadn’t bothered with too much furniture, but he had bought a bed for the guest room. A small thing, but I was happy to have it even though I knew, on one level, that the bed was probably there for guests like Kelsey from his home pack. Without the bed, the girls would’ve been crammed together on the couch and they deserved better than that.
While the girls disappeared into the bathroom, my attention returned to Vicki who’d slunk into the kitchen and returned with a small bottle of whiskey. Pouring some into her tea, she stirred and then sipped it, refusing to meet my gaze.
I cleared my throat. “What the hell were you doing out there anyway? You want to disappear like Tonya?”
She snorted. “Honey, I’m too strong to mess with. No big, bad wolf can take me. Tonya was weak just like you.”
“If I’m so weak, how was it I saved your ass tonight and not the other way around?” I snatched the bottle of whiskey away from her just as she reached to add more to her tea. Screwing on the lid I set it on the kitchen counter, damned if I was going to let her waltz into my house and act like she owned it.
She shrugged. “Just dumb luck. I didn’t ask for help anyway. I can take care of myself.”
I pointed toward the front door. “There’s the door then.” I took no pride in kicking her out. I had a responsibility to the pack and the last thing I wanted was for Vicki to get hurt, but I also didn’t want her in my home. Mostly for her own safety. It was becoming more and more tempting to grab her by the throat and shake her into submission.
She gulped her tea, draining the mug. “I’m going.”
“If you smell a strong peppery scent, you should run,” I cautioned her even though I doubted she would listen. Her default setting in life was bitch set to high. It had worked for her thus far, but I wondered if the rogue alpha would finally bring her down a peg. If he didn’t, I resolved that I would.
Vicki waved a dismissive hand. “I’ve been smelling that all night and nothing happened. There’s nothing out there but fear for a wolf like you, Chloe. Leave the night to those of us who can handle it.” Standing up she sauntered toward the door with a flip of her long, dark hair.
I watched her go, my hands clenched into fists, fingernails cutting into my palms. If the girls hadn’t come into the room, I would’ve launched myself at her, but my sense of responsibility to them kept me in check. I didn’t want them to see a fight, not as young as they were. Soon, though, the time and place would be right and I would bring Vicki to her knees. Things were going to change, not just tonight. My wolf huffed in agreement, although she felt some lingering regret about not shooting the bitch.
I tucked the girls into bed, told them a quick story and promised them pancakes in the morning. I couldn’t help it, the sadness in their big eyes made me want to mother them. Besides they needed fattening up, they were way too thin. I made a mental note to dig around in the freezer and see if there was any deer sausage to go with the pancakes. The girls could use the calories and fat.
The house quiet, I poked my head outside and tested the air. The scents remained normal pine, earth and some faint animal musk. Nothing to worry about, as if Vicki had taken all the trouble with her.
That last thought gave me pause and I stood, frozen in place for a long moment, my mind churning furiously. When Vicki showed up, so had the rogue. She hadn’t seemed concerned about it either, and, while she was a bitch, she wasn’t a dumb one. She didn’t want to die. So why had she been out in the woods despite the danger?
Dots connected in my head. Dots I didn’t want to see.
The truth was, she would love to have me out of the picture. She’d probably throw a party if I died, but she couldn’t kill me herself. Not if she wanted to be with Jackson. No, she needed a way to get rid of the competition that kept her nose clean. Where or how she found a rogue alpha, I had no idea, but she’d clearly brought him to my house when she knew I was alone.
Well, shit.
Stunned, I sank into the couch and pulled one of the throw pillows over my stomach. But I hadn’t been alone. The girls were here and they spotted Vicki before she could follow through with her plan. For all I knew, Mara and Sara’s presence scared her off. I sure wouldn’t want the blood of innocents on my hands.
I closed my eyes and communed with my wolf whose energy was restless. Reaching out I tried to sense Jackson, but he was a shadowy figure in the horizon of my mind and not looking my way. I sighed. Whoever found a way for werewolves to carry cell phones while in wolf form would be a millionaire. We were cut off from each other until he came home.
That left me only one option.
Pulling out my phone, I dialed the police chief’s cell. Huntsville didn’t have a lot of crime. We usually got along pretty well or solved problems outside human law. The police primarily kept us out of human affairs and gave us an official voice in human law enforcement.
He answered on the first ring. “Roberts here.”
“Chief Mueller, I think the rogue alpha has been sniffing around my house and I think Vicki Hannstein might be involved with the situation.” The rest of the story tumbled out of me. He listened intently and I heard the scratch of a pen on paper as he took notes.
When I finished telling my story, he asked “How long ago did she leave your house?”
I looked at the clock. It was almost midnight now. “About thirty minutes ago.”
“I’ll tell the patrol to check for her. She lives about a mile east from you, so assuming she went home, we’ll be able to pick her up for questioning.”
“Call me if you find her,” I said.
“You’ll know the second I do.”
I hung up the phone and hugged the pillow tightly to my chest. All I’d ever wanted was to be part of the pack. I’d believed that my biggest problem had been being a null, but the truth was, being a wolf took things to a whole new level of trouble.
My phone rang a minute later and I jumped in surprise. Checking the screen and expecting to see the chief calling me back I saw instead a number I didn’t recognize. Curious, I answered. “Hello?”
“Chloe?” asked a feminine voice that sounded vaguely familiar. “It’s me Kelsey. Is this a good time?” Her tone was tentative as if she wasn’t sure of her reception.
“As good a time as any,” I said.
“Jackson called me and told me about the rogue alpha.” Fear laced her voice, making it unsteady. “And the thing is I think I smelled it outside my hotel room. Jackson’s not answering his phone and he gave me your number at the bar earlier. I didn’t know who else to call.”
“The rogue’s not there anymore,” I said, wondering why on earth Jackson gave Kelsey my number. I wanted nothing to do with her.
“What do you mean?”
“He was just here. I managed to run him off. So whatever you’re smelling is an old trail or even something completely different.” I fingered my gun as I spoke recalling the shots I’d fired and the whine I’d heard as the bullets, hopefully, hit home.
“Oh, wow. That’s good to know.” She paused and then said, “Would it be too much to ask if I could come out to your place? I don’t like being alone like this among humans.”
When I didn’t say anything at first, she hastened to add, “I know we got off on the wrong foot. Jackson is like a brother to me and I’m very protective of him. I’m sorry if I was out of line.”
I’d been prepared to brush her off, but the sincerity of her words gave me pause. Maybe I should give her another chance. It would make Jackson happy. “Normally I would say yes, Kelsey. But the rogue is still out there somewhere and I don’t think it’s safe for you to travel. Besides, our guest room is full. I’m babysitting some kids.”
“Oh, okay. I understand and you’re probably right, it’s not safe to travel. Are their parents out looking for the rogue?” She asked.
“No.” I sighed. “It’s a long story, but the basic gist is their parents went feral and their grandmother doesn’t seem up the job of raising them.”
“Sounds like they’re pack kids then.”
“Of a sort,” I said. Thinking to build a bridge between us I said, “You know I was orphaned at a young age. My parents died when I was eleven. I’ve fended for myself ever since.”
“Jackson told you about me?” she asked guessing at the reason for my sudden disclosure.
“He mentioned something in passing,” I hedged not wanting her to feel like he’d spilled her life’s story behind her back.
She was quiet for a moment. “It’s not a good way to grow up, is it? Alone and belonging to no one.”
“No it’s not,” I agreed.
“I was lucky to have Jackson’s family. His father was a good alpha. He took care of everyone, even the unwanted pack baby.” She gave a bitter laugh. “Did you have anyone looking out for you, Chloe?”
“No,” I said unable to keep the sadness out of my voice. Cal had tried but didn’t have the time to devote to raising a child.
“Well, you take care of those kids staying with you.”
“That’s the plan,” I said surprised at the vehemence in her voice.
“And maybe you and I can get together for a do-over. I’d like to be your friend, Chloe. I can’t promise not to say or do the wrong thing, I came into the world with a foot in my mouth and I’ll probably leave this world with it still in my mouth and someone else’s foot up my ass.”
I laughed. “I noticed, but no hard feelings.”
“Great. You’ve put my mind at ease. I’ll call you and we’ll set something up, okay?”
“Sounds good.” We hung up and I tried to watch Diehard again, but couldn’t focus. Between the rogue, Vicki and now Kelsey, my life contained knots I didn’t know how to even begin to unsnarl.
So I coped the only way I could, I hosed the house in air-freshener to eradicate Vicki’s scent lingering in the air. It wasn’t enough, but it was a start.
Chapter Nine
Jackson came home around three in the morning. The sound of his truck, as unique as a fingerprint to my keen wolf ears, sent a shudder of relief through me. I hadn’t been able to sleep, I was too afraid the rogue would come back. I didn’t want to miss a call from the police chief either, but my phone remained stubbornly silent, which meant Vicki was still out there somewhere plotting my demise.
He came into the house quietly as if trying not to wake me. I ran to greet him and threw myself into his arms.
“Jacks.”
He hugged me tight. “Clo.”
We just stood there for a minute, soaking each other up. He smelled of sweat and dirt, the musk of a hard day’s work, but I didn’t care. It was just good to have his scent filling my nose, to know he was okay.
“Did you find him?” I spoke into his chest, unwilling to leave its safety to look up at his face.
I felt him shake his head. “Nothing. The scent trail is cold.”
“I smelled him out in the woods by the backyard.” His arms tensed around me and I hastened to reassure him, “I shot at him and I think I might have wounded him because he ran off.”
He moved to let me go. “I’ll go out and look.”
Now it was my turn to tighten my arms around him and refuse to be released. “I already checked, he’s long gone. I called the police and the wolves you guys set up to patrol Hunstville are trying to track where he went.”
Jackson allowed me to pull him close again, his warm arms circling me with reassuring strength. He lifted his head and inhaled, testing the smells of the house. “I smell lots of other people. You’ve had company. Some of them smell familiar, but I can’t quite place all the scents. There’s something blocking me.” He sniffed again. “Is that...air freshener?”
I nodded into his chest. “Yes. It’s kind of a long story.” I hesitated, unable to decide where to start.
I took his hand and tugged him into the dining room. “Sit.”
He sat at the table and I poured us each a shot of the whiskey Vicki had pilfered earlier.
“What’s wrong, Clo?” He looked at me, weary concern shining in his eyes.
“Something happened and I’m not sure if you’re going to like what I tell you.” I handed him a glass and sat across from him. “The rogue wasn’t alone. Vicki was with him too. I think she might have led him here hoping to get rid of me and clear a path to you.”
Jackson paused, the glass on his lips as he processed what I’d just said. When he didn’t say anything, I continued, “She hates me Jacks. Enough to kill, but she doesn’t want my blood on her hands. That could mess up her plans for you, you know?”
He swallowed the whiskey and gave a curt nod. “Damn. That’s crazy.”
“Yep. Tell me about it.” I took a sip of mine, welcoming the whiskey’s warm burn.
“Are you sure?”
I shrugged. “Why else would she be hanging out with a rogue in our backyard? She’s not selling Girl Scout cookies. Believe me, I’ve tried to come up with an angle where she’s not trying to kill me and I can’t find it.”
After a long silence, Jackson surged to his feet without warning, his face dark with sudden anger. Turning sharply on his heels, he made for the front door.
I hurried after him. “Where are you going?”
“I’m going to hunt her down and shake the truth out of her.” Anger fired up his voice and the testosterone in his scent became stronger.
“The police are looking for her. You’ve been up all night. Let them do this for now.” I put my hand on his, stopping him from throwing the front door open. “Come to bed, Jacks. It’s been a long night and I need you.” I started shaking then, my ability to hold it together crumpling as some kind of delayed reaction kicked in. My mind flashed to that moment in the backyard when I’d taken a shot at the rogue. Who knew what was out there or what wolf would come sauntering out of the wild next? I couldn’t bear to be left again.
He wrapped me in another hug. “Are you okay?”
I sniffed. Tears sprang to my eyes despite my efforts to hold them back. “She went through the house like she owned the place. Even took one of your shirts.” I took a deep breath. “How close were you guys?” I’d been under the impression that Jackson only indulged in a series of casual one night stands when he first came to town. Vicki seemed to go a level deeper than that. There was nothing about her behavior that said ‘casual relationship.’
He kissed me, a gentle press of his lips that was gone before I could respond. “We dated a bit. My wolf liked her, so I thought that meant we might be mates. We talked about it once or twice. The second I brought your wolf, we were over though.”
I frowned. “So you say, but did she know that? Did you call her?”
He had the grace to look chagrinned. “No I didn’t. I guess I thought she’d figure it out when we showed up at the pack clearing.”
I threw up my hands. “Way to let a girl down hard, Jacks. Wow. No wonder she hates me.” God. He’d essentially led her on. I couldn’t blame Vicki for being pissed.
Jackson’s expression hardened. “Maybe I messed up, but that’s no excuse to kill you.”
“Yeah, but she might not have snapped if you’d manned up and talked to her. She’s lost it, Jacks.” I whirled my finger by my ear. “Like seriously psycho and she is out for blood. Don’t forget, I’m not the only target here. Tonya’s gone. All those other girls down in Nashville too.” The collateral damage of Vicki’s jealousy took my breath away. Was there anything she wouldn’t do for revenge?
He rubbed his forehead and sighed. “I’m sorry, Chloe. I didn’t know she was going to do this. No sane wolf would.”
I frowned. “How did she find a rogue in the first place?”
Jackson shrugged. “I don’t know. They’re rare and I have no idea how she got him up here without being killed herself. Rogues are the werewolves of legend, beasts that are half man, half wolf and the only language they speak is violence.” He sucked in another lungful of air. “I smell lots of people. Was someone besides Vicki here?”
I nodded. “Mara and Sara. They said you sent them?”
Jackson ran a hand through his dark hair, fatigue creating shadows under his eyes. “Oh yeah, I forgot. We ran into them out in the woods. I told them to come here since our house was close by.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what their parents were thinking, letting them run wild like that.”
“Their parents went feral and they showed up here looking like they aren’t being properly cared for. I don’t think anyone’s been watching out for them. I fed them and tucked them into the guest bedroom for the night.” I gave a wry smile. “I promised pancakes for breakfast by the way.”
Jackson glanced at the clock on the wall of the entry way. “That’s about four hours from now.”
On cue, his stomach rumbled and I laughed. “Let me guess, you’re hungry now.”
A slow smile spread over his face. “Yes for lots of things.” His eyes began to gleam with desire and his hands were suddenly travelling my body.
I twisted away from him. “We’re not alone.”
“We’ll be quiet,” he promised as he pulled me back into his orbit and cupped my breasts.
“How about some food first?” I asked. I hadn’t eaten dinner and the girls had consumed all the popcorn. Jackson wasn’t the only one feeling hunger pangs.
He gave a curt nod. “Food sounds good. I could use the extra energy.” The wicked smile that split his lips left no doubt as to how he planned to use all that energy.
For a second time that night, I made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. We washed them down with whiskey and then stumbled to bed, unsteady from fatigue and the buzz of alcohol.
In bed, Jackson cradled me for a long time, hands stroking my hair, then my shoulder down to the curve of my hip. “I thought about you all day. Were you safe? Were you okay?”
I gave a soft laugh. “Same here. I tried to see your wolf, but you were too far away.”
“I’ve heard some packs are telepathic.” He kissed my cheek. “I wish we were. It would make it easier to be apart.”
“Yeah, that would be nice.” I wiggled my bottom against his rising hardness. “Did you just want to talk all night, Jacks?”
He ground against me. “Hell, no. I want my mate beneath me, screaming my name.”
“No screaming. Not tonight,” I reminded him.
“Okay, fine. I’ll settle for a hoarse whisper then.” He nuzzled my neck and I turned toward him so we could kiss.
His lips were tender on mine, but soon he couldn’t hold back. He ravished my mouth, beard stubble scraping over my soft skin, teeth worrying my bottom lip. Our tongues tangled and I moaned, arching up toward him.
This man made me lose my mind. I couldn’t get close enough to him. My wolf seemed to agree and, in my mind’s eye, she pressed herself up against Jackson’s wolf.
When he moved his attention to my breasts, he whispered one command to me. “Touch yourself.”
My breath caught at the power in his voice and my hand moved before my brain even understood his words.
“We’re going to make you come together.” He lowered his head after that and took a nipple into his mouth while a hand went to pinch the other. Deep, hot places inside me quivered and pulled tight.
Jackson nipped my nipple with his teeth, the pain making me gasp and immediately want more. Releasing me, he said, “Now, when I go slow, you go slow. When I go fast, you go fast. Got it?”
I nodded, too breathless to speak. A fire burned in me, one that couldn’t be put out with water. This little game had me ready to combust.
He resumed toying with my nipple, alternately taking it deep into his mouth and whipping his tongue across the sensitive tip. I kept pace with him as best I could. My nipples became harder and harder, stiffening into high points that begged for more. I squirmed underneath Jackson as a pulse throbbed inside my core, beating like a second heart beat. Soon it would explode and pleasure would spill out, flooding my senses.
Sensing I was on the brink, Jackson intensified his efforts. Bunching my breasts up in his hands to bring their tips closer, he became merciless. Biting, scraping, whipping each tip in turn until my entire body brimmed with desire. The whole time, he growled, low and soft in his throat. The sound shook my breasts with exquisitely rough vibration.
I came with almost no warning, my body arched and my mouth open in a silent scream. Jackson watched my face and our eyes met, his intent, mine glazed.
When the last of my orgasm faded, he lifted my hand away and sucked on my fingers, tongue tickling my palm. Just like that, the orgasm became a drop in an ocean of desire. My body clenched tight with need. I wanted him inside me. The orgasm hadn’t been enough, not even close.
“Jacks,” I whispered.
“Clo,” he said.
I wrapped my hand around his shaft to make my point.
“You need something?” There was a gleam of mischief in his eye.
“You. I need you.” I parted my legs in invitation.
When he finally took me, I couldn’t suppress a sharp yip of excitement. Behind my eyelids, my wolf was yowling. To quiet myself, both inside and out, I sank my teeth into his neck. Jackson returned the favor and we marked each other. We both crested at the same time after that.
The orgasm shook me with the intensity of raw voltage. I filled my mouth with the curve of his shoulder to keep from screaming as my body shuddered around him. Jackson grunted as my teeth broke his skin and bit me again as well.
Bloodied, our bodies slick with sweat, we collapsed on the bed, side-by-side.
“Wow,” he said quietly. His hand sought out mine and gave a squeeze.
I squeezed back. “Yeah. That was something wasn’t it?” I thought for a second and then said, “Was it like this with the other girls?”
“Clo...” He started, sounding unhappy.
I cut him off. “I’m not being jealous. I genuinely want to know. Remember, you’re my first.”
“And only.” He squeezed my hand again, harder this time.
“So answer the question.” I turned my head to look at him. Jackson’s dark chocolate eyes were heavy-lidded with fatigue and satisfaction.
“No, it was never like this with anyone but you.”
“Because I’m your mate.”
He nodded. “You’re my everything.”
The sincerity of his words made me feel a little mushy inside. Even my wolf managed to look sentimental, instead of her usual boring, death stare, she actually blinked. Maybe she was surprised. I snuggled up against him, basking in the heat of his body. My body temperature ran on the high side, but Jackson was pure alpha furnace, perfect for a cold winter’s night.
There might be a rogue out there and dozens of angry, she-wolves scorned gunning for me, but just then, with Jackson’s arms and body wrapped around me, his words still ringing in my ears, life felt perfect.
Was this love? Would we last? Was the mating really a thing for us? I didn’t know. I hadn’t even had a boyfriend let alone sex before Jackson, but, for a brief moment that night, I believed our mating bond that transcended anything the world could throw at us.
Chapter Ten
Morning came painfully early. The giggling of the girls woke me and I groaned when I saw the sun shining outside. Some days, mornings should do the world a favor and hit the snooze button. Only good things could come from longer nights. More sleep, more sex...what’s not to love?
I hauled myself out of bed and stumbled into the master bathroom where I threw cold water on my face and rinsed the post-whiskey consumption taste out of my mouth. For his part, Jackson just rolled over and covered his head with a pillow, hiding.
I left him be since he’d been running through the forest for hours the night before and needed the rest more than I did. I went into the kitchen where I tried to remember how the hell to make pancakes.
Mara and Sara swarmed me the second I appeared.
“Are you going to make pancakes for real?” Sara asked, bouncing in circles, her eyes wide with excitement.
I nodded, still not quite capable of speech yet that morning, and the girls cheered. Fumbling with the coffee maker, I started a much needed caffeine infusion. While it brewed, I found the pancake mix and blinked blearily at the directions on the box. Why did the words have to be so tiny? They made my head hurt.
A knock on the door saved me from cooking before my brain came online. I went to answer it and found Chief Mueller on the front porch. His eyes were red with lack of sleep and his evergreen and woodsy scent was stale as old bread. The morning had spared no one it seemed, except small children.
He took off his sheriff’s hat when he saw me and held it in front of him with both hands. The khaki brown of his uniform was creased, as if he’d worn it longer than twenty four hours, which was a distinct possibility. “Morning, Chloe. My shift’s over and I thought I’d stop by on the way home. This a good time?”
“Of course, Chief.” I motioned for him to come in. “I’ve got coffee brewing. Would you like some?”
He shook his head. “No thanks, I’m hoping to go to bed soon. I’ll take some water though.”
I filled a glass with water for him and poured myself a generous cup of coffee. Joining the chief at the table I asked, “How are things going? Did you find Vicki or the rogue alpha?”
“No, sorry to say, we have not. We did find traces of the rogue’s scent mixed with hers. There were signs of a struggle in the brush and fresh blood. Looks like Vicki’s bitten off more than she can chew.”
I winced, picturing her at the mercy of the rogue. She’d done it to herself, but I couldn’t help but feel some sympathy. “Were you able to track them?”
“For a bit. The trail goes cold not even a quarter mile out. Cuts off on the main road.”
I frowned. “How does a scent just go dead like that?”
He sighed, his face slack with fatigue and defeat. “Damned if I know.” He finished his water. “I’ve got one of my deputies poking around asking questions. So far, we’ve established that Vicki was in Nashville around the same time as the women down there disappeared.”
I sat back in my seat, unable to comprehend that kind of evil. I shook my head. “I thought she was just a bitch. I would have never believed she was capable of something like this.”
The Chief nodded. “It surprised all of us. She’s young and beautiful, with her whole life ahead of her.” He sighed. “But Vicki really hates you, Chloe. We interviewed some of her friends, and, apparently, all she’s been talking about lately is about getting rid of you.”
I put a hand to my chest as my heart began to race. “Oh my God.” It hurt to be hated that much. I was a good person. Maybe not the best wolf, but I was still new and people needed to give me a chance. I didn’t deserve to die. I hadn’t chosen Jackson, our mating wasn’t preplanned just to spite her. Surely Vicki knew that?
Chief Mueller gave me a sympathetic look. “Listen, the other reason I stopped by was to pass on a message from Cal. He asked me to tell Jackson to meet at his house around three. We’re working in shifts now, round the clock.”
I nodded. “Okay, I’ll let him know.”
The chief stood up and I followed suit.
“Thanks for stopping by,” I said.
He gave me a wan smile, looking dead on his feet. “Never a problem, you’re the alpha’s mate after all. Call me if you need something.”
“Same here, Chief.” I smiled at him. “It works both ways, right?”
He nodded. “Yes, it does.” He looked over to where Mara and Sara were watching cartoons. “Those the Klempoff girls?”
“Yeah,” I said, filing away their last name for future reference. I’d been so busy feeding them and then dealing with Vicki and her rogue assassin that we’d never gotten past first names. “They spent the night.”
He fell silent for a moment, taking in their frayed clothing and slight frames. “This pack’s been missing a woman’s touch these last few years. It’s good to have you. Betty would approve.”
“Thanks,” I said softly. “I thought I would take the girls shopping for some new stuff and maybe pay a visit to their grandmother’s house. Things don’t seem right.”
Chief Mueller patted me on the shoulder. “That’s a real good idea, Chloe. I’ve been worried about those girls.”
Chapter Eleven
The pancakes I made after Chief Mueller left were an advertisement for the axiom of ‘under promise and over deliver.’ I’d promised light fluffy pancakes, but could only deliver over cooked pellets, half of which tore when I flipped them. It wasn’t my finest moment in the kitchen.
Mara and Sara didn’t complain and gamely doused the pancakes with extra syrup. I tried to make up for the mess with the deer sausage. Jackson didn’t hunt in human form, but the guys who did passed on some of their bounty to us. Thankfully, the sausage only required the ability to operate a microwave and I could manage that much at least.
Jackson joined us eventually and rumbled ‘good morning’ to the girls. I relayed the Chief’s message to him and said what I could about Vicki without the girls overhearing anything. Jackson wasn’t happy, but he took the news in stride, saying, “We’ll find her. She can’t hide for long, now that we know it’s her.”
We ate breakfast in companionable silence, mostly because the girls had inhaled their food like a supercharged vacuum and then made a beeline for the television in the living room. I smiled as they scampered off, remembering how much I’d loved cartoons as a kid myself. Jackson finished the last of pancakes, even eating the ones that were black on the bottom. I wimped out and went for the sausage, unwilling to eat my own cooking. Then Jackson cleared the table and started loading the dishwasher.
I gave him a quick kiss on the cheek as I took my plate into the kitchen.
He smiled at me. “What’s that for?”
“Doing the dishes.”
Jackson shrugged and leaned in close to whisper, “I heard somewhere that this is like porn for women. Tell me, are you wet? Does this make you hot?” He made a show of soaping up the griddle I’d used to make the pancakes. Instead of scrubbing, he caressed the pan with long, even strokes, all the while staring at me meaningfully.
I giggled. “Jackson stop.”
He frowned in mock outrage. “What do you mean stop? You know what they say, if you can’t take the heat, get out of the kitchen.” He abandoned the dishes then and grabbed me, pulling me close for a kiss.
My knees went weak as his lips took possession of mine. The weight of his hands on my hips, the way his thumbs dipping inside the waistband to stroke my skin made my heart flutter. My wolf did a little happy dance, her delicate paws prancing on the ground, ears straight up and tail wagging. She loved it when Jackson was dominant with me.
He came up for air a second later. “Well, Clo?”
“Well what?” I said, my voice breathless.
“Can you take the heat?”
I held his eyes with mine. “Yeah, I can take the heat.” I glanced over my shoulder, checking to make sure the girls were still entranced by their cartoons. Then I slid my hand down and massaged him through his jeans until he was nice and hard.
He hissed. “Clo.”
I removed my hand and kissed his cheek again. “Wait until you see what I do when you mop the floor.” With that, I sauntered out of the kitchen, leaving him slack-jawed.
“Wait. Mop? What?” he called after me, utterly confused. “That wasn’t the plan, Clo.”
I just laughed and disappeared into the bedroom intent on getting ready to take the girls shopping. I could still hear Jackson talking to himself in the kitchen, completely flummoxed.
“Do we even own a mop?” he muttered as he banged and clanked dishes around.
I shook my head as I eavesdropped, big smile on my face.
*
Dressed in jeans and a t-shirt topped with a warm sweatshirt, I went into the living room, sitting on a chair while I put on my most comfortable hiking boots. I considered malls to be the true wilderness of the world. Give me the great outdoors any day. Shopping required more gear than any forest. The girls didn’t even notice me, completely hypnotized by some kid’s show with a color palette so psychedelic it made me wince.
Boots laced, I clapped my hands together to get their attention. “Come on girls. Time to go.” I retrieved my purse from its hook by the front door and slung it over my shoulder. Then I grabbed Jackson’s truck keys from the foyer table. His extended cab pick-up could seat four, whereas my tiny Toyota barely held two. “Turn off the TV.”
“Have a good time, ladies” Jackson said as he put the soap in the dishwasher. “I’m going back to bed.”
I gave him an arch look. “No mopping?”
He grinned. “I’ll mop later. The kitchen and then the bedroom.” His voice dipped low on the last word and he gave me a hard, pointed look that made my stomach clench. “You’re going to beg me to mop.”
I smiled sweetly at him. “Sounds awesome. I can’t wait.”
Jackson made an expansive gesture with his hands. “Oh, it will be the most amazing, fantastic mopping in the universe.”
I raised an eyebrow.“Jackson?”
He raised an eyebrow back. “Yes?”
“Do you know where the mop is?”
His hands dropped to his sides.“Uh no, I don’t.”
“In the laundry room, next to the washer,” I said helpfully.
“So we do have a mop,” he said with a note of wonder in his voice.
I tried to hold in my laughter, but he was cracking me up with his mopping-as-foreplay shtick. “Yes, Jackson. They really do exist.” We both laughed at that. Noticing Mara and Sara looking at us wondering what was so funny, I cleared my throat. “All set, girls?”
Both girls nodded in unison and Mara turned off the television. Then they shrugged on their worn coats for what I hoped was the last time and we headed for the door with a quick wave to Jackson.
Outside, the chilled autumn air hit us all like a sharp slap and our breath made ghosts in the stiff breeze. I shivered inside my coat, even overheated werewolves could get cold if the temperature swing was big enough.
“Mom!” Sara gasped as I shut the front door.
I heard the pounding of feet as they rushed off the porch and into the driveway. Turning around, I spotted two smoke gray wolves in front of Jackson’s truck, their gazes focused on the girls.
Sara wrapped her arms around one and squeezed. Mara reached a hand out to the other one and the wolf nuzzled her palm.
I came down off the porch and joined them. “These your parents, girls?”
Sara nodded eagerly. “This be my momma. Her name’s Mae. Daddy’s name’s Rob.”
The wolves looked at me, unblinking. “Nice to meet you,” I offered. They gave no indication of hearing or understanding me, but I noticed they were more responsive with their daughters. Their mom kissed them with quick flicks of her pink tongue.
I stepped to the side and gave the girls a few minutes to commune with their parents before asking them to get into the truck so I could have a word with the wolves in private. Once the girls were shut inside, I squatted down until I was eye-level. “Your girls need you. You need to come back. They’re hungry and their clothes aren’t right.” While they couldn’t talk, they should be able to understand me, and I wasn’t going to let them go without say what needed to be said.
Mae whined, a desolate sound, and managed to look ashamed. Rob just continued to stare at me, his eyes unmoved. His expression was blank, as if he’d forgotten he started out human. Perhaps he didn’t remember. Maybe he was trapped in his wolf form. Maybe he’d forgotten English, too. I didn’t know.
My eyes narrowed and I tried again. “I did part of my growing up without parents and it’s a hard road. Don’t leave them in the dust.”
The wolves showed no reaction to my words. They just blinked and then turned in unison to melt back into the forest they now called home. They gave no indication they’d understood or even cared about what I said, but at least I’d tried. With a sigh, I climbed into the truck and found the girls had already turned on the radio, blasting some awful hip hop music that struck my ears like anvils. It made me sad that their parents walking away from them was so normal, it didn’t even register on their emotional radar anymore.
I turned down the volume and started the truck. The drive to Hudson would take about forty minutes and I would’ve been deaf in five if I’d left the music blasting.
“Can I get a pink shirt?” asked Sara, bouncing excitedly in her seat. “Pink’s my favorite color.”
“I like purple,” said Mara a little more subdued than her younger sister. She was probably more aware of their circumstances.
I looked at them in the rear view mirror and smiled. “I’d like to get you girls a new wardrobe. The works. Coats. Pajamas. Shoes. Everything. Any color you want.”
A huge smile blossomed on Sara’s face and I noticed for the first time that she was missing her two front teeth. Had the tooth fairy left her anything? Somehow I doubted it. A memory of loneliness hit me. I remembered the days of having no one, and my heart ached for the two sisters. Yes, they had each other, but that wasn’t the same as having a parent. Not even close.
Halfway to Hudson, a thought occurred to me and I pulled out my cell phone and found Kelsey’s call from the night before. Sure we’d gotten off to a rocky start, but last night’s conversation had redeemed her a bit and I wanted to give her a second chance while we were in town. I hit the green call button and waited. She answered on the first ring.
“Chloe?”
I hit the speaker button and kept my eyes on the road. “Hey, Kelsey. You got plans today?”
“Nothing I can’t change. You have something in mind?” There was genuine excitement in her voice. She sounded pleased that I’d called.
Now I was happy I called, too. “A little shopping. I have two girls here who need a makeover. You in?”
“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I am the queen of makeovers.”
“Great. You’re at the B&B off route twenty nine, right?”
“Yep. Room ten.”
“I’ll be there in about twenty minutes to pick you up.” After I hung up, I glanced over my shoulder at the girls pleased to see the eager anticipation gleaming in their eyes. “Are you ready for some fun?”
They both nodded somewhat shyly, but their smiles were wide enough to split their faces in half. I smiled too, feeling like I was making up for my awful pancakes among other things that hadn’t gone quite right in their lives.
The day passed by in a whir of retail. We picked up Kelsey on our way to the mall. Dressed in a sleek tan leather coat and her hair in a French twist, she looked very cosmopolitan. She greeted the girls with a knock-knock joke and wrapped around her little finger in no time. She was good with kids, real good. They absolutely loved her. I made a mental note to brush up on some jokes.
From the girls’ awed reaction to Hudson, I had the impression they’d never been outside Huntsville before. Hudson was still a small town by most standards, but, with a population of more than ten thousand, it probably felt like New York City to Mara and Sara. The city’s main road held more cars than we had people in Hunstville and there were even stoplights. Huntsville was a ‘blink and you’ve missed’ it kind of town. Forget streetlights, we didn’t even have stop signs.
The sprawling mall really blew their mind, and they ran from store to store with breathless excitement. Kelsey and I instantly bonded over the mission to get the girls set up with proper clothing. It was the kind of thing we’d wished someone would’ve done for us.
The entire tenor of our relationship changed. The hostility she’d brought with her when we’d first met was gone, replaced with an easy going charm. I found myself liking her more and more.
“How did you manage clothes growing up?” I asked as I went through a stack of shirts looking for Mara’s size.
Kelsey shrugged and riffled through a rack of holiday dresses. With winter coming, all the stores were in hardcore Christmas mode. “Jackson’s momma took me shopping. When I was older, I earned my own money and bought what I wanted.”
I took in her snug designer jeans and loose peasant top. She had such an effortless style. The clothes were simple enough, in design, but the fabrics and patterns held rich details you wouldn’t find anywhere I shopped. I felt gauche compared to her with my dark blue Levis, plain v-neck t-shirt and tennis shoes. “Who taught you to dress?”
She shook her head, a small smile playing over her red lips. “Vogue. I was into fashion big as a teenager. I poured over those magazines like it was homework.” She held up a green velvet Christmas dress for my consideration.
I shook my head. “Too green.”
She frowned and put it back. “I want them to have something nice to wear at Christmas.”
“We don’t dress up much in Huntsville,” I said, eyeing the dresses doubtfully. Not only were they expensive, they were all sleeveless, which made no sense to me. Granted, we weren’t in the high North and our winters were mild, but not sun dress mild. I could handle the cold, but I was a mature wolf. For little ones, these fancy dresses were an open invitation to hypothermia.
“I know, but it’ll make the girls feel special,” she said. “How about you?”
Confused, I looked at her. “Me what?” Was she asking me about a Christmas dress?
“How did you get clothes when your parents died?”
I grinned as I finally understood her train of thought. “Life insurance policy and their credit cards.” Somehow the banks never realized that dad and mom had died. So long as I paid the bill, no one noticed. When I’d legally become an adult, I’d applied for my own cards.
She arched an eyebrow. “Well, at least you had money.”
“Yeah, but I didn’t have anyone like Jackson or his family.”
“It’s a bitch either way, ain’t it?” She laughed, the sound full of bitter humor.
I nodded my agreement as Sara came up to me a bright pink taffeta dress clutched in her hands. “Miss Chloe, can I try this on?”
I checked the price tag and winced, but her beaming expression kept me from saying no. Who paid that kind of money for a fluff of fabric that would only be worn once? At least the damn dress had sleeves. Maybe the price reflected some kind of warped sleeve penalty.
Once it was on, I began to see why folks shelled out so much money. She looked darling and she knew it. I wouldn’t be able to say no to her. It would be like pulling the wings off a butterfly.
Spinning in a circle she said, “I look like a princess. Can I have it Miss Chloe? Please?”
“How can I say no to a princess?” I bowed and then helped her put her clothes back on. Suddenly, price was no object.
After we finished most of our shopping, I took everyone out for lunch at my favorite Mexican restaurant and treated the girls to huge bowls of ice cream. The shy reserve that enveloped them since they’d appeared on my doorstep disappeared. They laughed openly and talked animatedly with us. It really warmed my heart.
Before we left the restaurant the girls excused themselves to use the restroom, leaving Kelsey and I alone.
She added cream to the coffee the waiter had just delivered. “How are things going with the rogue? I’ve been wanting ask you all day, but didn’t want to say anything in front of the girls.”
I blotted my mouth with my napkin. “We think we know who’s behind it.”
She sat up so straight and so fast it startled me. “Oh my God. That’s great. So they’ll have the rogue in custody soon?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Tracking him has been pretty difficult. His scent disappears,” I snapped my fingers, “just like that. But, I think it’s just a matter of time now that we know the people involved.”
She leaned over the table, her eyes locked with mine. “Who do they think it is?”
“I probably shouldn’t say anything,” I hedged.
She waved a hand, dismissing my concerns. “Oh come on, I won’t say anything. I’m all the way out in Hudson anyway and I know nobody in Huntsville except you.”
I debated how much I should reveal, delaying my answer as I fussed over my coffee, adding sugar and cream. Finally I settled on, “Someone in our pack. Someone who doesn’t want me to be with Jackson.” I cleared my throat. “Not everyone is thrilled about our mating.”
Kelsey sat back in her chair, her mouth an ‘o’ of surprise. “Oh my God. That’s horrible. I’m so sorry.” She flushed. “And then I came into town being a total bitch to you about Jackson, just like everyone else. Oh, geez, Chloe. I’m an ass. A total ass.”
“It’s okay. Thanks for the apology, though.” No one else had bothered with one, which put Kelsey ahead of my pack. I smiled at her. “Besides, I think I judged you too harshly.” I grimaced as I remembered all the horribly bitchy things I’d thought about Kelsey before I even really knew her. My wolf, wasn’t quite as conciliatory, though. She huffed at me in my mind’s eye and growled softly. Let it go, I thought at her. Everyone deserves a second chance. My wolf shook her head and stood up, turning until her back was to me, unimpressed.
“I don’t blame you for thinking I was a total bitch.” Kelsey’s voice brought my focus away from my wolf and back to her.
She slapped her forehead. “I mean, it couldn’t have been worse if I’d rubbed your nose into cut glass. I said all the wrong things trying to be funny.”
I raised my coffee cup. “Well, here’s to second chances.”
She clinked her mug against mine. “And new beginnings.”
We exchanged smiles, but lost the chance to talk further as the girls returned from the restroom. From the restaurant, we went shoe shopping and Kelsey dragged us into a toy store where she bought them each dolls. I snagged some coloring books and crayons for them too. We called it a day after that and I dropped Kelsey off at her hotel.
“This was fun. Thanks for your help,” I said as I pulled into the bed-and-breakfast’s parking lot.
“Thanks for inviting me.” She turned back toward the girls. “It was nice to meet you Mara and Sara. You be good mommies to your baby dolls, you hear?”
Sara gave a solemn nod and clutched her doll to her chest. Mara did the same but also said, “Thanks, Miss Kelsey.”
“You’re welcome, sweetheart.” Turning back to me, Kelsey said, “Hey I was thinking...what are you doing tomorrow?”
My ears perked up, curious. “Nothing, why?”
“I thought maybe we could drive down to Nashville and look at wedding dresses. Jackson called me this morning and told me your plans fell through. I told him I had some connections at La Rose.”
My jaw dropped at the mention of La Rose. It was the most exclusive formal gown boutique in the state. All the pageant girls shopped there, which is how I’d even heard of the place. The news stations always highlighted what Miss Tennessee was wearing to the Miss USA pageant every year.
“I probably can’t afford anything there.” My bank account still held a nice nest egg from my parents’ life insurance, but I’d decided not to spend it on my wedding. Large sums of money were uncommon in Huntsville and Jackson and I might want a different house someday. Instead, I paid for all the wedding stuff out of my own savings. The meager amount I’d managed to squirrel away while working at the bar for almost ten years made me a frugal bride.
Kelsey gave a sly smile. “Jackson gave me his credit card number and said it was on him.”
I looked at her with wide eyes, both pleased and shocked. “Are you serious?”
Her expression became solemn, but mirth danced in her blue eyes. “Dead.”
I almost couldn’t believe this was true. Visions of white bridal gowns began dancing in my head. “Okay, what time?”
“Be here at nine tomorrow morning.” She cast a glance back at the girls. “You ladies can take care of yourselves for the day, right?”
Before they could answer, I said, “Oh, I’ll ask someone to watch them.”
“We can take care of ourselves,” protested Mara.
“I know you can, but I would rather be safe than sorry.” Especially with a rogue alpha on the loose, but, not wanting to scare the girls, I didn’t say that last part.
“Suit yourself, but be here at nine sharp,” Kelsey said.
I gave her a little salute. “Yes ma’m.”
She laughed as she stepped out of the car. She waved as we back out of our parking spot and I rolled down the windows so the girls could shout their goodbyes.
On the way home, Mara and Sara pawed through their bags of clothes, fingering the fabric and animatedly debating which outfit they would wear first. I shared their glee, but for different reasons. The wedding dress I’d always dreamed of was within my reach. Excitement bubbled through me and I realized I was glad Kelsey had come into town. She’d finally shown her true colors and they were those of a new friend.
Chapter Twelve
The next morning, I hummed as I got dressed and put on make-up. Today I would finally make it to Nashville and shop for a wedding dress.
Jackson snored in bed, dead to the world. He’d been exhausted when he came home, and, not only did we not have sex (a first for us), but I don’t think he really processed my thank you for the wedding dress. The night shift had been hard on him. There’d been no sign of the rogue or Vicki, but no one else from our pack had gone missing either, which I took as a positive sign. Although I was bummed that we hadn’t been able to follow up our mopping conversation from earlier in the day.
I let him sleep while I prepared a quick breakfast of cereal and fruit for the girls. They’d stayed the night again because I didn’t want to send them back to their grandmother just yet. Not until I had time to go up there and check out their living situation. Their Grammy didn’t come looking for them either, which told me my instinct to keep the girls close was a good one.
They watched cartoons quietly while I prepped their breakfasts and made coffee. Same as the day before, they’d woken at the crack of dawn. I wasn’t quite as sleep deprived as the previous morning, but the early hour still required large amounts of caffeine. My body didn’t mind as much as my brain. I could be up and moving, but couldn’t form coherent thoughts. At least, not until the second cup of coffee.
“Good morning, ladies,” I said brightly as I walked into the living room. I’d just filled my mug with a third helping of strong coffee and caffeine jangled through my nervous system like an electric shock. I could feel my brain becoming more alert by the second.
“Morning,” they said in unison not taking their eyes off the television. The cartoon was an old Scooby Doo episode and apparently it was fascinating.
“Breakfast is on the table. Jackson is in bed, but, if you need anything, wake him up, okay?”
They looked at me then, eyes wide with fear at the idea of pulling Jackson out of bed.
“Don’t worry, he won’t bite.” I’d forgotten how intimidating an alpha wolf could be to folks.
“Miss Chloe?” Sara asked. “Can I wear the pink pants with the unicorn t-shirt today?”
“Yes, of course you can. The only things off limits are the fancy dresses Miss Kelsey bought you. Those we’re saving for Christmas, okay?”
They nodded as they ambled into the dining room to eat.
I grabbed my purse and ran into the bedroom to give myself one last look over in the full length mirror there. Inspired by Kelsey, I tried to up my fashion game by wearing my nicest jeans and a pretty angora sweater in baby blue. Instead of my worn Nikes, I’d put on a pair of calf length leather boots and I’d pulled my hair back into a sleek ponytail. I probably didn’t come close to Kelsey’s infallible Vogue sensibilities, but I was a fashion plate by Huntsville standards.
On my way out, I called to the girls, “Be good for Jackson. I’m leaving his truck so you guys can go somewhere if you want. Oh, and, if he’s not up by noon, wake him up.”
Their eyes went wide again. I hoped a day with the alpha as their babysitter would help them bond a bit. Unless their parents suddenly reverted back to human form, Jackson and I would be a big part of the girls’ lives going forward. The sooner they got used to us, the better.
*
Kelsey was there waiting when I pulled into the hotel’s parking lot. She wore indigo jeggings with black calf boots and a matching leather trench coat. A burnt orange sweater peeked through the opening of her coat, contrasting nicely with her red hair. Bright red lipstick make her pale skin glow and expert, smoky make-up darkened her green eyes. She looked like she belonged in New York, not the rural back waters of Appalachia. Instantly, I felt frumpy and underdressed.
I parked my little Toyota pick-up and stepped out. “Morning, Kelsey.”
She flashed a wide smile my way. “Hey yourself, Chloe. How are the girls?”
“Dying to wear their new clothes and scared to death of Jackson.”
She laughed. “I used to be terrified of my pack’s alpha as a little girl. He was so growly and big. I sometimes thought he might eat me if I was bad. Jackson takes after him, you know.”
“He does?”
“You’ll meet him sooner or later and you’ll have to tell me if you don’t think they are twins borne twenty years apart.”
I laughed. “One Jackson is about all I can handle. Two ought to be interesting. I guess I’ll find out at the wedding, won’t I?” I gestured to my truck. “You ready to go?”
“Yeah, but,” she held up her car keys, “you mind if I drive?”
“Sure, I just thought since I know the area it might be easier for me to drive.”
She shook her head and headed toward her red Corvette. “I know Nashville pretty well. I did some of my undergrad up here.”
I followed her and went around to the driver’s side. I liked the idea of riding in such a fancy car. It was the kind of vehicle you drove to buy a wedding dress. My truck was more of the hauling tools and dirt variety. Not nearly as glamorous as the Corvette. “What was your major?”
“Chemistry.” She unlocked the car then and stepped inside.
I opened the door and then recoiled as the strong scent of lavender assaulted my nose. Covering my nose with a hand, I looked at Kelsey.
Catching my reaction, she laughed. “Yeah, sorry about that. I broke a bottle of lavender essential oil in the car. You’ll get used to it.”
“Okay,” I mumbled from behind my hand, not so sure I believed her. The lavender was hitting my senses like a hammer. I could already feel the pulse of a headache beginning to pound.
“We can roll down the windows if that’ll help,” she offered.
I nodded and shrugged off my jacket before joining her in the car. My puffy winter coat made me look like a five-year-old next to her sleek trench coat. At least I looked halfway decent in the sweater. I set my purse on the floor and topped it off with my coat.
Before I’d even fastened my seat belt, Kelsey had started the car and pressed play on the radio, blasting us both with dance music. With an expert turn of the wheel, she screeched out of the lot and headed for the hills.
“Hey,” I yelled over the radio, wincing as lavender air poured down my throat. “Where are you going? Nashville’s the other way.”
She gave an absent nod and kept driving.
I reached over and turned off the radio. “Kelsey, we’re going the wrong way.”
She laughed. “I know that, silly. There’s something I want to show you. A location you might like for the wedding.”
“You’ve been out in the woods by yourself? That’s not safe, Kels,” I said using Jackson’s nickname for her.
Kelsey just waved a hand. “Eh, I’m not worried about the big, bad wolf anymore. He’s probably some short balding guy with a carpet on his chest who couldn’t get a date if his life depended on it. Besides, I can only go to the mall so many times before I go stir crazy.” She turned the music back on and shouted, “Now, let’s go plan a wedding!”
I laughed, giving in to her ebullient mood, and we sang along to the chorus of the latest pop song together. The fall landscape zipped by as she drove faster and faster. The smell did diminish a bit as we went, although I ended up cracking my window a bit for fresh air.
After a half hour of whipping around the curves of Appalachia, she pulled into a look out. The valley below was a mix of trees that had lost all their leaves and the few lucky ones that held onto the last vestiges of fall as if that would ward off the encroaching cold.
I turned off the radio and said, “I’m so glad we are getting to know each other.” It had been fun zooming along with her and belting out songs. Lavender assault notwithstanding.
“Me too. Being your friend was essential.” She rooted around in her purse, looking for something.
The odd choice of words gave me pause. “Essential?”
“Yes, I needed your trust.” She pulled something out of her purse, hiding it in her hand.
“My trust? Why?” The strange turn in the conversation made me uneasy. Where was the Kelsey of two minutes ago? The one who was planning my wedding with me and singing songs like a karaoke star? I wanted her back. I liked her.
“So I could get close enough to do this.” She poked me in the arm with something sharp, moving so quick I didn’t see what it was until she was finished. Wolves are fast like that. Normally I would’ve seen it coming, but she caught me completely off guard.
I blinked. The world went blurry at the edges and the middle rippled like a pond, distorting everything in its wake. Even so, I could see the needle she held in her hand just fine. “Wha--?” I couldn’t form the word, my lips were too heavy to move.
“Nighty night,” she said cheerfully. Her red lips curved into a smile as dangerous as a poisonous apple. Innocent on the outside, full of treachery beneath.
I lost consciousness before the full impact of her betrayal even hit me.
Chapter Thirteen
When I woke, the sun still shone high in the sky, so I hadn’t been out long. I’d been taken from the car and dumped, face first, onto the frosty ground somewhere that felt higher than the look out. My sense of direction wasn’t as good as Jackson’s, he’d had more practice, but I could feel the slight change in elevation. Not a smell exactly, but a sensation and a minute change in air quality.
Movement took an enormous amount of energy, but I managed to flop over onto my back and take in my new surroundings. I was in a campground ringed by evergreens. Three camouflage tents stood in a row. Off to the side, someone had built a crude shelter with unfinished logs. The air smelled crisp and clean, like deep Appalachia forest. Not a whiff of lavender to be found.
“Welcome to your new home,” came Kelsey’s voice. “Do you like it?” She squatted down next to me, watching with open amusement as I tried to form words and move my limbs. All that came out were howling vowel sounds while my limbs flailed like a seal having a seizure. My body resisted movement as if I’d been frozen in place.
She bent down and put a finger to my lips. Her musky, self-satisfied scent filled my nose, cloying as heavy perfume. “Shh. Don’t talk. Listen. Do you want to know my secret?” She laughed. “I’m a chemist, Chloe. A very smart one. The event planning thing was just bullshit I fed you guys. Jackson’s not too observant and you wouldn’t know any better. I figured it would give me an in and I was right.”
I made a face or at least tried to. What did chemistry have to do with any of this?
“In fact, I invented the drug I gave you. It has many interesting properties.” She stood up and began to pace next to me. “However, even more importantly, I found that testosterone injections can create a rogue alpha.”
She paused and grimaced. “Well, to be honest, I didn’t start out trying to make a rogue. The reality is, there are lots of packs like yours, Chloe. Packs without enough alphas and my hope was to help a beta wolf become alpha. We need more leadership in the werewolf community and, short of a breeding program, this was the only way to do it. Except, as you know, the experiment had surprising results.”
Kelsey resumed pacing, tapping her chin with a finger. “The big question then became not how to make an alpha, but what to do with a rogue one.” Kelsey squatted back down beside me and brushed my hair off my face. “So I brought him up here to solve my little problem.”
She leaned in close until we were eye-to-eye. “You.”
I grunted, a sound that was meant to come out as ‘what the fuck.’
Kelsey ignored my reaction and patted me on the cheek. “You’re a nice enough girl, honey, but not the mate for Jackson. I’m his true mate, and, with you out of the picture, everything will be right between us.”
My stomach dropped. Fucking bitch. I did my best to get up and attack her, but all I could manage was more flailing. While I could move, I couldn’t coordinate and I’d lost my strength. Worse, when I closed my eyes, my wolf didn’t seem to be in better shape. She was awake, but eerily still as if she couldn’t move freely either.
“I drove him out to your house the night I called you, hoping to finish you off then, but that other wolf, Vicki,” Kelsey frowned, “interfered with my plans.” She brightened then, a small, cruel smile on her lips. “At least it wasn’t a total loss, he managed to snag that other bitch on his way back to the car. She’s just as much of a problem as you are.”
Understanding dawned. No wonder she used such strong air freshener in her car, she was covering the rogue’s scent. And, if she’d been driving him around, that probably explained why his scent disappeared. She probably picked him up at the road and drove him back to camp so no one could track him down.
Well, damn.
Another thought hit me, one that made my blood run cold. Mara and Sara had been in the house that night. Would Kelsey have stopped her rogue from killing them? She’d been so nice to them the day we went shopping, but I’d met the real Kelsey and I could see her not blinking if the girls died. That scared me more than anything else that had happened.
“Ronald will be here soon and I’ll give him one last injection. Then, you’ll be his to play with.” She looked down at me, her eyes gleaming with twisted amusement. “He loves it when the girls fight back and he owes you one. You grazed him with a bullet that night. That’s what drove him off.”
As if he’d been off-stage waiting for his cue, Ronald crashed into the clearing. I smelled him first, that strong peppery scent making my eyes water. When he came into view, I gasped.
He was neither wolf nor man, but some sick combination of the two. Naked, a fine layer of fur covered his entire body. His face was human except that his nose and lower jaw had elongated into a snout-like shape. Claws tipped his hands and a thin tail grew from his tailbone. When I caught sight of his front, I tried to shriek but only gurgled instead. His penis was misshapen and bigger than a rolling pin.
Kelsey beckoned him over. “Hey big boy. I’ve got more alpha juice for you.” She pulled out a syringe from her purse.
He grunted, not taking his bloodshot gaze off me.
“All in good time, Ronnie. Come take your medicine and then she’s all yours. You’ll like her, she’s an alpha’s mate. Just what you need, big boy.”
His eyes widened and he came over to sniff me. I froze, holding absolutely still, which wasn’t hard given the effects of the medication Kelsey had given me. Up close, his scent seemed to steal oxygen from the air, burning my lungs until it felt like I’d inhaled hot ash.
“Ronald, baby, I’m waiting,” Kelsey called, her voice wheedling. He turned and shuffled over to her, but his bloodshot eyes never left me.
I needed to get the hell out of here, I realized. The sooner the better. This crazy bitch was about to leave me behind with her science experiment gone psycho. I tried to get up again and my body merely twitched. Desperate I decided to try shifting, but nothing happened.
“Are you trying to shift, Chloe?” Kelsey asked, her tone conversational.
I groaned a paragraph of obscenities at her. How did she know?
She shook her head as she plunged the needle into Ronald’s bicep. “You can’t shift while the drug is in your system. I can’t have you running off after I’ve gone to so much trouble to bring you and Ronald together, now can I?” She finished giving Ronald the shot and then tossed the needle into the forest with a shrug.
“You two have fun, okay? I wish I could stay, but I’ve got an appointment at La Rose. I want to have everything ready for my wedding.” She smiled at me in triumph. “I’ll be back in a few days to clean up the mess.”
She started to leave, but then turned abruptly and came back. “Before I go, let me make sure I have the keys to your truck. I’ll need to move it so it looks like you never made it to my hotel.” She searched my pockets and pulled out my keys with a smirk. “Jackson will be devastated, you know. He thinks you really are his mate, but don’t worry, I’ll be there to comfort him.”
Chapter Fourteen
Ronald pawed me after she left. He squeezed my breasts and checked me out like he wanted to be sure I was ripe. I whimpered. I wanted to fight back, to protect myself, but that damned shot Kelsey gave me wouldn’t let me move.
Wolves can take a lot of damage and heal faster than humans. Even when I hadn’t been able to change, it would only take an hour for a cut to seal shut. But we’re not invincible. If Ronnie raped me, he’d gut me with his dick. I wasn’t sure if I could recover from that fast enough to survive it.
Of course, that was pretty much Kelsey’s plan: Let Ronnie play with me until I died. Damned if it wasn’t a good plan. I couldn’t see a way out. I tuned out Ronnie and his roving claws, focusing on my wolf. Maybe she could reach Jackson’s wolf somehow. So far, that had never happened, but I figured standard rules did not apply. This was grandma lifting the car off a kid territory. Miracles could happen. All I had to do was believe and try. My wolf just looked at me with wide, distressed eyes though. She was just as bad off as I was.
I growled in frustration, which made Ronnie sniff at my face. His breath smelled of unbrushed teeth. His tongue flicked out to taste me and I cringed. That just encouraged him to do it more, so I forced myself not to react in an effort to dissuade him. My best option at the moment was to play possum and come up with a plan of action for when I could move again.
An unexpected reprieve came when Ronnie seemed to grow bored with groping me and wandered off with a guttural, “Be back.”
I could only assume my inability to respond wasn’t very thrilling for him. Kelsey had said he liked it when the girls fought back. That had to mean the medication would wear off, right? She wouldn’t just leave me here like an inert vegetable and think her plan to off me would work. She was evil, she was a bitch, but she didn’t strike me as incompetent.
With Ronnie gone, the chill in the air permeated my skin and sank into my bones until they felt like icicles. It appeared the medication also stunted my tolerance for cold temperatures. Wolves run hot and I was no different, but paralyzed on the ground, my wolf frozen in a similar fashion in my head, I lacked my usual defenses.
Somewhere behind me I heard a moan. It didn’t sound like Ronnie and my thoughts went to Tonya and Vicki, the two women the Rogue took before me. Were they here? Were they alive?
I heard scuffling footsteps, the sound of bare feet crunching dry leaves.
“Well, look who’s here.”
I recognized the voice, before she came into view: Vicki. And she sounded bitchy as ever.
She kneeled down next to me, studying me with narrowed blue eyes. I looked back at her, taking in her appearance. She was naked and smudged with dirt. Her scraggly, uncombed hair held bits of leaves.
“Are you just going to lay there?” She touched my shoulder. “Wow, you’re freezing.”
I made a groaning sound, trying to talk but still unable to form words. This stupid injection was like a full body Botox treatment.
Vicki leaned back with a look of disgust. “What’s wrong with you?”
In response, I flapped my hands and looked at her with wide, pleading eyes.
She considered me for a long moment, uncertainty shining in her eyes. Then, with a shake of her head, she grabbed me by the ankles and dragged me off. “I need you inside the tent.”
Vicki lugged me inside an army green tent and shoved me onto an inflatable mattress. Covering me with a blanket, she said, “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but you need to get better fast. I can’t use you like this.”
I could only blink at her. If I’d been able to speak, I would’ve said, ‘no shit.’
“At least you’re still a distraction.” She stepped outside my field of vision and returned brandishing a crude spear made of wood. “I’ve been working on this all day. Ronnie’s big, but kind of stupid. I’m going to kill him. It’ll be easy now that he has fresh meat to keep him busy.” She smiled sweetly at me.
I rolled my eyes and tried to wave a hand, but, of course, nothing much happened. Although I did notice I’d managed to move my elbows a tiny bit. Relief flooded me. The injection was starting to wear off. It was just a waiting game now. Once I could move, I was going to deal with Ronnie and then kick Vicki’s ass until the Omega wolf shit stopped. After that, I was going to hunt Kelsey down.
Vicki thumped her chest with one fist. “I’m the star of this story. I’m the one who’s going to kill him. I’m the one who survived what Ronnie is going to do to you, but you won’t.” She nodded when my eyes widened. “Yes, he raped me and will do the same to you. What do you think he’s been doing with the women he kidnapped? Having tea parties?” She gestured to her stomach. “He tore me almost in half, but I healed.”
I shuddered at the idea of Ronnie raping me. The rogue was so massive, he would gut me like a fishing knife, I had no doubt about it. “What about Tonya?” My words still didn’t come out quite right, but I’d progressed from inarticulate groaning to some semblance of speech. Tonya’s name actually sounded pretty clear.
Vicki grimaced. “Tonya? She couldn’t heal. She was weak like you. It takes an alpha to deal with an alpha. You don’t stand a chance.” She pointed to the side. “There’s a tent out there where he keeps the dead bodies. She’s in the pile.”
Pile? I was confused for a moment until I remembered he’d kidnapped women from the Nashville pack. They were all dead? All of them? I couldn’t grasp what that meant, although I knew I was in grave danger. I strained to move again and was rewarded with the ability to raise my arms and flex my knees. My torsos didn’t do much. I was a block of ice, thawing on the edges while the center stayed hard. Still, it was getting better.
“Why are you still here? Why didn’t you run?” Maybe she was in cahoots with Ronnie and Kelsey and just trying to play me for a fool. In her place, I would’ve been long gone.
“It took me this long to heal. I’ve been mostly unconscious the last two days and I couldn’t walk until this morning.”
“It took you that long?”
She nodded. “My body had to knit itself back together from the inside out. That takes time.”
Driven by fear, I focused on my stomach muscles, trying to contract them so I could sit up. I was able to lift my shoulders off the bed, but didn’t have the control to do anything more. With a sigh, I flopped back onto the air mattress and for the first time, I realized it smelled. Of blood and sweat mixed with dirt.
Oh God. Am I laying in her blood?
Vicki watched me try to move. “What happened to you? Are you paralyzed with fear or something?”
I shook my head, pleased to find that I could. “No. Kelsey poisoned me with something. I can’t move and I can’t shift until it wears off. She brought Ronnie up to Huntsville to kill me.” I flashed a weak smile. “You’re not alone in wanting me gone.”
The raven-haired brunette shook her head. “Once I’m done with Ronnie, she’s next.”
“What’s your plan?”
“While he’s on top of you, I’m going to come up from behind and,” she raised the spear and pantomimed stabbing him.
“On top of me?” My jaw dropped. She would let that happen to me?
Vicki shrugged, unimpressed by my reaction. “Yeah. Listen, honey, it’s survival of the fittest right now. Do you really think you’re fit to live anyway?” She lunged with the spear, practicing. “Once he’s dead, I’m going to Huntsville to deal with Kelsey.” She pressed the spear into my chest. “Then I’ll send someone up to find your body. You’re done, Chloe. You’re out of the pack.”
“You’re so sure of yourself, aren’t you?” I tried to sit up again, but my abs wouldn’t contract just yet. They tingled though, so it wouldn’t be long. “When I can finally move again, I am coming for you, Vicki. I’m going to show you what Omega really means.”
“Which is what exactly?” She huffed. “Too stupid not to get caught in a trap by an old flame?”
I narrowed my eyes. “No, strong enough to take you down.”
The sound of thudding footsteps interrupted us followed by an angry growl. Vicki looked grim as she hid her spear behind her back. “Ronnie’s here.”
Just as she finished speaking, a large ham hand flipped back the tent flap and the rogue’s enormous head peered into the tent, snout first. He sniffed, testing the air and when he caught our scents, he stepped inside with a growl so low, it was almost outside of human hearing range.
The tent had been big enough when it was just Vicki and I, but with Ronnie inside, there was barely room to breathe, let alone move. Vicki and I exchanged quick glances. For all her earlier bravado she looked like she was scared shitless. I didn’t feel much better. Especially when he ignored her and focused on me.
He advanced to where I lay on the bed, eyes shining with interest. Grabbing the blanket covering me, he threw it off. Once again, his hands roamed my body, squeezing, testing, seeking what I didn’t know. I did my best to act paralyzed, hoping he would get bored and wander off again.
This time, though, he began ripping off my clothes. The pretty angora sweater I’d put on in anticipation of shopping for my wedding dress, pulled apart with little resistance. He split it down the middle and then yanked it off each arm before pulling it out from under me. The bra went next. I gasped when the elastic rebounded into my skin after he ripped the strap apart.
He split my jeans up the seams and then yanked off the button at the waistband. With a quick pull, the zipper parted and he was able to rip the rest of the denim off me. My underwear, he tore off with just one finger. As it turned out, lace wasn’t much stronger than Kleenex.
Now naked, I shivered on the bed and fought back tears. This was real. This was happening. Oh my God. He stood over me, gaze roaming my skin. I wanted to cringe, but forced myself to hold still.
My resolve crumbled when he parted my legs. His cock rose up hard and impossibly long and thick, like a battering ram. I cast a desperate glance at Vicki, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes. She did silently hoist the spear and edge ever so slowly behind him. Why she was so careful, I didn’t know. Ronnie was so fixated on me, I doubted he would’ve noticed a tornado.
He advanced on me, his weight threatening to pop the air mattress. Vicki stalked him in the shadows, waiting.
I urged her with my eyes to do it already, but she held back. I realized then that she wouldn’t save me, she didn’t care if Ronnie raped me or if I lived or died. She’d meant every word she’d said earlier. Well, so had I.
I roared up and head butted Ronnie with everything I had. He jumped up, clutching his head. It didn’t take him long to recover while I still heard a high-pitched ringing noise in my ears. Even with my shocked senses, I knew I couldn’t stay still. I needed to stand up because staying prone would be a death sentence. I rolled off the air mattress just as he pounced. His nails pricked the air mattress, discharging a loud whoosh of air.
I rolled again when he followed me. I wanted to get my knees under me and then pull myself to my feet, but the head butt had left me a stunned, which, combined with the lingering effects of Kelsey’s shot, was not a good thing.
Lucky for me, Vicki decided to strike. With a harsh yell, she charged Ronnie. The spear caught him in the shoulder. She didn’t do much damage, but did draw blood.
Everyone froze. Ronnie and Vicki stared at the tiny rivulet of blood dripping out of his shoulder while I stared at Vicki. There was a beat and then we were all moving again. Vicki yanked the spear out and tried to nail the rogue alpha again, but he grabbed the spear and broke it in half. Throwing the pieces to the ground, he lunged for her, his hands wrapping around her throat.
She dropped to her knees, making awful choking sounds.
I grabbed what was left of the spear and rose to my feet. Sidling up behind him, I aimed for his heart. Vicki’s eyes met mine, they were wide and full of fear, but they were also losing their light as she became starved for oxygen. She would be unconscious soon, leaving me and Ronnie alone. Call me crazy, but I wasn’t looking forward to any amount of one-on-one time with the rogue alpha.
I took a deep breath and said a silent prayer. Like the head butt, I put everything into my thrust. Vicki was strong and she’d barely broken skin, I was going to have to do better. I just wasn’t sure if I could.
My attempt to off Ronnie went better than Vicki’s. The spear slammed into his back, pierced his skin and punched through his ribs. Ronnie reared back with a howl. He tried to turn around to face me, but I jumped up, going air borne as he whirled around and keeping a death grip on the spear. I put all my weight into the jump and the spear slid forward into the organs underneath his ribs. I used the force of my landing to thrust the spear point up in the general direction of his heart. Then I let go and scrambled back.
“Let’s get out of here,” I screamed to Vicki who huddled, paralyzed in the corner. Now was the time to run, while Ronnie was distracted by the splintered wood in his gut. I dashed over to her and grabbed her by the elbow and dragged her out of the tent. Once we were outside, she seemed to come to her senses and quickly shifted into wolf form. She melted into the woods without looking back, which left me to deal with Ronnie on my own as he stormed out of the tent.
It had been a stroke of luck to attack him from behind. I realized this as I watched him try and fail to remove the spear. With it still inside him, he wouldn’t be able to heal. The only problem, I hadn’t killed him and the damage I had done didn’t seem to be slowing him down.
He lunged for me, his claws reaching, wanting to pinch me in his grip. I jumped to the side and evaluated my options.
I wanted to run like Vicki, but a quick check of my wolf showed me that, while she could move now, shifting was still a ways off. The drug was taking longer to leave her system than mine. For once, my human form had the advantage, at least in terms of how fast I cleared medications. The downside? I didn’t think I could outrun the rogue alpha while human. I needed the speed of a wolf.
So running was out. I couldn’t shift and I couldn’t hide. My only option was to fight. Or die trying.
Ronnie growled, punctuating my train of thought with an ominous threat. He squared off in front of me preparing to come at me again. I slowly backed up, unable to think of anything else to do. I didn’t have a weapon and he was taller as well as stronger than me.
I really was going to die. I was sure of it.
He sprang forward once more, a snarl twisting his lips.
With a scream, I scrambled backward until I hit the coarse bark of a tree.
I’d moved fast enough that he’d missed me, but he was already coming at me again.
Just as I slipped behind the tree, praying it would offer some protection, two slender forms darted forward. I turned my head, following the flash of motion and was surprised to see they were wolves. Narrowing my eyes to sharpen my vision, I realized they were Mara and Sara’s parents.
The two wolves yipped a quick greeting to me and then launched a coordinated attack on Ronnie’s legs, aiming for his hamstrings. I wasn’t alone anymore. A flash of hope went through me.
I almost felt sorry for the rogue alpha as he spun in circles in a futile effort to stop the wolves. They were so agile and quick, he never even saw who or what was attacking him. Every time someone snuck up on him from behind, he was outmatched. He may have been big, but he wasn’t a nimble or strategic fighter. For all I knew, maybe the testosterone had stunted his intellect.
While the wolves kept him busy, I decided on my next step. With the wolves’ help I could take Ronnie. Maybe not on strength alone, but on speed and strategy. I would give him a wound no wolf ever came back from. Grabbing a stick thick as my middle finger off the ground, I moved toward him, but he didn’t notice. He’d worked himself into a frothing, slobbering fit of anger as the wolves danced around him, sinking their fangs into his flesh every chance they got. Blood dripped from multiple wounds on his legs, splattering to the ground in a red rain.
Ronnie swatted at them with his hands, as if trying to crush them like flies. I stalked the edges of the action, waiting for my opening. Mara and Sara’s parents barked at me with excitement. I didn’t dare take my eyes of Ronnie to look at them, it took concentration to stay out of the rogue’s reach.
As if tiring of all the running, the two wolves latched onto the back of Ronnie’s knee on some unseen signal. This time they didn’t let go, but clamped down. They were going to tear out the backs of his knees and hamstring him.
Ronnie screamed and when he couldn’t dislodged them with his hands he dropped to the ground, rolling in an effort to shake them off. The wolves yelped and backed off to regroup. This time they attacked him where it would really hurt, the massive dick hanging between his legs.
His howls of pain when their teeth broke the skin made me wince. He tried to wedge his hands into their jaws and force them off, but they held on. When he picked up a rock the size of a grapefruit intent on bashing their heads in, I decided that was as good a time as any to act. No way could I stand by and let Mara and Sara’s parents die like that. It would devastate the girls.
With a harsh battle cry, I came in close and stabbed the stick at his face, aiming for his eye. The first thrust caught him on the cheek bone and slid off. I didn’t even blink as I went for a second strike. I would have to be faster than Ronnie or I would be dead. This time, I got his eye and shoved it through to the soft brain underneath. It took more strength than I would’ve expected to breach his skull, but I did it.
His jaw went slack and his remaining eye wide as I drove the stick home. Once it was in deep, I jacked it up and down and side to side, wanting to be sure to scramble any brains inside. Brain dead wolves don’t heal. They die human quick. Thank God.
Ronnie’s body went slack and he almost deflated a bit as he sank to the ground, looking smaller than he’d been. Mara and Sara’s parents stepped back with a questioning whine.
“I had to do it,” I said to them. “He wasn’t a normal wolf. You know that right?”
They nodded, showing human intelligence for the first time since I’d met them.
“Thanks for your help. I’ll tell Cal and your girls. They’ll be proud of you.”
At that, the wolves howled and then they faded into the forest, going where, only they knew.
“I hope you’ll come back someday,” I called after them. “I’ll watch out for the girls until you do.”
That earned me another howl, one that sounded much further away than it should’ve been. Alone and no longer in imminent danger, I began to register my injuries. My arms ached like I’d been bench pressing a semi carrying an overweight load. Somehow I’d twisted my knee and my body was covered in dozens of small cuts and abrasions.
Yet, despite my injuries, a euphoric satisfaction filled me. All along Vicki had said I was weak. I hadn’t been sure I was strong enough myself. Not until I killed a rogue alpha with my bare hands. I’d done it. Me. The newborn wolf who hadn’t even grown into her full power. My fear that Vicki had been right, that I really was an Omega dissipated. For the first time since I’d changed, I felt sure of myself.
I was the alpha’s mate, damn it and nothing could stop me now.
I threw back my head and howled loud and proud, not caring who heard me. Hell, I wanted to be heard. Let Vicki and Kelsey hear me and tremble to know I was coming for them next. If they were smart, they would start running. They wouldn’t get far with me after them, but let them try.
Before I left the camp, I checked for survivors, hoping against hope for a happy ending for everyone. I found Tonya’s limp body in the tent Vicky had said held the dead. Sure enough, she’d left this world for the next, her stomach split open like rotten fruit. There were three other bodies too, the women from Nashville. All my earlier euphoria deserted me as I faced the sober reality of their deaths.
I said a little prayer for them all, gulping back sobs as I did so. Tonya had almost been a friend, my only one. The loss hurt.
Fighting for control of my emotions, I made sure Ronnie was truly dead by cutting off his head. I used a hunting knife I found in what I assumed was the tent he slept in and sawed and hacked my way through his flesh. I wasn’t squeamish. I’d eaten my share of freshly killed rabbits, their bodies warm and their tiny hearts practically beating against my tongue, but chopping up a human like so much meat made me queasy. I coped by closing my eyes, holding my breath, and taking lots of breaks to walk into the nearby woods to deeply inhale the scent of pine.
Once I was done, I grabbed Ronnie’s head by the hair and made my way to the nearest road. Without clothes, hiking through the woods would be difficult. My best bet was to run into someone from Hunstville. Luckily, my thinking was sound and a search party found me a few miles into my walk.
A gray Ford pick-up squealed to a stop next to me. I stopped walking, waiting to see who it was.
Todd, one of the bartenders in town, hopped out of his truck along with Frank, one of the younger wolves from the pack. “Chloe! You’re alive!”
“Yep. I’m alive.” I held up the head. “He isn’t. Not anymore.”
Todd gave a low whistle. “Damn. That’s the rogue?”
I nodded.
Frank shook his head. “Shit. You kill him, girl?” Frank ran on the edges of Vicki’s social circle and he sounded suspicious. He probably believed all the Omega shit she was spewing.
“Yep.” I stared at Frank until he looked away. “Where’s Jackson?” I needed to smell him, to feel his arms around me. It had been a long fucking day and I wanted my mate.
“Downtown. Vicki came in about an hour ago,” Todd said.
“She seemed to think you was dead,” added Frank.
I shrugged. “She thinks a lot of things that aren’t true.” I shivered as a cold wind brushed over me. “You guys got a blanket?” I wanted to ask them about Kelsey, but that was a sensitive subject. I didn’t want to start any talk, not until I spoke to Jackson and Cal first. If Vicki hadn’t told them about the bitch, I would. If she had, maybe Kelsey had already been dealt with.
“Yeah, yeah. Sorry.” Todd hustled to the back of his truck and pulled out a thick fleece blanket. “Jackson will kill me if you get sick.”
“And what should I do with this?” I lifted the head again, holding the fleece around me with one hand. The guys’ eyes went wide as they took in the severed head.
“I’ve got a box you can use. We’ll stow it in the bed.” Todd dumped some stuff from a plastic milk crate and held it for me as I set the head inside. He stashed it in the pick-up bed and secured it in place with a few bungee cords. “We don’t want it rolling around like a bowling ball.”
“Great. Thanks.” I looked at Todd’s truck. It was an old two-seater. The big console in the middle wouldn’t let a third sit comfortably. “So Frank, I guess you’re sitting in the back with the head.”
He glared at me, sullen, but I just stared him down again. I was the alpha’s mate, no matter what lies Vicki spread. I outranked him and since I’d pretty much killed Ronnie single-handedly, Frank couldn’t match me on strength. Maybe when I’d first started shifting, I’d been weak, but not anymore. Now I was stronger than most of the pack except for Jackson and Cal. I’d come into my own and just in the nick of time, too.
With a long-suffering sigh, Jack jumped into the back of the truck and sat next to the milk crate. Todd and I went to our seats and we headed for Huntsville at top speed.
Chapter Fifteen
It seemed everyone in town had gathered in front of city hall. Cal and Jackson were there, talking to Vicki who had a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Some men held Kelsey off to the side. So Vicki had told them or Kelsey revealed herself somehow. Either way.
The entire assembly fell silent at my appearance. The rogue alpha’s head in hand, I walked through the throngs of people toward Jackson. I wanted to drop Ronnie’s head and run to my mate, my wolf actually demanded that I do so, but I resisted. If we’d been alone, I would’ve chosen differently, but with so many wolves around, I had to settle pack business first. Hysterical female reactions and tearful reunions would have to wait.
“You okay, Clo?” Jackson reached for me, but I side stepped him.
“I think so.” My voice was shaky. “I take it Vicki told you about Kelsey.”
“Yeah.” He wanted to touch me, I could see it in the tension of his shoulders, but he held back, respecting my need for space.
“And how she turned tail and ran, leaving me behind?”
“I didn’t turn tail, you were dead. At least I thought you were,” Vicki said, her voice strong with certainty, but her eyes shifted back and forth, uneasy with the lie.
I didn’t respond for a second. The crowd waited, holding their collective breath, wondering what would happen next. Very gently, I set Ronnie’s head gently down on the sidewalk and then walked over to where Vicki stood.
I just looked at her, my gaze boring into hers with the full weight of my wolf behind it. She fought me, tried to match me, but, in the end, she lowered her head too. Just like Frank had.
“Tell the truth, Vicki.”
“I am.” This time she sounded less certain and more desperate.
My hand lashed out, fast as an angry rattler and grabbed her by the throat. I tossed the blanket wrapped around her to the ground and dragged her over to where Jackson and Cal stood. There, I forced her to her knees. Then I let her go...to a point. I pushed my foot into her back, shoving her to the ground. The last thing anyone needed was Vicki loose and running amuck. She’d done enough of that already.
“Let me go, you bitch.” She tried to rise, but I held her in place.
“No. Not until you tell the truth.” I leaned down and said more quietly, “If you don’t start talking, I’m going to take your blood challenge and give Ronnie another head to keep him company.”
She went still and I could almost see the wheels spinning in her head as she tried to think of a way out. After several long minutes, she finally capitulated. “Fine.”
“Great.”
She attempted to stand, but I wouldn’t let her. “Can I get up while I talk?”
“No.” She’d lost the right to any dignity when she’d left me to face Ronnie alone.
Vicki gave an aggravated sigh. “Fine. Okay. First, I take back the accusation that Chloe is an Omega wolf. Second, when I saw an opening, I ran. I-I-I--” She faltered and I ground my foot into her spine causing her to gasp. “I left Chloe behind,” she finally spit out.
The crowd murmured, shocked by her words. To leave pack behind like that was a serious offense. If you didn’t look out for the pack, the pack wouldn’t look out for you. Granted, I was no expert, but even I knew that much. Vicki may as well be a lone wolf now. Hunstville wouldn’t acknowledge her at all.
I stepped back then and let her stand. To Cal, I said, “What do you think?”
Cal moved to stand in front of Vicki, a stricken expression on his face. This hurt him and I almost felt bad for having forced the issue, but, in order for the pack to be strong, wolves like Vicki couldn’t be allowed to stand. Cal knew that, but the knowledge didn’t make it any easier. Vicki wouldn’t even look at him. She just hung her head and stared at the ground. Defeated.
“Vicki you have betrayed your pack. You have spread lies. You turned your back on wolves in need and put all of us in danger with your actions.” Cal heaved a sigh. He looked older, as if the last few days had aged him another decade. “And it’s my fault.”
Everyone gasped, almost in unison.
“I was the one who encouraged Jackson to date the women of our pack. I was the one who wouldn’t let him follow his instincts. I was wrong and my mistake has led to a lot of bad feelings.” He put a finger under Vicki’s chin and forced her to look up and meet his gaze. “Vicki, you have to let go of your anger. Chloe is not your enemy. Stop pining for Jackson, he’ll never be your mate, not even if Chloe dies. Go find your mate if you want happiness and stop trying to destroy someone else’s. Understood?”
She nodded mutely.
“Normally, we would cast you out of the pack, but I’m going to give you a second chance.”
Vicki’s eyes went wide.
“I release you to the pack,” He said, giving her formal permission to leave.
Vicki took one stumbling step backward, away from the alpha and then stopped, unsure. From the way she kept blinking, I wondered if she was having a hard time believing she was free to go. After a moment, she slunk off, joining up with her usual cronies, who surrounded her like a protective cocoon and escorted out of the town square.
The crowd watched her go in stunned silence. They’d expected Vicki to be executed like Kelsey or, at the very least, run out of town.
Cal looked out at everyone, his expression serious. “I’m giving all of us a second chance. Many of you have not done right by Chloe. I let it go thinking it would pass, but it’s clearly too dangerous to be allowed to fester. She is your Alpha’s Mate and you will respect her.” He nodded toward the rogue alpha’s head which stared out with glazed eyes. “If that doesn’t make you toe the line and give her the respect she deserves, then you have earned the consequences of your actions and none of us will have any sympathy for you.”
“The same goes for me, just in case there was any doubt,” Jackson added, his voice a deep growl.
‘Thank you’ I mouthed to both men.
Cal smiled, the expression softening his features. “Chloe, I knew you were the alpha’s mate from the second you showed up at my place after you first shifted. You honor us and I hope we’ll prove ourselves worthy to be your pack.”
“Thank you, Cal.” I went to him and kissed him on the cheek. Then I sank back into Jackson’s arms and we kissed. Finally. My wolf even managed a happy yip, clearly thrilled to be reunited with her mate.
“I was so scared, Clo,” he whispered. “I couldn’t see your wolf anymore. I thought you were dead.”
“I know. It’s okay.” I kissed him. “I’m safe, Jacks.”
He nuzzled my neck inhaling deeply. “Thank, God.”
“There’s only one problem.”
“What’s that?” He lifted his head and frowned at me, concerned.
I pitched my voice as low as I could and pressed my mouth against his ear. “I can’t seem to shift. I think my wolf is stuck again. Kelsey did something to me.”
“I’ll kill her.” His body tightened as he prepared to spring toward her.
“No.” I laid my hands on his chest and pushed him back. Without question, I wanted Kelsey gone. Dead or alive, it didn’t matter much to me, but she’d been like a sister to him when they were kids. I didn’t want her blood on his hands. “I’ll deal with her.”
Reluctantly, I left the warm safety of Jackson’s embrace and went to face Kelsey. In my mind’s eye, my wolf bared her teeth, her body vibrating with growl after growl. For her part, Kelsey greeted me with a haughty, defiant expression.
Without a word, I hauled back and slapped her across the face. Maybe I couldn’t shift, but my werewolf strength had stayed with me. Her head snapped back with the force of my hit, and, when she righted herself, blood dripped from her lip.
“Hello to you to, Chloe.” She drew out my name in a sing-song voice, taunting me.
I slapped her again, infuriated by her insolence. “You’ve lost the right to know me, bitch. Say my name again and see what happens.” Grabbing her by the hair, I yanked her down until we were at eye level. “Now, tell me about that drug you gave me. How long does it take to wear off?”
“A couple hours.” She smiled, a wicked glint in her eye. “Why? Are you having problems with your wolf?”
I tightened my grip on her hair in warning, giving her a little shake. If Kelsey was smart, she would shut up while the shutting up was good. But, while she winced, she kept talking. Louder now, just to be sure everyone could hear.
“About one percent of patients will find their wolves permanently stunted. Did that happen to you? Aww, poor baby. What kind of alpha’s mate can’t shift?” She laughed with sick delight.
Her words hit me like a punch to the gut. I’d come full circle, from supposed null to alpha’s mate and back. Cold fear shivered through me. Was I going to lose Jackson over this? Would Huntsville stand with me if the damage was permanent?
Suddenly, Cal was next to me with no warning, moving super fast. He clamped a hand around her neck. “The kind of Alpha’s mate who saves her pack.”
With a quick twist of his arm, he ripped her throat out. Just like that. One second she was alive, the next, she was dying. I jumped back as blood sprayed everywhere. Kelsey’s mouth worked open and shut, but no noise came out. She didn’t have a larynx anymore. Anger flashed in her eyes followed by fear and then they grew dull, foggy with death. She wouldn’t come back, not from that, the blood loss was too fast.
“I could’ve done that,” I said. In fact, I’d wanted to. I’d been squeamish with Ronnie, but was angry enough at Kelsey to want to feel her flesh give and rip under my fingers.
He shook his head, wiping his hands on a rag someone handed him. “Pack justice is my job and it’s better for you and Jackson both if I do this.”
I nodded. Cal was probably right. The last thing Jackson needed was to watch his mate kill someone from his home pack.
Cal put an arm around my shoulder and turned me toward Jackson. I made to walk over to him, but Call held me back. Bending down to my ear, he whispered, “Don’t worry about your wolf. You’re way too strong to be stunted now. Besides, I hear Jackson knows how to bring a wolf.”
I laughed. “That he does.” He let me go then and I rejoined Jackson, who wrapped me in his arms once again.
Cal motioned toward the wolves who’d been holding Kelsey. “Get her body ready to send back to her pack for burial.” The men nodded and dragged her off.
Turning to face the rest of the pack, Cal said, “Okay. Show’s over for now. Get back to your business, folks.”
“Wait a minute,” shouted someone. “What if she can’t change?”
“You gotta change to be in the pack,” said someone else.
I shook my head. It was starting already. A growl rumbled in Jackson’s chest, strong enough that it shuddered through my body, too. I patted his forearm. After Kelsey and the rogue, I didn’t have it in me to worry about insular wolf politics. Not just then.
Cal held up his hands. “Calm down folks. It’s been a long day. Let’s give Chloe some time and see what happens. There’s no rush.”
“But it’s pack law,” protested a wolf named Joe. He was an older man and owned the gas station in town. “You gotta be a wolf to be pack.”
Cal drew himself up to his full height. “Chloe saved us from a rogue alpha, that earns her a concession from me,” he pointed to himself, “the pack alpha. Drop it unless you want to challenge me. I’ll prove my blood on yours.”
Joe licked his lips, nervous at the full brunt of Cal’s authority, and shook his head. Cal stared at the crowd until they began to disperse, muttering and casting dark looks my way.
I flashed a sweet smile at them. “You’re welcome. I was glad to do my duty by the pack, no matter the price I paid.”
A few of the wolves ducked their heads in shame as I called them out.
I looked at Jackson. “The way I feel right now, I wouldn’t cry if you didn’t become alpha after Cal. Folks don’t seem to appreciate what we do for them around here.”
He nodded. “They’re just scared. Give them some time. It’s been a big day.”
“Tell me about it.” I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Take me home, Jacks.”
Chapter Sixteen
On our way home, Jackson stopped at the gas station so I could wash the blood off my hands and scrub off the worst of the dirt. The girls would be wolves one day, they would know the taste of blood, the feel of a pulse under their teeth, but, until then, I felt the need to shelter them. They didn’t need to see me covered in gore.
The second I stepped into the house, Mara and Sara greeted me with open joy, slamming into me with tight hugs.
I held them close. “Hey girls.”
“Chloe, you’re okay.” Mara touched my hair as if she didn’t quite believe I was real.
“We thought you went gone for good, that the rogue got you,” Sara said with a sniff.
“I would never leave you girls.” I kissed them both on the forehead. “I saw your parents by the way.”
“You did?” Mara’s eyes went wide.
“They helped me take down the rogue alpha. They’re heroes.”
“I wish they would come back,” whispered Sara.
“Me too, sweetheart, but, until then, I promised I would take care of you.”
“What about Grammy? She can’t be alone. She needs us.” Sara’s brow furrowed with concern.
“Then I’ll keep an eye on her too, but you girls aren’t alone anymore. You have me.”
“And me,” said Jackson, his arms folding us into one big group hug. “Actually, I think you should both live here.”
“Really?” asked Mara, her voice spiraling up into an excited squeal. Tears shone bright in both girls’ eyes.
“That sounds like a great idea, doesn’t it? Welcome home, girls.” I gave them both a big squeeze. A lightness filled my heart, like helium in a balloon, the levity a welcome change in mood after the last few days. I released the girls after one last squeeze. “Now, let me go get cleaned up.”
“I’ll make pancakes while you take a shower,” offered Jackson.
Sara clapped her hands with delight. “He makes the best pancakes, Miss Chloe.”
“I bet he does.” I felt a brief twinge of jealousy at being usurped in the pancake making department, but a more practical relief quickly came to the fore. If Jackson could cook, that meant I didn’t have to. Plus, he washed dishes, too. I was a lucky woman.
In the shower, I closed my eyes and let the hot water cover me. My whole body ached. My wolf stared at me with golden eyes, silent and still. I tried to reach out to her, but couldn’t make the connection. She was there, but we’d been separated by science I didn’t understand. I didn’t know how to make it right, either.
“Damn it,” I said quietly, not wanting to be overheard. This was the last thing I needed. Being without my wolf would call everything into question no matter how strong I’d felt in that moment after I’d killed Ronnie. My place in the pack and my mate would be lost just because of one measly injection.
Hard as I tried to sniff them back, tears burned their way down my cheeks at the thought of going back to square one. I didn’t want to be that girl again, the nobody to no one. Weak with fear, I leaned against the shower tile and let it hold me up.
A second later, Jackson poked his head into the bathroom. I quickly straightened up and made a show of washing my hair, hoping he wouldn’t see or smell my distress.
“The pancakes are done, babe. You hungry?”
My stomach growled at the mention of food. It’d been a lifetime since I’d eaten. “I’ll be right there.” I tried to sound cheerful, but couldn’t keep a small warble out of my voice.
If Jackson noticed, he didn’t let on. Maybe he was giving me space. Maybe I’d earned a small breakdown.
“Don’t take too long or the girls will eat your share.” He shut the door and left me alone.
I quickly finished my shower, stubbornly refusing to cry anymore. I was strong, I reminded myself. Even if I never shifted again, I was no weakling. I’d done right by my pack and my mate. That would have to be enough. That might be all you have, said a small voice in my head, one I swiftly told to shut up.
Wearing a pair of yoga pants and one of Jackson’s t-shirts, I padded, barefoot, out to the dining room and joined everyone at the table. They’d started eating without me, but I caught up in no time. Jackson really did make awesome pancakes. They practically melted on my tongue.
We passed the rest of the evening playing charades, purposely avoiding serious topics until the girls went to bed. I was grateful for the reprieve anyway, I needed a break from all the drama. Once they were tucked in, Jackson poured us both a shot of whiskey and we snuggled on the couch.
“How are you doing?” He asked.
“I don’t know, Jacks.” I rested my head on his shoulder. “It’s been a hell of a day. How are you?”
“Numb, I think.” He kissed the top of my head. “I can’t believe Kelsey would do that.”
“I know.”
“My pack will be so ashamed.”
“They won’t be mad that we killed her?” From what I understood, execution of wolves from other packs had to be approved by their home pack alpha first.
“No, not in this case. She’d made her bed, there’s no question she deserved to die.”
“She was like a sister to you.”
He snorted. “Apparently one I never really knew.”
“I’m sorry.” I threaded my fingers through his and gave a little squeeze.
“How’s your wolf?”
I closed my eyes and we stared at each other. She seemed to be moving more freely now, but I couldn’t feel her fur prickling under my skin or the rush of her trying to jump through. “I don’t know.” I gave a sharp almost panicked laugh. All my earlier ‘I am woman, I am strong’ resolve had begun to crumble in the face of my wolf’s continued impairment. “In the end, Vicki may be right, I might end up an Omega. A wolf too weak to shift.”
Jackson rocked me in his arms. “Sh. Don’t say that. It’ll be okay. You just need some time to rest and recover. You might be in shock.”
“You think so?” I looked up at him and he kissed me.
“Yeah, I do.” His hand gripped my hair tight against my scalp and he buried his nose in my neck. “Chloe. Oh God. Chloe.” He almost sounded like he was crying. “I thought you were gone. I failed you. I didn’t protect you. I ignored your instincts about Kelsey. Can you ever forgive me?” He let me go and slid off the couch to kneel in front of me, head bowed.
I pulled on his hands trying to get him to come back up next to me, but he was a dead weight. “Jacks, it’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known.”
“You’re my mate. If I can’t keep you safe, I wouldn’t blame you for walking away.”
My jaw dropped. Yes, I had my doubts at our moving-at-the-speed-of-light mating, but the last thing I wanted was to be alone again. “You’re my mate. No matter what. Nothing that’s happened has changed that. I love you.” I paused in shock then. I’d never said those words before.
“I love you, too.” He returned to the couch and we resumed cuddling.
I rubbed his nose with mine. “Our first I love yous.”
“Yeah.”
We both smiled stupidly at each other and then Jackson leaned in for a kiss so deep, I thought he would swallow me whole.
Breaking our kiss, he stood and said, “Wait here. I have something I want to show you.”
He disappeared into our bedroom and returned a second later, hands hidden behind his back.
I raised my eyebrows. “What is it?”
Jackson didn’t answer, but came to kneel in front of me.
“Jackson? What’s going on?”
“This.” He showed me a fist and then opened it to reveal a black velvet box.
I touched the box, finger skimming the soft velvet. “Is that what I think it is?”
“Open it and see.”
Taking the box, I opened it and gasped at the beautiful ring inside. A square cut diamond flanked by sapphires twinkled at me. “It’s gorgeous.”
He grinned. “You like it.”
I nodded. “Very much.”
“I ordered it weeks ago and it just arrived. It killed me not to tell you.” He took the box from me, and clearing his throat said, “So, Chloe Weiss, will you marry me?”
All the doubts and worries from the last few weeks tumbled through my mind and I dismissed them one by one. Even if I never shifted again, I was wolf enough to be the alpha’s mate. Our bond could not be broken and I wanted Jackson more than ever. I belonged at his side and no place else. Sniffing back tears, I said, “Yes.”
He slipped the ring on my finger and we both looked at it for a moment.
“Wow,” I said, turning my hand this way and that and watching the diamond catch the light. “I love it.”
“It was always you, Chloe. You’re my wolf, my love, my life.” He moved to sit beside me on the couch again and gave me scorching kiss that seemed to sear my soul. His hands traced my curves through the t-shirt I wore.
He paused, lips lifting off mine to say, “Hey, is this my shirt?”
I nodded. Wanting to keep his scent close, I’d picked one of his shirts to wear. It made me feel safe, like I wasn’t alone.
“I like it on you, but I like you even better without it.” He lifted it off me and covered me himself, the heat of his chest burning into mine.
I stopped him then, thinking of the girls. “We should go to bed.” I’d noticed the girls slept like their batteries had been removed, but, on the off chance anyone woke up, I didn’t want them to find us going at it like wererabbits. The last thing I needed after everything else, was to explain the birds-and-bees to kids who still believed in Santa.
Jackson didn’t say anything, just scooped me up and carried me there. He set me gently on the bed.
“I won’t break,” I said.
“I know. You’re not fragile, you’re precious.” He sank into bed beside me. “You’re my heart, Clo. I can’t live without you.”
I swallowed hard as tears pricked my eyes. That was probably the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to me. “Jacks.”
He put a finger to my lips. “Shh. Just let me love you.”
“Forever.” I sighed into his hand. I was home. I had a mate. It finally felt real.
To start, Jackson gave me a nice massage, using a scented oil that smelled of lavender and oranges. He rubbed the kinks out of my legs and the soreness out of my arms. Then he rolled me over and straddled my hips as he turned my back into putty. His hands touched me everywhere, imparting warmth, relaxation and, most of all, love. His feelings for me poured out through his fingers, a palpable thing that I soaked up with the massage oil.
“Oh, that feels so good,” I moaned.
“That’s what I’m aiming for.” He flipped me back over and then sank to his knees at the end of the bed. His hands wrapped around each of my feet in turn.
I was a puddle by the time he started kissing his way up my legs. He parted my legs with a gentle hand. His fingers spread my inner lips wide, exposing the sensitive nub underneath. I didn’t really pay much attention to his finger, being too lost in a massage induced coma, but when his tongue flicked over my core, my eyes flew open.
“Oh,” I said.
He paused. “Oh, give me more or oh, stop?”
I gave a throaty laugh. “Give me more, naturally. When have I ever said stop?”
“There’s always a first time.” His tongue resumed its merciless circling around my core.
My breath came out in a gasp and my hips bounced up and down. “Well it won’t be tonight.”
I felt rather than saw the slow grin that split his lips. “Does that mean I can have my way with you?”
I spread my legs wider. “Please.”
His head dipped down and his tongue worked me with the precision of a machine. My hips circled and danced under him. When he latched on and sucked as he worked the tip of his tongue back and forth across the very tip of my most sensitive spot, I lost it. With a soft cry, I came.
Jackson kept his tongue firmly in place no matter how wildly I bucked. Slipping a few fingers into my wet passage, he pressed against other, more sensitive places hidden in my body. Before I knew it, a second orgasm chased the first, shuddering through me in a crashing tide.
After that, he gave me minute to recover. Climbing up my body, he kissed me, his tongue a mix of flavors, both his and mine. His scent filled my mind and I opened my mouth wider, wanting more of him than he’d already given.
He moved to kiss and nibble my neck with both hard and soft bites. Some would probably leave marks, but I didn’t care. My breasts, he scooped up and slowly teased the nipples into stiff points with his tongue. Once they stood at attention, he bit them too, not hard enough to mark, but hard enough to make me gasp and for my stomach to tighten.
“Jacks,” I moaned, my hands tracing his shoulders en route to bury themselves in his hair. “Oh, please.”
“Please what, baby?”
“I need you.”
“I’m going to give you everything you need and more.” He clamped his teeth around a nipple and used his tongue to thrash the tip.
I writhed underneath him, feeling empty inside. “I want you, Jacks. Don’t make me wait.”
Being a gentleman, he obliged, slipping into me with one smooth thrust. My body quivered around him, and, for the first time, my wolf showed signs of real life. She howled and pranced. Jacks wolf sauntered into my mind’s eye, acknowledging her with a nod. She sank to the ground, rolling over in submission. He laid down next to her, pressing himself against her, giving comfort and reassurance. The whole thing gave me hope. One, that Jackson would stick with me no matter what, and two, my wolf might be okay.
I didn’t have long to dwell on it though, because Jackson hauled my legs up and over his shoulders. Gone was the gentle regard he’d treated me with earlier. He took me with a wild roughness that made my blood run hot. I reached around to dig my hands into his thighs, urging him on. I wanted him harder and faster until we both exploded.
He howled when he came. I did too and our voices twined together, a harmony once lost but now found again. I felt a prickling rush under my skin too, which brought a smile to my face.
“What is it?” Jackson asked not missing the change in my expression.
“I can feel my wolf. She’s coming back.”
He let my legs drop back onto the bed and then collapsed on top of me, still buried in my slick wetness. “I knew she would.”
I ran a hand through his hair. “I wasn’t so sure.”
“You doubt yourself too much, Clo. Your wolf may have come late but she’s powerful.” He kissed me. “Now go to sleep. It’s been a long day.”
We spooned and drew the covers in close to ward of the increasing winter chill. I didn’t sleep really. Instead I spent the night looking at my ring and keeping vigil over my wolf, waiting for her to regain full strength.
*
We had an old-fashioned wedding in August, full of wildflowers and happy sunshine in a bright blue sky. I’d been worried that Jackson’s pack would think it low class, but it turned out no one shared Kelsey’s tastes. They would’ve found chrome just as weird as I had.
His family welcomed me with open arms and apologized profusely for Kelsey. I had the sense they were worried I would blame them. Vicki stayed out of my way and was polite when she had to deal with me, which was more than I’d hoped for. Cal told me she was leaving, going out to visit some other packs in the hopes of finding a mate.
The rest of the Huntsville pack got over their reservations about me when I proved I could shift. It helped that Jackson and Cal both encouraged and supported me more fully taking on the alpha’s mate role.
I started with Grammy, who we found unable to care for herself let alone the kids. She hadn’t been eating either. I assigned some of the pack to care for her. They didn’t want to do it at first, but I was too alpha now for any wolf to say no to me. All I had to do was remind them about how I cut off a rogue alpha’s head and that usually did the trick.
In a lot of people’s memories, I was still that null who should’ve been run out of town, but things were changing for the better. Slowly. In a weird way, Kelsey may have done me a favor. Killing Ronnie had given me a lot of credibility.
Jackson and I kept Mara and Sara full-time, wanting them to have a stable home life. They were growing faster than I could keep up. It seemed every other week I had to run into town to buy more clothes. They’d been without proper nutrition for so long, no doubt their bodies had a lot of time to make up for. I also worked with them on reading and their grammar quickly showed signs of improvement. Given the right environment, they learned fast. I was proud of them.
We saw their parents here and there, still stuck in wolf form and showing no signs of shifting back. The girls accepted it as normal and didn’t expect any different, but it would always tug at my heart. This was a ‘death’ I found difficult to accept. Their parents were alive, yet just as absent as my dead-and-buried mom and dad.
Being pregnant made it all worse, because I knew exactly how precious the life stirring in me was. Yep, I was knocked up when I walked down the aisle. Jackson was still a little surprised. Honestly, though, what did he expect would happen? If you act like a wererabbit in heat, you multiply like one.
I couldn’t wait to be a mom. Jackson was great with the girls and he was great with me; massaging my feet, bringing me ice cream, and generally treating me like a queen. I didn’t know what the next chapter in our life held, but I knew this much; I had him, I had my wolf and I had a family to love.
-The End—
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Bree
“You have such a pretty face,” Dana said with her usual tact. I waited for what I knew was about to follow. God knows I had known enough women (and men) like Dana. “If you just lost a little weight...” And then I stopped listening. I had gotten really used to doing that. Frankly, I was happy with myself and my size. “Big” to me meant strong and independent. I smiled as I easily lifted the rest of the heavy camping equipment into my SUV. Strong. That would be me.
I realized Dana had stopped talking, so I took the opportunity to thank her again for making sure Mr. Wiggins would be fed while I was away. I told her I had bought a new bag of dry cat food that was on the counter. Then I got in my car and drove away to freedom. I loved camping and hiking so much, I often thought I should have become a park ranger. But my work as a S.T.E.M consultant let me also do stuff I found exciting and stimulating. Science-Technology-Engineering-Math was the top educational buzz these days, trying to recruit more women into the STEM field.
I was working with a National Science Foundation grant to do just that. I enjoyed being a role model for female students, and whenever I ran into the Dana-type, I appreciated the fact I was also a role model of being a successful woman who hadn't been brainwashed by the Barbie-doll mentality of those who felt their worth was based on their bra and waist sizes. Hell, that was half the problem getting female students into the STEM opportunities we were setting up. I pulled on to the Interstate and soon left the city lights behind. My consulting work also let me set my own hours, which meant if it was perfect weather like this, I would spend as many days as I wanted out in the woods.
This time I was looking forward to a few days in the Hoh Rain Forest, out by the coast. The Hoh Indians had recently opened up some of their reservation land to non-tribal members and I was determined to be among the first to take them up on the offer. I had been in touch with their tribal chairman, since I was trying to recruit all the Pacific NW Native Nations to be part of our STEM Project. My grandmother was from the Gila Indian Reservation in Arizona, and I tried to visit her at least once a year. So, yeah--I had a bias towards making sure Native Americans were properly included in our outreach. The Hoh tribal chairman had been really receptive and told me about their new policy when I had mentioned my love for the outdoors.
I had the same curvy body shape as my grandmother. I don't think it was so much “skipping a generation” as it was my mother had grown up with ancient Jane Fonda fitness videos as her primary example of what a white woman was supposed to be, and my mom did everything she could to pass as a white woman with a really good tan. So she constantly fought off her genetics. I watched her and always told myself, “I'm never going to do that.” And I didn't. And I was a hell of a lot happier about myself and my life than my mom has ever been about hers. Jesus, she was from that weird generation that believed not being married was a type of failure. Oh well, if nothing else, three years of therapy had taught me she did the best she could with what she had, and the bottom line--I turned out great.
I signaled a left turn to get on to Highway 101. The Hoh Reservation was one of those places where you know it isn't the end of the world, but you can see the end of the world from there. For the amount of time it took me to drive to the coast, I could have gotten on a jet in Seattle and have been in Hawaii. But I'd rather be camping. I munched on some Whole Food's trail mix and kept going.
Mikah
“Are you ready?” Why did Kevin have to keep asking the same question over and over again? I was clearly no more ready now than I had been when he asked five minutes ago. I didn't know why he was in such a rush--there was plenty of time to join the others to leave for the Run. Friggin werewolf control queen. Kevin was the only werewolf I had ever met who apparently had OCD. This wasn't the first time I regretted moving in with him. After four months the sex had faded and all the problems of trying to have a relationship kept getting clearer. I had made a decision after this Run was over I was not letting the door hit my ass on the way out.
Kevin was the second guy I had as a “life partner,” but both partners eventually seemed to suck the life out of what we had. The three relationships I had with women weren't perfect--they just had different challenges. Maybe I should just accept the fact I was meant to live alone. Oh, it was a lot easier being with another werewolf--no secrets--no trying to explain why I had to be gone every full moon. The time one occurred at Christmas when I was with Melinda was just a disaster.
I finally got everything I needed jammed into my knapsack and walked past Kevin without a comment. I had my stuff in the trunk and was making myself comfortable when he had finished turning out the lights, locking up, and then got in, keys in hand. At least the Run would let me get rid of all the irritations, and general pissed-offness. I'd go furry and exalt in my monthly release.
“Here,” Kevin said, handing me what I assumed to be a tic-tac. Subtle. I had brushed my teeth before we left, so I was sure I was good, but if Mr. Passive-Aggressive thought I needed a breath mint, so be it. I popped it in and then realized it wasn't a tic-tac.
“What the hell was that?” I asked. It felt really dry going down, as if it kept trying to stick to the inside of my throat.
“Martin scored on major grade X. Everyone's going to be maxed out for the Run.”
“Fuck, you just drugged me with Ecstasy? You know I don't think anyone should be doing shit like this when Changed! I mean, most of the Pack is going to be drunk to begin with. You're all just asking for trouble. This is how the guy in Texas got eaten two months ago by a (I used my fingertips to make air quotes) pack of feral dogs.”
Kevin snorted. “Chill, Mikah--do you have any idea how remote it is where we're going? It's a fucking Indian reservation that has less than 160 people living on it. It's over 400 acres. Even if everybody got shit-faced, nothing could happen other than an accidental bite--” then he turned and looked at me, “--or a wolf humping another wolf.”
Wolf Packs were crazy. It was supposed to be more macho than a NASCAR event where everyone was packing a gun. But the truth was even the ones who only did it with other men would never call themselves gay. There were “just being wolfy,” or “if you're not with the one you love, then love the one you're with”--which mostly meant you mounted the closest male, or rolled over for him to do you. After all these months with Kevin, hearing him drone on about his personal history, he had never been with a woman. The number of female weres to male weres was never even close to 50%--more like 1 in 4. If you were a male who only wanted to do females, you were shit out of luck. Many of the female weres were already in a “mated for life” situation, and their partner would try to tear your throat out if you showed an interest in her.
I was a legit bisexual. Kevin was just gay and in denial. I leaned back in my seat, trying to clear my mind because it's never a good idea to do recreational drugs when you're pissed off. Something really ugly could happen.
Bree
I had a slight backache from the non-stop driving, but I made good time. I had the precise GPS coordinates (a perk of being a national STEM consultant--I knew how all the bells and whistles worked). I pulled off and parked. There was a strong scent of cedar in the air. When I got out and started setting up, my spirit was soaring, and even my back felt fine again. I had the best Recreational Equipment Incorporated items and had been really careful to make sure everything could hold up in an actual rainforest. I looked around at my camp, satisfied with how everything looked. I had a brand new ultralite Snow Peak set for cooking I was looking forward to testing. I might not be around electricity or running water, but I had everything I required to enjoy a gourmet meal tonight. I got what I needed out of the Coleman cooler and fell into the rhythm of things. It felt great to be back in the forest, even if this was an unfamiliar one.
Mikah
The smell of beer and Jack Daniels was everywhere. For some the Ecstasy seemed to have already kicked in and they were spending a lot of time touching each other. Everywhere I looked, eyes were flashing golden, a sure sign of arousal. For not claiming to be gay, so many Pack Members got turned on by another guy really easily. The Pack Master called us together and said his usual intros, chugged some more Jack Daniels and ordered everyone to strip. When everyone was naked he got all dramatic and pointed at the moon, at which point members started shifting. In a matter of moments everyone had gone fuzzy, and we set out on the Run. A few who had disappeared ahead let out joyous howls. I ran after them, aware of the fact the Ecstasy was kicking in on me. I had deliberately not had any alcohol to drink, although I knew only too well I'd need to keep myself hydrated, which shouldn't be hard in a rainforest.
Bree
I felt relaxed. Dinner was delicious and the dishes were put away. I relaxed on the air mattress inside my tent. I reached for my “special” bag. I had been looking forward to testing out my new vibrator. Lying on my back I placed my left palm face down on my vulva and very slowly inserted my finger into my vagina. I was a little dry, so I reached deeper in my bag―ok, it was a “Hello Kitty” bag because the pussy joke was a reflection of how low my personal humor can go. Now properly lubed up, I started fingering myself again, using the come hither motion I knew from long practice would get me going. By the time I was about up to my second knuckle, I was feeling the slightly ridged area on the upper wall of my vagina.
Of course, being the scientist I am, a few months ago I had videotaped myself so I could study closely what I was doing that worked the best. When you're actually pleasuring yourself, the minute you start to analyze what you're doing, all the magic grinds to a halt. Doing the video with its close-ups provided a really helpful coaching tool. With practiced skill I could feel how the texture of my g-spot area was starting to stand out from the smooth part of my vagina walls. It was starting to expand. I liked to think I was giving myself a boner.
I knew my G-spot responded well to pressure, so I pushed down and then pulled forward, going back to the come hither motion with my fingers again. Oh, this was starting to feel really good. This is a part of the advantages of STEM training I hadn't really shared with students. Too bad--I bet it would really get their attention. I laughed softly and focused again on me. My body felt so soft--so smooth. I felt incredibly sensual.
I felt I was ready for the next step. My Hello Kitty bag provided me my newest toy, The Pixielator. I liked the way it looked different than a lot of other vibrators. It was a cool lavender with a curve. I spent a lot of time picking it out at Toys in Babeland. Not only did it buzz, but the Pixielator's head moved back and forth, in close imitation to the come hither motion I had been using to get myself started. It also had an additional external vibrator to thrill my clit, but I wanted to pace things out. I was going to be here for a few nights, and I had made sure I had lots of extra batteries.
I applied a bit of lube―Lavender Rose's Good Clean Love. (But we all know I'm really a dirty, dirty girl. I crack myself up.). It was infused with actual lavender and rosebuds. The stuff is like that old commercial for ketchup, where it doesn't just drip out. I had to squeeze the bottle to be rewarded with a thick brownish drop. But when I began to rub it on to my Pixielator, it thinned and became clear. I loved a lube that was so pure I could also use it for oral sex--but for that one I'd need a partner. I'm flexible, but not that flexible.
I had it going, and was ready to be a good scientist and experiment. I pretended I was scratching an itch. I would try different pressures--vary how deeply I was inserting it. I never took my Pixelator completely out, but would try pressing it directly next to my G-spot and then moving it around, finding out which had the most bang for the buck (so to speak).
Oh, yeah―now I was lubing on my own. I am a skillful lover. I kept up with a circular movement, then would switch to a back and forth use of my lavender colored toy. I remembered my experimental attitude. I turned the vibrator off and used it that way. Then I turned it back on and―Oh, yeah―it's definitely better for the vibrator to be turned on to turn me on. I fantasized being with Laurence, my project contact in San Francisco. He was actually gay, but this was my fantasy and one look at my sexiness had flipped him, and all he wanted was me.
I started playing with my nipple between my free hand's index finger and thumb, and inside my head, Laurence was the one doing it. Such a hot and sexy man. And so smart and funny. I could feel him here next to me, having his way with me. A feminist moment ran across my mind like a roach on the carpet, but damn it―this was my fantasy, and if I wanted Laurence having his way with me--that was my prerogative. I gave into the flood of sensations. I could feel myself tensing up. I was so close! I pushed the vibrator against me to spike the pressure and YES!
I let myself relax and felt the ripples of pleasure wash over me. I took in a deep breath and slowly let it out. The Pixielator was definitely worth it. I closed my eyes and swore I heard wolf howls in the distance. What the hell? I know the difference between coyotes and wolves when it comes to howling, but there hadn't been any reports of wolves in this area for generations. There was no doubt the gray wolf population was increasing, but that was further east and also more north going into Canada. I sat up and sure enough--those were wolves.
Mikah
The Run was definitely on. We had such a high metabolism, it was hard to really get drunk, but the majority of the Pack had practiced enough where they had learned the amount of slammed shots of Jack Daniels to get drunk enough to run into a tree. I was really feeling the Ecstasy, which made me want to just sit down and pay attention to everything around me. In my wolf form, my brain was always overflowing with smells. I could even sense changes in air pressure.
I was just tripping on that little white pill, and started turning in a circle. The scents changed and I tried to follow them in my head, determining which were close and which were from further away. And--Whoa--pussy juices. I stopped turning and tried to really zero in on where that familiar smell was coming from. I was cocked and loaded. I took off in the direction of a fine smelling human woman out there. A part of me wondered why a single woman would be out in this sort of isolation, but my nose was sucking all attention away from such boring abstract thoughts. All that mattered was the fact she was actually here. I ran. I almost tripped over a fallen branch, but did one of those “I meant to do that” shrugs and continued on my hunt.
Soon I could see a tent in the distance, pitched next to a SUV. Her smell was intoxicating. There was also a confusing fragrance of lavender and rose mixed in. It wasn't a cologne and had a different “nose texture” for me than shampoo or soap. I stopped in front of her tent and realized I wasn't alone. There were at least four other Pack members who had apparently smelled what was out here. I noticed Kevin wasn't there. Probably had never smelled a woman in his life. I'm sure he'd have no trouble tracking down the smell of a functioning cock.
I swung my head, trying to figure out how to get rid of my competition. One of them--Joey--whined like a puppy. It made me want to nip him. The scent of fear rolled out of the tent. The woman inside had realized she wasn't alone. She unzipped the entry enough to grab a look. She froze as her brain tried to process the idea she was facing five large wolves less than three feet away from her. I could hear her holding her breath. I could feel her pulse pick up. Maybe it was the Ecstasy, but I realized while she had an initial smell of fear, it had quickly changed. I wasn't exactly familiar with the new scent from her―curiosity?
I wish the others would go chase themselves. Somehow a bunch of wolves just standing around with their tongues hanging out didn't really enhance the mood. I could still smell her wetness and it was a turn on for me.
Bree
I'm surrounded by wolves. Actual wolves. I knew they rarely attacked humans, but when you first see a wolf, you have an almost primal response. To see this many all just standing there, as if they were waiting for some sort of command. It was―odd? Frightening? Funny? Even the wolves appeared confused and would look at each other as if they realized they had missed the memo.
I may be in one of REI's best tents, but I'm positive while the thin walls might be waterproof, they definitely were not designed to resist a single determined wolf, let alone five of them. The fact they were staying where they were and I didn't feel threatened--that was a good sign. Maybe they were trained wolves and were expecting me to feed them, since from their standpoint, that's what humans do. They all looked healthy. They obviously weren't starving and weren't showing any signs of rabies. Damn, they just looked like wolf-shaped dogs that had just come up because they wanted to be petted.
I decided I should do what I did best--experiment. I decided to talk to them as if they were dogs. I kept my voice steady and not too loud. If that didn't work, Plan B would include a lot of screaming. “What a beautiful...wolf you are,” I said to the one in front. He was mostly white. His eyes were picking up the yellow from my small fire. That was another sign these were not standard wolves. Real wolves wouldn't come this close to my fire.
The white one stuck his large head inside my tent. He was totally focused on my vagina. This should not be happening. The other four lay down on the ground, each one having contact with another one. The dark gray lay its head across the back of the wolf that was solid black. The other two were actually spooning. They all looked like they had been fed Valium or something that completely relaxed them. I vaguely wondered if there might be some sort of local plant or something, they had swallowed and ended up self-medicated. Great. Stoned wolves. Hmm...would that mean they'd soon have the munchies?
I went ahead and started scratching the white one's head, right between the ears. He seemed to enjoy that. He closed his eyes and lay his head on my lap. For a moment I wondered if I were the one stoned, but even my lube was 100% safe and had no side-effects of hallucination. “Such a good boy,” I whispered. He opened his eyes, and they had such a powerful sense of intelligence, he didn't seem like a wolf. Besides, I knew from reading all the guidebooks from this area, wolves wouldn't just mildly stare you back in the eyes. “What are you? You're not any sort of wolves I've ever heard about.”
The one with his head on my lap rolled over on his back and looked up at me. God, if I had one I'd give him a dog biscuit. He was adorable. If I took him home, I wonder if he would eat Mr. Wiggins. His eyes flashed golden. Then he seemed to waver. I stared, trying to make sense of what was happening. His outline wasn't holding. This reminded me of all the nature documentaries where the film maker did a high speed treatment, so you could watch a seed sprout, then grow, ending up as a flower in the space of seconds. There was now a naked man lying on his back, looking up at me. I wasn't exactly shocked. After three years of therapy I recognized what I was feeling was numbness. Dr. Harris had explained this was my favorite self-defense mechanism. I looked at the other four wolves who were doing that same sort of swirling--their outlines seemed almost two-dimensional. Then they stabilized and there were now four additional completely nude men on their bellies in front of me.
The one on his back and looking up at me was sporting a very impressive erection. For the briefest of moments I flicked from the thought I was about to be eaten to the concern I was about to be gang-raped. But then these guys were acting so much like they were stoned, I was pretty sure I was safe. My vacation was so not going in the direction I had planned. It was at that point I realized I was just as naked as these men. Great. First impressions are so important.
“So,” I sat back and touched my fingertips on the face of the one whose head was on my lap, “I'm going to take a wild hypothesis on this one, but we're definitely not in Kansas, and I sure as hell am not Toto. Wolves who don't act like wolves, and then somehow morph into men. Are you comfortable with the term Werewolf? Is it more respectful to refer to you as Furry Americans? Unless you're visiting from Canada?”
The one in my lap chuckled, which was not a threatening response. “She said, Furry Americans,” laughed a young man with dirty blonde hair who was still spooning with the wolf who had become a stocky brunette. His body hair was a lot thicker than his darker companion. The other two men were shaking with silent laughter. Glad I could be so entertaining.
“What's your name?” I looked in the eyes of the one with the erection. He was a very handsome man. Not exactly a guy I'd order out of a Boyfriend catalog, but I had no complaints. His heavy head felt good against me, even if I was still naked and I could smell the lavender and rose scented lube.
“Mikah,” he said, which apparently struck him as funny. “Mikah Berkeley.” That made the other four men laugh as well. On one level I hoped they were on some sort of drug. If that wasn't part of it, they obviously weren't playing with a full deck and definitely needed some direct Supervision. Maybe they needed collars and very short leashes. Amazing where your mind goes when you're naked with five strange men. Wait--given their lack of social skills, maybe these weren't actually werewolves. Maybe they were some sort of wolf that turns into a human once a month. Would that make him a Wolfwere? I could accept the idea they were only human during the full moon. That would explain why they didn't seem to have a strong handle on being human.
“We were on a Run,” said another one. I had been paying attention to Mikah, and missed who had spoken.
“Yeah,” said another with a sharp laugh. “But then we smelled you.” He put his hand in front of his mouth and tried to stifle a laugh.
“You smell really good,” said Mikah. “Even the stuff you smeared in your vagina smells good--like flowers.” There was definitely a golden color that started filling his eyes. I wondered if he might be turning back into a wolf. In the distance I heard more wolf howls. A look shot through all of them. With my history of working with college students, I instantly recognized the look. It was called “busted.” Four of them did that wavering thing and in a few seconds had settled back into their wolf forms. They lined up and licked the back of my hand. Then they took off in the direction the new howls had come from.
“What about you?” I asked. He was definitely still in human form and definitely still had a hard-on.
He grinned at me. “I like you. What's your name?”
“Breeanna Cunningham--but everyone calls me Bree.”
“Like that soft cheese,” Mikah sighed. “You look so soft. You look so pretty.” He caressed the skin of my thighs, and I felt as if my Pixielator had just gotten plugged into a 220 volt socket. He raised himself up a bit, giving him better access to lightly touch me. “So soft,” he said again. He rubbed his face against my thigh the way Mr. Wiggins scrapes his mouth against me every morning when I get ready to set his bowl down. My vet explained it was the one of the ways a cat marked territory. I only hoped Mikah didn't decide to mark territory by peeing. I'll admit to a few kinks, but golden showers isn't one of them.
He worked his way upwards, sliding gracefully as he increased the amount of his bare skin touching my bare skin. I could feel a lot of muscle moving under his skin as he did so. I have to admit this was close enough to the fantasy when I was testing out my Pixielator that I was starting to get wet again to the point I might not need the lube. Come to think of it, this wasn't that much like the fantasy of being with Laurence. This was a lot more interesting and erotic.
He took my right hand in his and lightly kissed it. He looked up and smiled widely, as if he were convinced he had done something very clever. He went back and began massaging me. I moved slightly to give him more space, which meant I ended up lying down on my back. He apparently took that as an invitation to start exploring my body. “I'm so glad I found you, Bree Cunningham.”
He smiled again. He had a really good smile. He reached into my Hello Kitty bag and pulled out a bottle of massage oil. “How did you know that was there?” I asked.
“I can smell it. Even when I'm not in wolf form, my sense of smell is a lot better than that of a normal human.” He put the bottle aside, and then to my surprise, he easily lifted me up into his arms. I'm no lightweight, but he put no more effort into it than when I pick up Mr. Wiggins. He noticed my surprise--”And I'm a lot stronger than normal humans.” He gently repositioned me face down, then took one of my sheets and placed it over my back. He poured some of the oil into his hands and rubbed it into his arms and broad chest.
He took more oil and rubbed it between his hands to warm it. He softly started up with gliding smooth strokes, using his whole hand over my neck and shoulders, then up and down my arms. It felt wonderful. “Your hands are so warm,” I said.
“Oh, we tend to run a few degrees higher than normal humans. If I concentrate, I can make the heated area more specific, which is what I'm doing with my hands.” He kept the movements rhythmic so it was as if he were dancing his hands across me. He would gently pull the sheet further down as he worked, but he never lost contact--he had at least one hand on my body at all times. He kept working his way down my back, shifting into deeper and longer strokes. I felt so relaxed I didn't even tense when he pressed his chest up against my back. He let other parts of his body lightly skim against me. No one had ever done that to me. It felt amazing.
He kissed my jaw lightly, then he kissed my neck, working his way down my back slow and soft. He pulled the sheet further down and began to lick my lower back in circular motions. Then he moved closer, lightly breathing his warm breath against my spine. He worked his way up to my left ear lobe and kissed it lightly. I could barely think. I was just aware of his warmth and his presence.
He shifted slightly and keeping his hands on me, moved back down where he started massaging my ass. He gently pushed my legs open a little wider, and he started to lightly skim up and down my inner thighs. I felt myself getting even damper.
Mikah again used his Supernatural strength to effortlessly turn me over so I was once more looking into his golden eyes. He kept one hand on me and used the other to squeeze more massage oil between my breasts. He placed his other hand on top of the oil, and I could feel heat coming from his palm, warming up the cool oil and upping the ante on my response. He gently massaged my shoulders, working all the way down to my fingers. He laced his fingers with mine, moving his fingers back and forth between the spaces of my own fingers. He once again skimmed over my breasts with the palm of his hand, still slippery with the oil. He stopped for a moment and made circular motions over my hard nipples with those skillful hands. I sighed, feeling as if I couldn't keep my thoughts together. I realized I was breathing hard.
He began to kiss my stomach, moving his way down to my inner thighs. “I love your breasts,” he said as he continued to kiss me. “I love how soft and wonderful your tummy is.” He repositioned himself with my leg on his shoulder as he kept kissing my inner thigh. I was unprepared when he began to massage the outer lips of my vagina--skimming so lightly. How could someone so strong be so gentle? Mikah went in to massage my G-spot. He barely touched the hood of my clit and began to move it from side to side as if he feared he might hurt me. But it was the opposite of hurting.
I then recognized that he was experimenting--watching my reactions to see what got the greatest response. When I gasped in pleasure, he kept doing what he was doing, while sliding his other hand up to play with my nipples that just got harder.
Mikah
I loved touching her. By now the Ecstasy had been metabolized and I was as normal as I'd get. If it hadn't been for Kevin's pill pushing, I wouldn't be here now, and god knows the others wouldn't have followed me to the sensory delight of Bree. I might have some explaining to do to the Pack Master as to why I didn't return with the others, but I didn't care. I loved her size. When I've been with a skinny girl, I've always been afraid I might snap her in two. Bree was strong and solid. I knew I could make love to her and not end up breaking her. And she just felt so fantastic when I touched her--such incredible softness.
I could track her response by sense of smell and being able to listen to her heart beat. I knew she was getting gushy in her ladyparts--always a good sign. Her heart beat and body scent told me she trusted me--she had no fear. I took the next step and ever so gently teased the tip of my cock in and out a little--then in and out again.
“I have a condom,” she whispered.
“One of the advantages of being what I am--I can't catch human STDs or pass them on. I also know from your scent, you're not in your fertile time. I'll be glad to use a condom if that's what you would like--but there really isn't a need for it.” I kissed her once again on her neck.
“When this is over,” she said, her voice raspy, “we need to talk about this whole not a normal human stuff.”
I smiled and using her perfect hips I turned her over on her knees. I kissed her on her back and then I entered her slowly--gently. I kept teasing her nipples. I could feel her response when I hit her G-spot with my cock. I didn't push too hard. Her scent had changed slightly and she was now so sensitive I didn't want to push her from the pleasure she was feeling to pain.
I timed my thrusts to synch with her heart beat, and then immediately felt her spill over into an explosion of sensations. Big girl--big orgasm. I felt better about myself after the past wasted months with Kevin. I held her, loving the feel of my flesh against hers.
“Mikah--” she said in a small voice, “are you really a werewolf?”
“Yeah. I come from a long line of Wolves. Our family immigrated from Europe not long after the American Revolution.”
“If you bite me, will I become a werewolf?”
“Do you want to become a werewolf?”
“It seems as if it would be a big experiment.”
“Tell you what,” I said, snuggling closer, luxuriating in her warmth. “Let's spend some time together. I'll answer the questions you have, and we'll see how it goes from there. For now, let's just leave it at the fact it's not the sort of thing where I sneeze in the next few minutes and you suddenly Wolf out.” I kissed her on her neck. “And I'm looking forward to finding out how a beautiful woman ends up all alone in a tent in the middle of nowhere. I can smell you have Native blood, but it's not from around here. I suspect you have a story that I'm going to find very interesting, Brianna Cunningham.”
I turned the Coleman light off and held her close.
Chapter Two
Bree
Whoa―I left my carry-on bag by the door and caught the scent of gardenias. I loved that smell. I sometimes wore gardenia perfume. I walked into the living room and found a large potted plant covered with the sweet white blossoms. There was a card by it I picked up. It read: Sex with you is so good we should celebrate it by having sex. Love, Mikah. I'd gotten flowers from guys before, but this is the first time I had ever gotten a whole plant. I'd never been with someone who was not only incredibly thoughtful, but did amazing things with me in bed. The fact he could bench press me in one arm (and let's just say I am not a tiny woman--I wear size 22) didn't hurt. The whole “going furry” once a month took some getting used to, but while it was a bit more complicated than my monthly visit from “Aunt Flo,” it wasn't even inconvenient.
This week he had been on a Run with his Pack while I was in Chicago for my quarterly National Science Foundation meeting, so that worked out perfectly. He got to do his Wolf thing as well as do the bonding stuff that's apparently so important, and I got a lot of work done. I had met this really fascinating Native American “Thought Leader” (which is what our project is now calling “group facilitators” these days). Hell, you needed a monthly update of titles they throw at you instead of using simple English. Sadly, that's common for science, which discourages recruiting students into the field. Made my job of recruiting females into Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) that much harder.
I mentioned to him I had just been to visit my grandmother on her reservation. I try to always get there for our annual Mul-Cha-Tha celebration. My sister came with me and we only got into four fights that weekend. Even Grandma was impressed.
I heard a key in the door and turned around.
Mikah
I hoped she liked the gardenias. For a wolf nose, the scent was so strong it was like walking through a constant mist of flower juice. But I would always smell the bottle of perfume inside her dresser drawer, and figured she must like them. I preferred giving a potted plant rather than cut flowers--as someone who has four legs once a month I'm sort of into ecology and nature. I also knew the gardenias would be planted really soon in her front yard so I would only have to put up with the heavy scent inside for a short time.
I unlocked the door. I think this was the earliest a woman (or a man--don't get me started) has given me a key to her home. Of course, we didn't start off in a standard way. No E-Harmony for us, although I'm not ashamed to say “E” was involved. If Kevin my ex hadn't deliberately dosed me with an Ecstasy tablet before our Run started, I wouldn't have been buzzed enough to follow the smell of pussy in the middle of nowhere to discover this magnificent woman.
There was so much of her to love, and every inch felt wonderful. After living with Kevin a few months, even if I hadn't met her when she was naked and had just finished breaking in her new vibrator, she would have had me the first time she used “you're” correctly. She was really bright, had an advanced degree in chemistry and traveled all over the country with a science project that worked with over a dozen colleges. I was so proud of her on so many different levels.
When I opened the door she was standing in front of the gardenias, smiling at me. She looked like she was posed for a photo shoot. God, she was beautiful. It made the thick fog of gardenias almost manageable. I wanted to get her into her bedroom as fast as I could, not just for the sex, but because the air-filter in there would suck up some of the gardenia smell. Then I'd volunteer to plant it outside.
I kissed her and then without saying a word, she pulled me into her bedroom and closed the door with a bump of those sexy big hips. She undressed me, something none of my past partners female or male had ever done. I found even this erotic. By the time she had my pants off I could feel my eyes filling with gold and my cock starting to get on board.
She then stripped for me. We had talked about this and while she preferred to undress me, she liked to do a little performance which would include a spin or two and using the clothes as props she would toss around with abandon. The last thing to come off was a pair of red silk panties. She kissed me and cuddled beside me on the bed.
I stroked that soft, soft tummy of hers with my fingertips. I knew from my own “experiments” (as Bree would say) if I stroked upward to her breasts I got a stronger reaction than if I stroked down to her lady parts. That would come later.
At the bottom of her tummy were stretches of skin that started at Bree's hips and angled down towards sex central. I wanted to give her a sense of what was coming, so I licked along them. I heard her heart rate start to speed up and her scent changed slightly. That was as sure a sign of her arousal as my eyes changing to gold. It was also such a relief to have her know about me, so I didn't have to keep my eyes hidden by doing things like only having sex in the dark. I had never told the other women I had been with about my monthly secret. I suspect that was part of what helped end those connections. On the other hand, they sure made me ready for Bree.
I kissed her, but this time as I pulled away, I used my tongue tip and traced along the top of her upper lip. I must be doing something right because I could now smell her juices begin to flow. I returned to kissing her the standard way, then took her lower lip between my teeth that were covered by my own lips, gently nipping her in the thickest part so it would stimulate her without any pain. Her heart remained stable, so I took a chance and nipped a little bit harder, which elicited a little gasp that was definitely an expression on the pleasure side.
Now that I had her headed in the right direction, I used my fingertips to lightly trace around the outside of her breasts. At the very edge of turning it into a tickle I started spiraling around, coming ever closer to those magnificent nipples. She was definitely getting nice and juicy down there. At this rate we might not need any lube at all.
I was ready to make a move for those luscious nipples. I first kissed them, holding off on sucking. I alternated brushing them with my lips and then my tongue. Every now and then, just as she was settling into the rhythm I would barely bite them, dancing between the soft and rougher play to keep stoking up her enjoyment. I know it did mine.
Then I moved my hands down, caressing her right beneath her rib cage, continuing the line to her sexy hips. I pressed firmly so it wouldn't turn into a tickle that would ruin the mood. I had enough practice now to grab on to her right there during sex. It seemed to be some sort of pressure point that kicked up her response another notch.
I could still smell the gardenias, so I went ahead and picked up speed, looking forward to moving those powerful flowers outside where they belonged. I started to fondle both sides of that sex central spot at the same time with my fingers. The last time we had done this I had licked my fingers to add a little extra lubrication, but she was wet enough now where I didn't need to add anything, just use what was there. I held off and didn't touch her clit directly. I massaged around her, then kept touching the sides of her clit and then dove head in, licking with my tongue's wide part. I had learned to do this instead of using my tongue tip to probe her. As Bree taught me, “The wonderful thing about science is you can't learn less.” By finding out my tongue tip didn't do it for her, I discovered the flat of my tongue did. I had worked hard to find out the right combo of strokes and kisses to get her going.
I lifted her gently--she always seemed to get a thrill when I showed off my Supernatural strength. She never knew how much effort it took to always monitor how much pressure I used so I didn't accidentally hurt her or break the doorknob off. One of the hardest parts of hitting puberty for most weres is retraining your body and your responses so you can keep passing as human. It's typical for parents to tell the school their kid is out sick when they're really in the equivalent of boot camp to learn to control their reflexes, speed, and level of strength. It was also a a time for really cramming in the idea how important it was to keep our existence secret from humans. Most Wolves just home school their kids, or let them drop out. It's easier.
That's why on one level it was so much fun to show off a little and not have to worry about Bree suddenly turning up with a crew from TMZ or the National Enquirer to let humans know they've always been surrounded by the Supernatural. The only ones who have always known about us are the Native Americans. They also actually told us it was best White people not know shape-shifters existed, which is what had been decided by our ancestors hundreds of years ago after the European Massacres. Since then it’s been The Law of the Supernatural Community to stay hidden.
The Native Americans had concluded modern White People were just as dangerously prejudiced against those who were different. Native Americans knew that only too well. When they did talk about us, outsiders just assumed they were telling colorful legends. Little did they know how Sasquatches used some of the local reservations as portals to go from our dimension to their own. There was a lot more out there than an occasional werewolf.
That's why it was a kick for me to openly play “Super hero” by lifting her up. Now she was on her back I could start using my hands to tease the base of her spine. I put a palm down on the sides of her spine. I fluttered my fingers up and down over her skin. Her breathing sped up and her scent subtly changed again, indicating her enjoyment. It was like most of her body was a potential erogenous zone if I kept playing around. But some places were definitely more intense than others.
Now I was ready to use my short and trimmed nails to barely trace her back as we started to have sex. As I eased into her, I scratched a little harder, coming from the bottom of those wonderfully round ass cheeks, making circles and then coming upward. My thrusts fell into an easy match of the ass scratching. For a moment I must have been a little too rough. I eased off until her heart beat stabilized and I knew she was loving it.
I mixed things up by using my middle finger and thumb to softly massage her earlobe. As I did so I then used my index finger to keep up rubbing the back side of her ear. This seemed to soothe her and she relaxed even more. Encouraged I sucked on her earlobe and then barely nipped it. I kept thrusting, knowing we were both on the edge of exploding.
I pushed away her hair in order to concentrate on the nape of her neck. I kissed from her hairline and kept kissing south. I knew how much she enjoyed being in control of her life, but that made her not knowing exactly where my lips or tongue would be a special thrill. I was so ready. I started to get her nerve endings going by returning back to circling my palms on her ass checks, doing my best to keep things as soft a pressure as possible. I gently pulled out because I had found just pushing in and out with my dick didn't always send her over the edge.
By this time I had our lust cranked up to the point of her wriggling, arching up her ass into my palms, and making little noises. She hadn't seen me palm those hot red silk panties she had taken off. I had kept them underneath my pillow. I pulled them out now. I used them to tease her large inner thighs, letting the satiny sensation brush across her, letting her nerves catch fire. Her moans got louder. I kept up lightly dragging those panties a few inches above the inside of her knees, as I started working her clit with my other hand. Her vibrator may be first class, but nothing beats the personal touch.
I did the “come hither” motion with my fingers she had taught me and it felt like everything came together at once and she let out a yelp and fell backwards. I bet she was seeing stars and maybe a comet or two as her breathing turned into pants and she grabbed on to my wrists. She actually was strong enough where her nails drew a little bit of my blood but the shallow wounds healed as I watched them. Her eyes were shut so she missed it, lost in her own pleasure.
I held her, sinking into her fleshy softness. It felt good to know I could make her feel this good. I wanted to have her really feel welcomed back into her home. It seemed as if a lot of pieces were falling together that I hadn't felt with anyone else who had been in my life, female or male.
She sighed and cuddled closer, pressing those intoxicating breasts against me, and smothered me in the warmth of her hips and thighs. Everything was perfect, other than the damned gardenias. I meant well, but this was definitely an experiment in gift-giving that worked better for her than it did for me. I stretched to pull her even closer. That's when there was a knock on the door.
Bree
Mikah just kept getting better and better. And let's just say he set the bar really high the first time out in that tent on the Hoh Indian reservation when he trotted up on all fours with his tongue hanging out. Imagine my surprise when he shifted into this amazing hunk of uber-maleness. I relaxed against him, still feeling the echoes of pleasure throughout my body.
That's when I heard the knock at my door. My first thought was it was too late for Mormons or Jehovah Witnesses. I swear my house must be on some sort of tour guide map for anyone trying to covert others or to sell chocolate bars for what must be at least eighty middle school bands in my little neighborhood. And don't get me started on trick or treaters during Halloween. I figured the kids must be bussed in from other counties. No matter how much I bought I never had any candy left over for November 1st. Anyway, that still didn't suggest who might be at the door at this point. My sister would have just barged in.
Mikah sighed, and to my delight and amazement, did something I had never seen before. I knew he had Super-strength, but I had never seen him demonstrate Super-speed until now. He jumped up and had his jeans on like magic and was already headed out of the bedroom. I got up, grabbing my robe from the hook on the door and followed him. I heard him ask (in an impatient way) “Who is it?” by the time I was able to see him with his hand on the door knob.
“It's me,” came a male voice.
Mikah opened the door and asked in a surprised voice, “What are you doing here?” A man a little taller and thinner than Mikah was standing there, looking concerned. He had light brown hair and gray eyes. As I watched, the gray started getting replaced by gold. Why was another werewolf at my door?
He pushed past Mikah, either ignoring me where I was in the hallway, or so focused he didn't even know I was there. “I've been going crazy without you. All I do is think about you. I thought we meant something to each other!” He spun around to face Mikah, his voice jumping all over the place, from a whine to anger. I got a sense of why Mikah was happy to leave him. He had told me that he was bi, although he had been in more relationships with women than men.
“Kevin,” Mikah said, his voice even, but lower than normal. “You need to accept what we had is over, and move on. I know I have. It's also inappropriate for you to come to see me here. You're invading Bree's space, and that's not respectful.” Wow--by the time he said that last word, it sounded as if he were growling. This was the moment--not the demonstrations of his Supernatural strength or speed--that he suddenly seemed not quite human.
“Where am I going to see you? You don't return my calls or texts. You deliberately ignore me at the Runs. When I go to your new place you're never there. You're always here with this bitch,” he said, looking up at me with golden eyes. The first time I had met werewolves in their human form at the Hoh Indian reservation, they were all pretty zoned out. Even with the bizarre realization I was surrounded by wolves, I was more curious than scared. But the look in his eyes and his body language actually scared me. I'm not used to being scared. Wait--did he just call me a bitch?
“Why haven't you been listening to anything I've told you over the last few months? I was unhappy. I wanted to move out. I did. I'm happy now. I'm not remotely interested in coming back to you. The fact you barge in here without an invitation and then insult my girlfriend just convinces me more I don't even want you as a friend. Are you going to make this easy and be a gentleman and get out?” Again, his voice took on that alien growl with those last two words. Oh, hell--even Mikah was scaring me. I had never seen this forceful side of him. He's been one of the most mellow guys I've ever known.
“Or what ?” Kevin growled back. He slammed his fist down on the table I had gotten on sale at Bombay and Co. It splintered. Up until this moment I had only seen werewolf strength used to pick me up. I had never really thought through how that much power could be used to smash. For a moment I thought what that one blow would have done to me. Mikah jerked his head over to look at me. I guess he was smelling my fear.
In a blur, he was suddenly standing in between me and the crazy man. Wow, and I thought my Gary was a crazy ex. “One more time. Get out,” his voice hardly sounded human now.
Kevin jumped him, but Mikah moved as if someone hit “fast forward,” turning slightly while he held out his arm and clotheslined him. Kevin crumpled down, shook his head, then he jumped back up. I realized the Super fast healing of werewolves was not really to my advantage at the moment. I unconsciously took a step backwards.
Kevin snarled at Mikah. Mikah had explained to me most werewolves weren't potential Alphas. As I understood it, only Alphas could change when it wasn't the full moon. That meant Kevin or Mikah would stay in their human forms, but that still didn't make them human when it came to the amount of damage they could do. Kevin's eyes were completely gold now, and he came out swinging at Mikah. I guess he got in a lucky shot and Mikah went flying across the room, slamming into my coffee table that seemed to explode. A shard shot past me and hit the hallway wall. Mikah got up and I could see a line of blood on his left arm.
He jumped all the way from where he had been thrown, knocking Kevin down as he landed on top of him. He pulled his arm back and punched the other man so hard there was a splay of blood that arched out. He grabbed Kevin's shirt front and yanked him up with enough force the material ripped, but not until Mikah had headbutted him hard enough I could actually feel the concussion from where I stood.
Kevin's eyes rolled back into his head. Mikah stood up, effortlessly holding the other man off the floor with one arm. He slammed him against the door. “If you ever come near us again, I will call challenge on you in front of the Pack. And I will fucking win, and you will be exiled. Do you fully understand what that would mean to you? Now get the fuck out!” Mikah opened the door and flung Kevin at least twelve feet away on to the sidewalk. I hoped none of my neighbors saw anything. He slammed the door so hard it actually rattled. My carry-on bag fell over as if it had fainted.
“Oh, honey,” he said, “I'm so sorry you had to see that. I can still smell your fear. All I could think about was making sure you were ok.” He came to me, crushing me so hard into his arms I was afraid he might accidentally hurt me. He must have caught himself, and the pressure eased, but he still had his head buried into my shoulder. I felt a dampness and realized he was still bleeding and my robe was soaking it up.
He must have sensed my confusion and he backed away a few inches, apparently trying to figure out what was wrong. His eyes widened when he looked at my robe, then looked down at his arm. “Are you ok?” I asked.
He smiled and held up his arm to me. As I watched, the jagged edge of the wound seemed to flow back together. The blood around it dried and flaked off. Guess werewolves didn't need any sort of Healthcare coverage. “Let's just say when we get hit, it hurts the same way it would hurt if we were human. The healing factor doesn't impact that. But to answer your question, I'm fine.” He looked over at the broken furniture. “I'm in a lot better shape than your home. I think I should also check on the door to make sure it's still on its hinges. I sort of got carried away towards the end.”
“What did you mean when you said you would challenge him?” To my surprise, a little gold had crept back into his eyes.
“There are two sorts of challenges. One is major--it's when one person challenges the Pack Master for that position. But Pack members who aren't potential Alphas can formally challenge one another. It can be to move up in Pack hierarchy, or in my case, to settle an argument that's gone so far it's dangerous. It lets the Pack know what's going on, since not only our Pack, but the whole Supernatural Community is potentially threatened in terms of our existence being made public if a fight like the one that just happened would have taken place in a public setting. For Kevin to lose the challenge would mean he would be branded a lone wolf.
“He'd be driven out of the Pack and shunned by the other Packs for at least a year. He could then petition to another Pack to join that one, if he's kept his nose clean. He'd never be allowed back in the Fangzahn Clan.” I must have looked confused. “Oh, each Pack has a Clan Name. Fangzahn is ours. What I need you to hear is I've done everything I can to keep you safe. If the threat of being challenged isn't enough, my doing so not only puts the whole Pack on alert to monitor Kevin, but it also means there's no way he'll be allowed to stay in the Seattle area. Word will be sent out to the local Supernatural Community, so all sorts of eyes will be kept on him. We police our own. But let's just say there are also some...Enforcers in the full community that wouldn't hesitate to deal with someone like Kevin in a more...permanent way.”
I reached out and pulled him to me. I was starting to realize dating someone who isn't exactly human wasn't simply about having someone who could open any jar for you, or pick up the sofa to let you vacuum underneath it. It felt as if I were suddenly “married to the mob,” and there was going to be a whole set of new rules I would have to learn.
“Let's go back to bed and I'll help you clean up all the mess later. Then we can go shopping for new furniture tomorrow.” He picked me up in those amazing (and now non-bleeding) arms, and carried me back to the bedroom. As he gently put me down, he added, “And it looks as if I also owe you a new robe. Blood stains are hard to get out.” He looked as if he were about to say something else but decided it was best not to. I decided it was best to get back to normal as soon as possible. I tugged on the robe's tie and let everything slide off, letting me display my body completely. Mikah's eyes were fully golden now.
“My god, you're beautiful,” he whispered, his voice husky. God knows if I were a werewolf, my eyes would probably be platinum by now. I stood up on my tiptoes, pressing my hands against his chest. I then leaned forward and we both fell heavily back on to the bed and he started laughing.
“Lie down, baby,” I whispered. I've been wanting to try reverse cowgirl with you.” I had him lie completely flat on the bed. “You've worked so hard tonight you deserve to just relax and let me do the work.” I straddled him, my round ass in his face, which I knew he enjoyed. I steadied myself with my hands on the bed, then deliberately wiggled my butt as I slowly scooted back, trying to position myself on to his stiff cock. I kept moving my ass, which was not only fun, but let me tease the tip of his cock some more while I sought the best angle of entry. I leaned just a little more forward and lifted up a teense more--and--docking complete!
He put his strong hands on my ass to help steady me as he began to thrust, finding his rhythm. In this position I felt more in control and as he was doing his part, I again leaned forward a tiny bit more and bang! He hit my G-spot! I moaned and pushed back, putting more pressure every time he slammed into me. I kept feeling myself fill up with passion and without thinking, I slammed fists on to the bed. That made me laugh because I realized if I were a werewolf I would have just broken the bed. It made me admire Mikah even more because I realized how much control he had to have at all times. I was wondering how he managed to do that while having an orgasm, when I had an orgasm.
At the same time he cried out and I felt him fill me. This was the first time we had ever come together. I rolled off and he moved to spoon me. We were both facing the end of the bed because of where I had started. He pulled me against him, and I thought this was worth having to deal with an occasional psycho ex or--what did he call them-- Lone Wolves? I let out a deep breath and felt myself completely at ease.
After a couple of minutes, Mikah said, “Bree?” I looked over at him. His face looked a little worried. Was something wrong? Oh, god, I hope there wouldn't be another ex involved. I didn't want any more broken stuff. “There's something I've been meaning to ask you.” He sat up and I automatically followed suit. He was still holding me in his arms, but looking directly into my eyes. His own were back to their normal color. “I was waiting for the right time, but tonight only made me realize more how much you mean to me. How special you are to me, and how I never want anything to happen to you.”
He got up and walked over to reach into his coat pocket. He came back over and knelt in front of me. “Bree,” he said gently, holding up a small box, pushing it into my hand. “Will you marry me?” I went numb (what my therapist tells me is my automatic response to stress) and opened up the box to see an enormous engagement ring inside.
“Oh, my god,” I stuttered. I also realized I wasn't numb. I was surprised, sure, but I felt as if I was having another orgasm. He placed the ring on my finger and it fit perfectly. Knowing his attention to details, I suspected he had gotten one of my other rings out to get the size right.
“Oh, Mikah,” I babbled--”Of course I'll marry you! You're the best thing that's ever happened to me.” I hugged him and kissed him passionately.
He crawled back up and joined me on the bed, pulling me back into a spooning position. I held up my hand, admiring the beauty of the ring. My sister would just shit. I needed to introduce Mikah to my mother. “Mikah--I realize I don't have the easiest of families to marry into. But I also want to make sure you let me know the best way to support you and your Pack. You've never mentioned your own family. I don't know if for wolves a Pack just replaces a family. I get the sense there's a whole Supernatural world out there that has its own way of doing things.”
I sat up and turned to face him. “I know what it's like to think of myself as Native American and know I'm not exactly “standard white girl.” I realize I'm human and there must be so much to learn about doing the right thing by Pack standards.”
“That means a lot to me,” he said, kissing my cheek. “Pack politics can get complicated. There are also some things you should probably learn about other Supes. You'll be noticed once you're married to someone like me. Let's not start tonight, but I'll share with you what I can. Sort of Werewolf 101.”
I kissed him back on his full lips. “Is there an App for that?”
Chapter Three
Bree
I sipped my caramel mocha and listened to my sister sputter on. The caramel mocha was really good. Conversation with my sister varied in quality--unfortunately it rarely varied in quantity. Delia reminded me of the old joke--when it comes to conversation, there are two types of people: those who can talk on any subject--and those who don't need a subject. I nodded to pretend I was listening and cheerfully dipped a chocolate-almond biscotti into my cup. Perfection.
“I mean, really,” Delia concluded, or more likely, she was having to take a breath, “you honestly expect me to believe your new boyfriend is a werewolf? Werewolf, my ass. It sounds like you've used your chemistry degree to start your own meth lab and you're sampling your product.”
I put my biscotti down and looked her in the eye. “Look at me, sister dearest. We both wear size 22. Do I really look like I'm doing crystal meth on the side?” I picked my biscotti back up and punctuated my response with a satisfying crunch. “And as a matter of fact, Mikah is someone who goes furry once a month.”
Delia
I will admit I was unhappy--my low-cal drink tasted like shit and what I really wanted was what Bree was having. I had been on my current diet for six days and had lost a total of one pound. Bree did whatever she wanted and remained the same size. I constantly struggled with my weight, just as our mom did, and I remained the same size. What the hell was I doing wrong? And I will admit I was jealous of Bree's new boyfriend. He looked like a fitness model and apparently his only shortcoming was the fact he was a mythological creature like a unicorn. I'll admit she had sent me pictures of them together on Facebook. That meant she really was seeing him, or she had gotten even better at Photoshop.
“So, where did you meet him, a Zoo? A Fantasy and Science-Fiction Convention? Oh, I know--he's a graduate student from Transylvania.” I couldn't resist and grabbed the other biscotti on her plate and bit into it. Heaven.
Bree
“As a matter of fact, his family is originally from Germany, but they've been here since the American Revolution, not as long as our family (our grandmother is from the Gila River Indian Reservation in Arizona), but pretty much established for such late-comers. And he's a software developer. We met during the full moon when he and his Pack were doing a Run on the Hoh Indian reservation.” She chewed on the biscotti she had stolen from me and her eyes told me the only thing she was paying attention to was the flavor of the almonds and chocolate.
We really had met when Mikah's pack was doing their monthly event. I've learned to think about it as the cultural equivalent of folk-dancing. I thought I was completely alone, and had been testing out my new vibrator (which I would highly recommend). Wolves can smell something more than a mile away, and apparently my pussy packed a lot of power. I mean it smelled fresh and inviting enough where I first heard a few howls and then found five wolves in front of my tent. Mikah was the one who put his head on my lap and then rolled over and shifted back to his human form. He provided what we call in science, “empirical evidence” of lycanthrophy. He's not a potential Alpha, which basically means he only changes during the full moon--well, to be specific, he can also shift the day before or the day after the full moon, but he has to really concentrate.
Delia
I so wanted to order a caramel mocha and more biscotti. “And you're telling me this, why?” I could understand her wanting to brag she had bagged a really hot guy, but if I were Bree, I definitely would not bring up how they got their kicks out of her role-playing not so little Red Riding Hood. Oh, Jeez--I wonder if her new boyfriend was a furry--I had seen that on CSI, which featured a group of people at a convention where they all dressed up like they were mascots for a sports team. I tried to remember what the mascot of the Minnesota Timberwolves looked like. I wasn't buying it. Bree was always really vanilla. I was the one who knew what I was doing long before whatshername popped Fifty Shades of Paid out of her vee-jay like a ping-pong ball.
Bree broke out in that big smile that I knew from experience meant she was going to up the ante of good news. Oh, how she loved to make me suffer. I suppose she was going to tell me Wolfboy was not only handsome, but rich. Maybe I could order some biscotti to go after Bree left. “I'm telling you because of this,” she said, taking a jewelry box out of her purse. She pushed it over to me and inside was a fucking engagement ring.
“Well, shit fire and save matches!” I said. This was the first time Bree had surprised me since we were five and visiting Grandma on the reservation. I never believed anything she told me about outhouses ever since. I took it out and put it on my own finger--of course it was a perfect fit. We weren't twins. I was the pretty one, and I was nearly a year younger. But we had always worn the same size. It would have doubled my wardrobe if I would ever be caught dead in what she picked out. She spent her high school years looking like she worked in the library. I moved my hand, watching the rock glitter. I guess software design paid pretty well. “Have you--”
Bree
“Have I told our mom? No. I wanted you to be the first to know. I am very aware we haven't always gotten along, but you are my sister. Mikah is out of state at a conference, and we have a reservation at Canlis when he comes back, so I can introduce him to mom.” I held out my hand, figuring with her history, Delia could somehow lose my ring within five minutes. If it got stuck on her finger I was ready to hack it off and call her Lefty. I took a deep breath and reminded myself three years of therapy had taught me my sister had done the best she could with what she had. I needed to forgive her and move on--after I got my ring back.
Delia
“Congratulations,” I said, keeping the ring on my finger. I have to admit it looked good on me. Bree would be better suited with a smaller stone that would match her more mousy personality. I was the one who should be wearing something this size. It made my hand look small. I looked up and saw she had her hand stretched out, her palm facing upward. I sighed and gave her back the damned ring. “Tell me more about this whole wolf stuff.”
Dutch
“Back to the Hoh, huh?” I took another hit from the bong and handed it to Davis, our Pack Master. He finished it off and put it on the desk. I kicked back the last of the Jack Daniels in my glass and looked at it, hoping he'd get the hint. I should be so lucky.
“It's been convenient. Hard to find a place more isolated. I figure we'll keep our Runs there for a few more months. I don't want to get too predictable.” He took another swallow of his drink, but it was half full. I knew the bottle wasn't coming out until he had drained his glass, so I just needed to make sure I was around until then. “You heard about Mikah, right?” He moved the bong over and put his feet up on his desk.
“I know he's off at some conference in California,” I offered. I liked Mikah, but we weren't all that close. Once he started going out with Bree, all of us were seeing less of him. I wasn't one of those who had found her our first time at the Hoh spot, but I had certainly heard several versions of the story. Some I believed more than others.
“He's proposed to that woman of his,” Davis said, finishing off the rest of his glass. Hot damn--that definitely meant I'd get round two. Thank you, Mikah, for making an honest woman out of her so I could get another shot of JD. “That means we need to do something to celebrate.”
“I thought she was human,” I said, subtly pushing my empty glass just a little closer to him. “Not that there's anything wrong with that. Has she agreed to convert? “ Davis reached into the bottom drawer and pulled out the bottle of Jack. It was a good day. I held up my glass as he refilled it and then refreshed himself.
“She's considering it. Anyway, I want you to help put something together for Mikah. Nobody knows strip clubs like you do.”
Delia
And that's how I found myself in my rented RV on the Hoh Indian reservation, my pussy primed with a new bottle of Lavender Rose's Good Clean Love. I hoped it would prove to be as good at wolf bait for me as it had been for Bree. I had also brought a few more toys with me than my sister had thought to bring. Of course, her idea of fun was a night with the latest issue of Scientific America. Maybe her new boyfriend (sorry--fiancé) could get her to loosen up some. I ate another one of those really awful tasting Skinny Cow imitation candy bars and wrapped up my preparations.
Dutch
Martin passed out my share of the Ecstasy. One of the few disadvantages of being a Wolf was the fact our metabolism was so high, trying to get a buzz on and keeping it long enough for a bartender to bring the next round was almost impossible. There was also that delicate line between finally getting drunk enough to enjoy yourself and then passing out. Good thing our livers healed just as fast as the rest our bodies. A few months ago we had discovered a tab or two of really good X stayed in your system for a couple of hours. It made shifting a real trip--the only drawback was after wolfing out, your senses were so heightened all you really wanted to do was roll around on the grass or lick the fur of the closest Pack member. If we kept this up, we should rename “Run” to “Mellow.” As I was swallowing, it occurred to me this was a major plus for Davis--no one on X would ever Challenge the Alpha and risk harshing the Mellow.
I'll say one thing for Davis--he's really good at timing. We finished off our drinks while he did his usual opening speech reminding us we're the proud members of the Fangzahn Clan. I was starting to feel the Ecstasy when he finished and then dramatically pointed up to the Moon Rise. The combination of the Change and the X was mind-blowing. I looked around and almost everyone else was also looking around at each other because it was so--so fascinating. Whoa. Wolves. Cool.
Before we could spend the night doing this, Davis let out a howl and several answered him, although even stoned, I noticed few were in the same key. I thought that was funny. Then I laughed again because I thought how funny my laughter sounded when I was furred. It was more like a cough.
The Pack members started off in different directions, with no obvious purpose or concern. But that's a lot of what a Run is all about. You just let go of anything you've been holding in all month and just embrace everything. And if you bring down a deer, that's a major bonus. If you mistook a cow for a deer, well, you had to deal with that the next day.
I didn't really feel much like running. I sat there and licked my paw, which was so interesting, I continued to do it. I considered licking my other paw. Then a light breeze brought in another scent. This one I recognized right away. Pussy alert! I swung my heavy head around, like the needle of a compass seeking North. I was seeking nookie. There! Now that was a motivation for running. I wondered if this was Mikah's woman,but why the hell would he bring her out here again?I ran faster.
Delia
Oh, yeah--there went the howls. I glanced at the clock--the exact time Google had let me know moon rise would be. Now I just had to spread my legs and wait. Bree had finally confided in me a lot of werewolves were apprehensive about doing it with most human women because they were so skinny they looked like they would snap like a toothpick. I often felt the same way. But Bree explained women of size were valued because we were obviously strong enough to take whatever we were given. Hell, I learned long ago not to wait for what I was given. I had learned to start taking. I wondered how long it would take for somebody like Mikah to show up.
Dutch
I could smell the mixture of fresh pussy mingled in with the weird combination of floral scents that obviously didn't belong in a rainforest. I shot forward and skidded to a stop when I saw the largest RV I had ever seen. I panted for a moment, cooling off, but also catching on my tongue that puzzling something that wasn't shampoo or cologne that almost masked the fragrance of pussy.
Delia
I kept looking out the window, waiting for what Bree called a “Furry-American.” I just hoped after her description they didn't stay in wolf form. That would be beyond kinky even for me. PETA would probably hear about it and hunt me down. I heard something near the door and left the driver's seat. I had kept the main door open with the screen door shut. Sure enough, a big gray wolf had his tongue hanging out, looking expectantly at the RV. “Looking for something, Big Boy?” I opened the screen door, showing off my assets. I don't know if a beautiful sexy woman wasn't what a werewolf saw every full moon and he was in shock, but his eyes grew wide and I swear his tongue hung out even more. As I watched, his amber eyes took on a more golden color.
I turned and called over my shoulder, “So are you coming in?” Just like a man, his ears perked up and he jumped up on the step and followed me. I had gone ahead and rented the RV that featured a King-Sized bed because I liked to be prepared. “Turn around and let me see you from all sides.” He spun like a puppy chasing his tail and for a moment it looked as if he would tip over. I wondered if he was just drunk on excitement. It's not as if a wolf gets drunk, right?
He looked exactly like the wolves Google and the websites on wolf preservation had shown me. I guess “Wolfmen” just showed up in the movies. Fine by me--that would probably be like doing it with Chewie the Wookie from Star Wars. That wouldn't make it on my bucket list. “I don't want your muddy feet on my bed. Do the Change thing and let me see what you look like most of the month.”
Dutch
Wowsa--big and beautiful, just like the ones who had seen her described Mikah's woman. I was very aware there was no scent of Mikah, or any other wolf in here, or on her. I shifted and looked down on her. Most humans look tall when you're wolf height. Now that I was back at 6 foot 2, she was probably around 5 foot 10 or so. And nice and soft looking. All I wanted to do right now was to cuddle her, but I realized that was a major effect from Ecstasy. It made you real touchy-feely. The horniness would kick in a little later. But this babe looked like she was the no-nonsense type. The fact she was naked and giving orders to a werewolf was a big hint. A part of me wondered how she knew where to park her RV, but I figured Mikah or his woman had told her. Jesus! We got ourselves some groupies now!
Delia
Ok--he was worth the cost of the RV and the outrageous cost of Bree's lube. Mikah looked like a fitness model, but mine looked like he could push most NFL quarterbacks over and run off with their football. Big and Beefy with hair the color of dark chocolate. He was a lot more hairy than the picture of Mikah in his bathing suit. Extra points for that. I loved to rub my fingers through a hairy chest. And I did. Sweet. “So--what's your name?”
Dutch
“Dutch,” I smiled. I loved the way her fingers felt combing my chest. Her palm hit my right nipple and that got my interest. Normally my nipples aren't sensitive, but I guess the X had changed that. I slid my hands over her shoulders and arms because I wanted to know what she felt like. She felt so good, I wanted to keep going.
Delia
"Hold on, Dutch. I'm in no hurry, and believe me, I like to be in control.” I led him over and with my hips, bumped him onto the bed. I ran my tongue over his lips. As he sighed in pleasure I clicked the handcuffs on him with the ease of long practice. He looked surprised and then started laughing. Ok, not the usual response, but I could work with that. I straddled him, bringing my sweet sex spot closer to his mouth. His eyes shut and he breathed deeply. I bent down to nibble on his lip when suddenly I heard another howl from outside. “Don't go anywhere,” I told him, putting my finger on his full lips.
I opened the door and there were two more wolves looking up at me. One was solid black and the other was a little bigger and was almost cinnamon colored. “Party was about to start without you,” I told them. “Change and get your asses up here.” I moved toward the bed when I heard one jump inside. I turned around and he did that wavering thing Bree had described, rearing up on his hind legs and it seemed as if he were made of smoke and just kept going. He looked like the Black guy who had been doing the Old Spice commercials. It made me wonder if there were any ugly werewolves. No wonder they keep themselves a secret. Otherwise they'd have women (and men--you just know there have to be gay werewolves) all over them all the time. Number Three was close behind and when he stopped swirling, he looked like a professional swimmer. I suddenly wondered if anyone had ever seen Michael Phelps or Ryan Lochte on a full moon. His reddish-brown hair was buzzed short.
Frankly, they all looked stoned out of their minds, and I wondered how easy it was for Bree to carry on a conversation with Mikah. Just as well--I didn't rent a RV to interview them. “For now I'll just call you Huey, Dewey, and Dutch. Get over on the bed with Dutch. If someone else gets here he'll just have to wait. You snooze, you lose.” I didn't have enough cuffs for more than five guys. I should have just bought in bulk. Too bad Walmart doesn't carry them. Believe me, I checked. Speaking of checking, I put my hands at the bottom of the new guys' ballsacks and slowly pulled upwards. I was rewarded with feeling them get hard and their cocks growing to follow my hands upward. They felt feverish, but Bree had mentioned werewolves tend to run hot. I had thought she was talking about sex. I should have known.
When I looked up, both of their eyes had gone an almost molten gold color. I looked back over at Dutch and his were now the same shade. I must be doing something right. I ordered them to take their dicks and get next to Dutch the way I had just told them to do. In another minute they were all cuffed. They looked at each other and started laughing. Again, not the response I was used to, but given the state of their erections, everything seemed to be working. I put my foot on the bed and leaned forward, giving them a better look (and sniff) at the goods. That changed their schoolgirl giggles into a hungry silence. Good.
"I don't know about you," I said, turning and pulling out a black leather bag, "but a full moon makes me horny." I pulled out my favorite strap on dildo that the Funfactory calls "Share." I let them watch me insert the silicone Share inside myself so I could stimulate my G-spot and clit while I was using the other end to get all close and personal with my first Wolfboy. "Ever hear of pegging?" I asked, adding a little rasp to my voice.
Three heads shook "no" as if they were all connected. Sigh--virgins are extra work. "It's real simple. While I'm wearing this, one of you is about to get your prostate massaged. You do know where the other end is going to go, right?”
Dutch's eyes widened, and seemed a little more golden. "That's awfully big," he said in a small voice. "I don't know if I could fit that in. Maybe you have something smaller?"
I bent over, letting my heavy breasts brush against his cheeks. That brought his cock to full attention. "I was told you guys can heal from almost anything as long as it doesn't involve silver. This happens to be silicone, so you're safe. I think you're a big boy, and once you get used to being filled, you'll have no problem.” I took a pair of latex gloves out of the black (magic) bag and made an extra loud slapping sound with them. Dewey actually flinched. I took Bree's lube and squeezed some on my index finger. The stuff started out as brown, but once I started rubbing it together it went clear. I stuck my finger in Dutch's ass, first starting shallow, pushing as much lube in as I could. I began to make small circles to get him to relax. When I felt that happen, I added some more lube to my middle finger and continued, making sure I got the lube in as far as possible.
I glanced over at Huey and Dewey. Their eyes were practically glowing. I wondered if I got them to the point of orgasm, would I be able to read a newspaper by their eye glow? I would save on my battery.
Dutch tightened again, and I went back to pushing and spreading my fingers in to get him to widen. "Relax, Wolfboy. At this rate you couldn't survive a pencil dick, let alone what I've got planned for you." I spread my fingers a little more and felt him respond. When I thought he was ready I pulled my fingers out and added more lube to the end of the Share.
I circled around his ass with the tip of it, then gently pushed it in about an inch until I started meeting resistance. I pulled it out and added more lube. I was making sure it was spreading. I kept repeating this, going in deeper each time. I could barely hear Huey and Dewey breathing. "Ok, Wolfboy--roll over because we're about to do this doggy style."
He looked confused, but followed my instructions. I had him spread his legs more and lean forward. His cock was big enough in this position where the tip was touching the bed. I had him just where I wanted him. His cock was hard, but got even harder when I rubbed the lube on to the tip. "This isn't a hand job, Wolfboy. I'm just getting you ready." I pushed him back into the position. I started to fuck him and as I put my hips into my motion, it forced the tip of his cock to rub against the bed. I could feel his body tense, although he wasn't tightening up around the Share. "Oh, Dutch," I whispered, "you're a real bottom boy, aren't you? You really like the feel of this, huh? Can't get enough?" I thrust harder, figuring if what Bree had told me about their healing speed was even halfway true, I didn't even need for any of them to have a safe word. I really liked that idea and speeded up. The pressure was giving me bonus points in my own clit.
I slowed down a little, but pushed further, which increased the amount of his cock that was sliding across the sheet. Dutch was breathing heavy now. "I wonder which one of you is the biggest bottom? Will it be Huey, Dewey, or Dutch?" I sped up again and Dutch gave a little yelp and exploded across the sheet. I pushed him over roughly. "Did I tell you that you could come, Wolfboy? Did I?" I loved the look of embarrassment on his face. I took a finger full of the splooge and used it to mark an X across his chest.
"You've been a bad boy, Wolfy. Don't they teach you discipline in your Pack? From what I've been reading up on wolves, you need to know you aren't the Dom. That would be me." I turned to Dewey and yelled at him. "You! Get up on your knees and start stroking that limp dick of yours. I want it getting hard." I squeezed some more lube into the palm of my hand and slathered it on Dewey's dick. He smiled and started to rub one out. "Enough!" I yelled. "You--Wolfboy who doesn't follow instructions--move closer to Dewey and give him a blow job. I want to watch. I bet Huey does too. Get that mouth busy!" I knew the lube was organic and could be used for oral, but I figured if werewolves could chow down on a deer they had jumped on, the lube wasn't an issue.
Dewey's head rolled back and he was doing a sort of choking laugh. Dutch looked as if he had some experience, or he just had natural talent. I didn't figure Dewey's bar was set very high. "Lick his balls," I instructed Dutch. "Lick them really, really, slowly. And Dewey--if you come before I give you permission, I'll make sure you're going to be extremely sorry." Doing three guys at once is a lot like the old act of spinning plates on sticks. You had to keep giving attention to everything. Dutch and Dewey seemed to be properly occupied.
"Huey!" I yelled, and I got a satisfying jump from him as a reward. "Good to see you're awake. Lay flat!" I started again, doing the lube and fingers up his ass. I suppose he had been paying enough attention where I didn't need to tell him to relax. I pushed the lube in a bit deeper, and spread my fingers. What the hell--as long as I wasn't wearing silver rings I wasn't supposed to be able to really hurt them. I grabbed more lube and pushed in a third finger, and then a fourth. He started making little squeeky sounds. Dewey and Dutch looked over and I told them to do what they were ordered to do. Dutch made a slurping sound and I went back to Huey.
I pushed him completely flat on his back, then put a couple of pillows underneath him to get his body to the height I wanted. Reaching back into my black leather bag, I took out some bondage tape and secured his hands to his ankles. I noticed the other two slowing down, apparently trying to figure out what I was doing. "It ain't gonna suck itself!" I yelled at Dutch. "How much punishment do you want?"
I needed him vulnerable and this helped. I started pushing in the Share and he took it more quickly and easily than Dutch had. "Guess I know who's in the running for the biggest bottom, Huey." I reached down and tried to grab his balls, but they were just a little too far away. In my attempt, my breast swept against his cock and he made the squeeky sound again. I wondered if there was such a thing as a butch werewolf. "You--Dewey--switch places and start sucking on Dutch. Pay extra attention to his balls. You're not allowed to come yet!" I figured that would help delay his orgasm. God knows I was in no hurry.
I pulled out of Huey and the Share made a satisfying "pop." I leaned over to feel around in my bag and pulled out a black leather strap, about a quarter of an inch wide--three feet long. I quickly started wrapping it around his balls, creating what I thought of as a proper werewolf leash. I gave it a tug and was gratified to watch Huey react. Yeah, that would work. Now for some decent cock and ball torture. And the best part--anything I did would heal. These guys were the best toys I've ever had. I wondered if they healed as well when it wasn't the full moon. I'd get around to asking later.
I lubed up the Share again, enjoying my own reactions as every time I pushed against his ass I pushed against my clit. If I angled just right, I also hit my G-spot and it was such a win/win. While I was fucking him, I used the loose end of the leather strap and whipped his cock, then yanked on his balls. He let out a sharp breath. "You think you're special? Just because you're the biggest bottom here doesn't make you special! You don't get to come until I tell you to, either!" I looked over at the other two, who were trying to watch everything I was doing while keeping up their assignment. Maybe there was some hope for them after all.
I went back to Huey, using the strap as a leash, pulling his balls closer to me as he let out a low moan. "No coming!" I screamed at him. I was having the best time. I slapped his cock with the end of the leather strap even harder while I continued to peg him with stronger thrusts. When I thought he was right at the edge, I pulled out of him and he kept doing shallow breaths.
"You! Dewey! Legs on top of my shoulders." Good thing I was a strong woman. The fucker's legs were heavy. I pushed lube in with my fingers, getting him ready. I felt Dutch's golden eyes on me and I could barely resist laughing. I slammed the Share into Dewey without any warning or additional preparation. I wanted to see what these wolves could take. He jerked forward as if I had punched him in the stomach. I figured by this time the Share had so much lube on it it was a wonder it didn't slide out of its harness. I thrust him hard again, then sped up, pushing in deeper until the pressure on my side started making me hurt instead of turning me on. I eased up a bit, using a slightly different angle. Dewey started doing shallow breaths the way Huey had done a moment ago.
I yanked the Share out and then undid the bondage tape from Huey. "Ok, boys. It's time. You now have my permission to come!" God--they acted as if it were Christmas and their birthday rolled into one. They got so excited. I quickly released them from the cuffs. There was a flurry of activity as they started meeting their own needs. I stood back just as Huey started to explode from masturbating himself. His thick jism spat out and he sneezed at the same time and suddenly he was a wolf sitting on my bed, looking confused. Dewey and Dutch laughed and they both came and as the jism struck my breasts, they both sneezed and turned back into wolves.
The three of them rolled over like puppies. The leather strap I had tied around Huey's balls had slipped off when he went wolfy. The size difference was too great. His dick and balls were much more impressive as a human. Made me wonder if there were werehorses.
"As long as you're back to being furry you might as well make yourselves useful. I'm going to lie down and I want you to lick your cum off this perfect rack." I spread myself out. "But you damn well better be back into human form before you start licking this pussy. It would be too kinky for me to have you looking like a pack of German Shepherds while eating me out. I also don't trust your teeth." They crowded around and started cleaning me off. Their tongues felt strange, but I wasn't complaining.
They stared at each other, their tongues hanging out, looking comical. Then all at once they went smoky-swirly again and were back in their human shapes. "About damn time," I said. "Come make Mama proud!"
Dutch
"Wow--best damn Run ever!"
Chapter Four
Bree
So--I was dating a werewolf. Not exactly the path I figured my love life would take. Before meeting Mikah I figured I might end up with an engineer or some chemistry professor I would meet from my work as a National Science Foundation consultant. Who knew the little Black Book I’d be using could have been written by the Brothers Grimm? For most of my life I had been devoted to the scientific method and strictly empirical approaches to reality. It made me feel more in control of my life.
Then Makah flooded my life with what could only be described as magic. I kept trying to wrap my head around the idea he just had a special DNA kink, or that lycanthropy was the result of a virus, but physics are physics. I’ve known a lot of men who could turn into asses after a couple of drinks, but there just wasn’t a good scientific explanation for shapeshifting when the moon rose. I was trying to take it one step at a time. And hands down--he is the best lover I’ve ever had.
Mikah
I shook the water off the umbrella Bree had handed me while she unlocked the door, and followed her in. God, she was so beautiful. Just looking at her got me excited and I could feel the gold filling my eyes, signaling my arousal. One of the big pluses of her knowing I was in her words, “A Furry American,” was not having to hide anything, like constantly monitoring my eye color around her, or having to explain why I was always busy during a full moon.
I set the umbrella in its antique stand and pulled her close to me. She was still damp from yet another rainy day in Seattle. “Vaginas are like the weather,” I whispered in her ear, “when it’s wet, it’s time to go inside.” She laughed, grabbing my hand and pulling me towards her bedroom. Bree had started undressing me as part of her foreplay, something no partner I had ever had would do, but I was learning to really enjoy it. It also felt good to get out of my jeans, which were almost to the point of dripping. I may have grown up in Seattle, but there are days I wonder what it would be like to live in southern California.
I reached over to unbutton her blouse, but she smiled and pushed my hand away. “Let me put up a show for you.” And she did--all she needed was some hot stripper music as she spun around and did a bump and grind that was driving me crazy. “Let’s try something I’ve wanted to do, but never have before,” she said. “With all your wolfy gifts I know you can monitor my body reactions better than an MRI or something out of Star Trek. That gives you a great advantage figuring out what works the best for me.”
I grinned. It was true. I could smell subtle changes in her scent. I could easily tell if she was in a fertile cycle (she wasn’t), when she got aroused, or for that matter, I could hear her heart beat speed up or slow down. It had actually sped up just now, and she had a fragrance that combined a little anxiety with excitement.
“I think it’s only fair I get to watch you start off masturbating yourself. I’d like to see what sorts of things really get you off so I can do an even better job at pleasuring you.”
“Oh, Bree,” I said, stroking her shoulders, “I don’t think it’s possible for you to improve. I mean, I know you’ve always been an overachiever--you’re a success in your work and you graduated with top honors. But you don’t have to prove anything to me. I care about you exactly the way you are.” I looked directly into her eyes. “I have no problems with experimenting and doing things with a real sense of play--but just promise me this is not about constant self-improvement on your part. You’ve already won. I’m not going anywhere.” I then laughed myself. “If I were going to kick you out of bed it would only be because I wanted to make love with you on the floor.”
“A lot of it is my own fantasy,” she said quietly. “I’ve never watched a guy masturbate himself before. I don’t want to talk about other guys before you, but it’s something that’s never happened in front of me.” She looked away, finding a sudden major interest in the pattern on her comforter. “I always thought it would be really hot.”
“How about a deal,” I said, pitching my voice low. “I’ll show you if you show me. Let me see what gets you excited. I know from my first night meeting you on the Hoh Indian reservation, you’re an expert with a vibrator.”
Bree
It was true. I had taken a few days off and accepted an invitation from the Hoh Tribal Chairman to be among the first of non-tribal members to be allowed to camp out on their land on the coast of Western Washington state. I had expected complete privacy in testing out my new Pixielator. It worked so well I would be willing to buy stock in the company. It just happened to be a full moon rising, and Mikah and his Pack were doing what he called a Run. Lucky for me with his Supernatural sense of smell he was drawn straight to my rose and lavender scented lube that mixed with my own natural juiciness. After I got over the initial shock of a wolf showing up at my tent and then shifting into a naked Mikah, things got a lot better than anything that had a battery in it.
He started off his demonstration without any further delay. I had soon learned werewolves were pretty much natural nudists with no sense of self-consciousness about their bodies. Of course, based on the limited numbers of unclothed werewolves I had seen so far, I completely understood. I hadn't met an unattractive one yet. He smiled at me as he started going through what I assumed was his regular solitary routine for getting his rocks off. He was half propped up on the pillows. He reached over with a sense of familiarity and pulled out my bottle of Lavender and Rose's Good Clean Love lube. He warmed some up in his hand and I watched him as carefully as I would the running of a new software program.
After a few minutes, I figured I had gotten the basics down—and I was definitely right—watching him pleasure himself was hot. I wanted to take charge, so I pushed him back and straddled his thighs. I was still amazed at how strong he was--I was hardly petite, and he reacted to my weight as if I were a throw pillow. I took some of the lube, once again fascinated by the fact it squeezed out as a thick brown, but as I rubbed it in my hands it thinned and turned transparent. I gently rubbed it on to his dick. I then took that sexy part of him firmly in my hands, and believe me, it was also firm. I wrapped my rose and lavender scented fingers around him and moved my fist up and down his cock slow and steady, just the way I'd do myself. Thinking of what pleased me, and having watched what he was used to doing, I made sure I was varying the pressure and speed I was using. His eyes had stayed their bright golden color that meant he was aroused, just as much as the rock hard evidence of his erection.
Remembering what he had done, I gave special attention to his corona, that ridge shape that joins his head to his shaft. Then I switched to his frenulum (what can I say--I spend a lot of time Googling for exactly these sorts of formal terms). It was the narrow ridge running the length of his shaft's underside. I played with both, using my thumb and first finger to make a circle that started at the base of his shaft to help with this intimate massage.
After a few more moments, I started to use both hands. I still played with his balls, since I knew from past experience they were a real sex sweet spot for him. His shift in breathing meant I must be doing something right. I started twisting on the way down and definitely got an ever growing reaction. I used one of my hands to start to softly rub his perineum, or what my sister Delia calls a "taint," since it "taint his asshole, and taint his balls." That really got him going!
Then to my surprise, he started chuckling and switched places with me, laying me gently on my back.
Mikah
I knelt down beside her and used more of her favorite lube, applying it to the whole of her vagina and rubbed some slowly around what she had muttered the “taint” under her breath. Then I started to lightly brush and stoke her genitals, but deliberately kept away from her clit and the inside of her vee-jay. I took it nice and slow and figured at least five minutes would be enough to get her started.
At that point I went ahead and moved to playing directly with her clit. Slowly, slowly, slowly I steadily circled her clit with my index finger, spiraling around no more than once a second. I paid very careful attention to her heart beat and the rising scent of her arousal response. I wanted to use the rhythm or pressure that would please her the most. She moved slightly, squeezing in her pelvic area and her breath deepened, and she moved from breathing from her chest area to her diaphragm.
I knew from my experience with her that her own responses had begun to speed up, and the contractions she was doing in her genital area were happening faster. I moved my fingers from stimulating her clit and began to stroke her inner vaginal walls. I swept my fingers in circles in and out of the entrance to her lady parts. At first I concentrated on the front wall of her vagina, right under her wonderfully soft tummy I loved so much, using my index and middle fingers. I kept my rhythm steady and slow, almost doing a dance with her breathing. I kept up the pressure, hoping I could take her even higher into orgasm heaven. This is when I would normally switch over and start to penetrate her with my cock, which was something I was trying not to do, so I could fully concentrate on her.
There―her orgasm hit. But this time I pushed on, keeping my fingers inside her, using a very light touch at first, then increasing the pressure and frequency as I felt she was ready to handle more. She shivered and this set up an additional set of contractions. I got excited about her excitement. The moment I felt a pause in that pulsing, I went back to quickly playing with her clit the way I had before. As I did so, I kept circling her hood, which triggered more of the pulsing of her contractions. I repeated slipping my fingers back inside her vagina again, switching back and forth from pushing and stimulating her clit and her vagina, until her contractions went back to happening every few seconds.
I kept doing this for nearly another twenty minutes, knowing she was going crazy. At that point the contraptions seemed to become almost continuous. When her vee-jay started to push out in an obvious wave-like motion, she automatically started grinding her hips against me. I moved once more so I could easily use both of my hands, which also helped me keep my balance and stimulate her vee-jay and her clit. Wave after wave of tsunami orgasm pushed her over the top.
I held her until the pulsing stopped and she seemed able to speak again. I was biding my time. I knew she'd be really overly sensitive right now, so I'd hold off on doing the full monty with her until a little later on. I was a very patient man. After a few moments I wondered if she had fallen asleep. But then she opened her eyes and looked a little out of it.
Wow,” she said in a voice so soft, even with my wolf enhanced hearing I had to concentrate on understanding her. “Where the hell did you learn to do that? Do you think we could patent it?” She rolled over and lay her head on my chest, a big smile on her face.
Bree
“I've been wondering―and I hope you don't find this offensive, but remember, I'm a scientist. Although I'll be the first to admit my specialty is in chemistry and not genetics―has the werewolf community ever tried to do research in terms of how this all happens? I mean, do you have werewolf scientists? The first night we were together I asked you some questions that totally came from my seeing a few movies or television shows, where a person―sorry--a human becomes a werewolf from getting bitten or scratched. If it's passed on by body fluids, wouldn't it also be possible for it to happen during unprotected sex? You told me you couldn't catch human STDs, or pass them on.”
He was quiet long enough where I wondered if I had insulted him or if he were upset with the questioning. Finally he sighed and said, “You have to understand one of our major laws in the Supernatural Community―which includes a lot more than Wolves―is keeping our presence a secret from humans. You're sort of a special case, where you weren't snooping around, but kind of got caught in the middle of something that was outside of your control. The moon rise took you as much as it did us. I've sworn under major penalties you're not someone who's going to run to do a television interview--(and here his voice lowered)--or try to publish some sort of academic paper. One reason we're safe is that even if a human tried to do either one of those things, everyone in the Supe Community has done such a great job of convincing everybody we're just myths, no one would believe someone babbling about the fact monsters (he did air quotes with his fingers) are everywhere.”
He sat up and moved over to put his arm around my shoulder. “Things have been very carefully structured and organized over generations where there are members of the Supe Community who are highly placed on the editorial boards of most major scientific publications in order to kill any article that might challenge the myth defense. That should also answer your question about whether or not we've done the research about STDs―there were several teams of specialists focused on HIV when it first came out, testing across the entire Supernatural population to make sure we didn't react differently to HIV than to any other STD. And it's true. Doesn't matter if you're a werewolf, a vampire, or a mermaid―we're immune.”
I turned to look at him directly. “Vampires? Mermaids?”
“Well, yeah,” he continued, “but I wanted to go back and mention some shapeshifters―like werewolves, often don't end up with much education. For example, I have a degree in computer science and you know I work in software development. But I'm unusual. See, most shifters don't start manifesting as Supes until we hit puberty. The changes include, as you've mentioned several times, the fact we're a lot stronger than humans. It also means we heal Super fast, because if you think about it, suddenly growing fangs or claws would require an elevated healing factor, or we'd literally tear ourselves apart.”
He leaned back against the headboard. “But that means some shifter kids can really go completely bonkers when they start the process of Change. Think about what it felt like when you were that age and the hormones kicked in―your body totally altered and now multiply that several times for a werewolf. How long do you think it would take you to learn not to rip the door off the first time you try to open it? Or if you lose your temper and slug a human kid who's picking on you and you crush his skull?” He shuddered, and I wondered how much of this was a general observation and how much was more personal.
“As a result, a lot of shifters either try to home school their children, or pull them out of public education early on. It means a lot of young shifters end up being constantly Supervised by their relatives who know how to control or at least contain them. As kids we grow up with all sorts of nightmare stories when we go to bed of what it would be like if humans found out about us and tried to exterminate us. Believe me, when you know you're going to turn into a wolf, you know all about the history of how hard humans have tried to make us extinct. Anyway, it means most shifters tend to end up with blue collar jobs and have never had a lot of formal education.”
“What made you so different?” I asked, leaning my head on his shoulder.
“Like a lot of things, it comes down to money and class issues. I mentioned my family came to the United States right before the American revolution. We were part of the aristocracy―a lot of European nobility has some degree of Supe heritage. If you think about it, the only reason most Europeans became nobility was because they were strong enough to take the lands away from their neighbors, and it helped if you were Supernaturally strong, or didn't tend to die if someone tried to poison your dinner or shoved a dagger into your chest.” He sighed again.
“We were part of that privileged class, and were able to have private tutors, including some that have always been considered the real intellectuals―the scholars of the Supe world. For example, vampires, and several types of demons.”
“Demons?” I whispered. I was still trying to figure out mermaids.
“Anyway, my point is―I was fortunate enough to get a formal education. But I lost most of my family in a plane crash when I was 19. That's why I ended up with the Pack I'm in now. A lot of them jokingly call me “Professor” because many shifters are wary of someone like them who has a high school diploma, let alone a masters, or a medical degree.” Then he leaned his head against mine.
“And to get back to your other question―in all our history, no one has ever gone from human to Wolf no matter how many times they've had sex with one of us. You probably have realized we're pretty sexually active. Believe me, if that was able to happen, it would have happened a lot. We're close enough in terms of species to be able to breed―but almost none of the children of a mixed marriage will end up being able to Change when they hit puberty. Most end up no different than full-blood humans. No, unfortunately the old stories got it right―when a human becomes a werewolf―or a few of the other shifter types―it's from a wound. According to the vampires, it has to do with a type of blood magic that's not directly connected with what you've referred to as the principles of physics. Maybe one day we'll understand even the magic stuff from a science perspective, but no one's been able to do that even after thousands of years.” He closed his eyes. “Remember, we didn't go through the Dark Ages like humans did. Our knowledge is a lot more advanced in a lot of cases, and in fact, much of what you take for granted in current technology came from our community.”
“So,” I said, “ if you were going to Change me, it would have to be through a wound? Are we talking some sort of range here, where a one would be like getting a tattoo, and a ten would be a beheading?” I gave a little smile, to let him know I was joking.
Mikah
This was the part of the conversation I had been dreading. “It's really serious. The operating theory is it ties back into the healing factor. One of the reasons the Supe community initiated the human genome project was to see if it could be determined what allows some humans to survive a wound that will allow them to become Supernatural themselves. It's so unfair. It's been slow going. Maybe in another generation or two we'll be able to tell Human A will go through the Change with no problems, while Human B would never be able to survive.” I stopped talking and held her hand. “I really care about you, Bree. I'd never do anything to hurt you, and the risk involved in getting you to Change just seems too great to me. How could I lose you?” I kissed her.
“But I do think it would be best if we schedule a time for you to meet our Pack Master. He's heard a lot about you from me and is very curious about you. I know he'll be impressed by you. The other Wolves you met that first night have talked a lot about how beautiful you are.”
I lifted her up once more. “And I think you've been trying to distract me from having the chance to watch you show me the finer techniques of how you stroke your lady parts to your satisfaction. Are you ready?” She was.
Chapter Five
Bree
“I need some change,” I told Mikah in a matter of fact tone. I walked over to him and started digging around in his pants pocket. I started grabbing at his cock and he got a surprised look on his face. To my satisfaction, his eye color began changing to the molten gold that signaled his arousal as much as what was responding to the pressure of my fingers. I gripped him more tightly and moved my hand into a better position. He started making a few breathy noises.
“Oh, Bree,” he muttered in a husky voice.
“Oh, Mikah,” I laughed, “I think I've found a roll of silver dollars. Have you been back to the casino? Who carries around a roll of silver dollars, unless he's a player?” I leaned up and kissed his neck, never letting go of him. Such a damn fine handle on a man. I didn't say another word but used that fun handle to pull him in the direction of my back porch. I had the hot tub ready and waiting.
One of the problems of being around a Supernatural being who had a sense of smell several times better than a human like me was a necessary trial and error approach to sexy fragrances. He had admitted the pot of gardenias he had given to me had been a mistake, since they were so overpowering they had kept distracting him. A few minutes before I knew he'd be over I had spritzed a mixture of patchouli, sandalwood and lavender he had given me around the tub. “It's an old family recipe,” he said. I could only smell the faint scent of the chemical disinfectant that kept algae and other organics from staking out my hot tub as their personal petri dish. But he assured me he was very aware of the odd little bottle's contents, and the combination was a turn on. Whatever works. Maybe I should look into creating a line of Shapeshifter products. He had casually mentioned there were several members of the Supernatural Community who had noses as good or even better than a werewolf.
When we got to the hot tub I efficiently peeled off his clothing while he smiled and his cock remained at attention status. I did my normal “tah-dah” spin, shedding my own outfit in the process. I thought of the old TV series starring Lynda Carter as Wonder Woman when I spun like this. I might not turn into Wonder Woman, but I know I'd have more sex in 30 minutes than she ever did in the whole series.
The water was the perfect temperature on a cool Seattle evening. I had him recline at waist level, and scooted the new inflatable bath pillow behind his back. “Are you ready for some bathtub boogie?” I moved to face his feet, then straddled him in a very wet version of reverse cowgirl. I'm sure my round ass filled his vision as I moved around positioning myself to slide on to his cock. I leaned forward, lifting up a finger width higher as he grabbed my butt with eager hands. I started to ride him. The combination of the warm water and our shared excitement made me feel a quick tickle of excitement. Damned if I could smell the oils I had spritzed, but if that enhanced his pleasure, it was sure a win/win for both of us. My grandmother always used the phrase, “looks like he was rode hard and put away wet.” Now I wondered if grandma had been a little more randy than I had ever suspected. A few more moments and I was rewarded with his body jerk and little pants I knew so well. I was getting ready for it to be my turn when I heard my sister yell, “Bree―are you out there?”
Crap.
The back door flew open and Delia looked up and started laughing. “Well, remind me not to use the hot tub until I get you a bottle of industrial chlorine as a wedding gift.” She came right over to the tub and so obviously tried to oogle Mikah through the bubbles. Even though I knew by now werewolves had absolutely no issues about nudity, I still thought Delia was being rude. Must be a day with a “y” in it.
“Mikah,” I said, careful to remember to keep breathing the way my psychiatrist had taught me in the therapy I had gone through because Delia was my sister and our mother was our mother. “You've probably guessed this is my sister, Delia.”
“Wow,” said Mikah, “based on the impression you've left on a lot of my Pack brothers, I thought you'd be seven feet tall and would be wearing a lot of black leather, not to mention...”
“I've got the stuff in the trunk, if you're interested,” she purred. Jesus, the woman never quits.
“He's sort of busy at the moment. Is there a reason you're here? Is it even worth the effort to say you might just once consider calling ahead?”
“Oh, please,” she said, brushing me away with her hand as if I were a fruit fly, “the gold had just started leaking out of eyes, so he's already had his happy ending. I'd say I timed things just right, so you have nothing to complain about.”
“Do you remember the long talk we once had with my therapist about the word “boundaries?”
“Oh, yeah—I remember that quack. Boundaries is a word you find in the dictionary between bottom and bunched, as in―don't get your panties in a bunch over this.” She looked over at Mikah and said, “you look exactly like the facebook pictures Bree keeps posting, although I'll admit you look a lot better out of the clothes.”
“And you're here, because?” I realized I had positioned myself between Mikah and Delia as an unconscious move at protecting him. Who was I kidding? A kevlar male chastity belt would be no protection against Delia, Queen of the Kink.
“Guess who's coming to your wedding?” She had that old and familiar look of Superiority I knew so well. “Grandma!”
“You're kidding?” I said. “She always swore she'd never get on a plane.”
"I figure the idea a guy would marry you would be a once in a lifetime event even she couldn't pass up. Turns out there's going to be an Elders Conference in Seattle and a bunch of senior citizens from the reservation are going to be bused up here, so the timing was perfect. She doesn't have to fly and she has a lot of other old-timers to keep her company.”
“So, the wedding is going to be a combination of werewolves and American Indian elders?” I realized my voice just sounded as if I were eight years old. I hadn't even wanted to invite my mother. My grandmother and I were the only sane ones in our family. I knew the group she hung out with on the reservation. Each one of them had a youth that made Delia seem like a nun. My summers on the reservation was an opportunity for them to fill my head with all sorts of things a little girl really shouldn't find out about until she's old enough to get carded. I suspected all those aunties were the reason Delia had turned out the way she had. I didn't know if I was more worried about the elders or the werewolves. They were both groups best experienced in small doses.
“Cool,” said Mikah, still relaxing on his bath pillow. “I'll let the Pack Master know they'll be some more guests. How many should we expect.”
Delia frowned and I saw her fingers twitch with the strain of her mental calculations. “Seven.”
She leaned over the tub, determined to peer past the bubbles. “Welcome to the family.”
Mikah
Delia looked enough like my Bree to be her twin, although as I remembered Delia was about a year younger. She had managed to create a real following from a number of my Pack Members, to the extent our Alpha had demanded to meet with her to insure her silence about the fact werewolves existed. No one said what had happened during that discussion, but I'm told the Pack Master was walking funny the rest of the day and nothing had ever been said to the Pack about Delia again. My friend Dutch had joked Delia was a werewolf groupie, but after his second encounter with her, he had decided the wolves had become Delia groupies.
Delia left after I gave up and stood, so she could get to satisfy her curiosity. I had been holding off a conversation I felt I needed to have with Bree, since it made me uncomfortable. The truth was, not everyone in the Pack was supportive of a “mixed marriage” between a wolf and a human. I was purebood. It was possible to turn Bree, but even after all the generations of experience and knowledge, it was always a dangerous path. Not all humans survive the transition. I didn't want to lose Bree under any circumstances. And while she was intrigued with the perks of Wolfdom, she was wise enough not to volunteer to surrender her humanity without a lot of contemplation. As long as she stayed a human, some of the Pack would always suspect she'd break the code of silence.
I'm sure they felt the same way about Delia, but they were afraid of her. Besides, they made a distinction between my marrying a human and being cuffed and ravished by Delia. Marriage was serious, and not something wolves took lightly. I never thought I'd have to contend with a contingency of judgmental werewolves.
Bree
I loved my grandmother―I don't know how our mom had turned out the way she had. As far as I could tell, mom tried to escape Arizona as soon as she picked up her high school diploma and ran to the bus station. It seemed as if she had spent her entire life trying to deny she was born and raised on the Gila River Indian reservation. While I think it was a relief for her to dump us off on grandma for the summers, I was always able to tell the distaste she felt when she left us and then came back for us.
I was feeling frustrated. I didn't like to keep secrets from grandma. Mom lived in her fantasy world, where anything she didn't want to hear she ignored. But I didn't know if keeping the gold out of the eyes of an entire werewolf Pack long enough for us to get through a wedding was possible. I had no idea how they kept their existence a secret, particularly before sunglasses were invented.
I threw Mikah a towel for him to dry off and then pulled him back to my bedroom. Maybe finally getting my own orgasm would chase away all the mess in my mind. He grabbed me as if I weighed as much as a stuffed animal (woo-hoo Supernatural muscles) and carried me to put me down on my new comforter. He didn't say anything, but smiled and then used the tip of his tongue to trace the edge of my upper lip with the lightest of touches. He pulled back and then joyfully kissed me again, this time tracing the border of my lower lip.
Thoughts of any upcoming hassles blew out of my head, and I just focused on my body sensations. He kissed down the side of my neck while he trailed the tips of his index and middle fingers from my shoulder to that little dip where my neck met my chest. He let his fingers linger, swirling them in a circular motion with the slowness of dripping honey. Then he moved his mouth over that sweet spot and kissed me, using his breath to warm where he was kissing. I had never experienced a lover so focused on my needs before. He had tried to explain to me he would monitor all sorts of my physical responses with his Superior senses―my heart rate―my temperature―and my scent, doing more of what he could determine pleased me and backing off from what didn't.
As he touched me there, my whole chest became more sensitive, particularly my breasts, which got kicked up a notch in terms of pleasure. He started doing something with me he had done before (and taught me to do with him). He caressed me from the bottom of my rib cage, starting on one side, first stroking the area with his hand. Then he kissed me there, putting more pressure with his lips than usual or I'd feel it turn into a tickle which really screwed up getting to an orgasm.
I loved to watch Mikah when I did it to him. I could see his balls and cock actually contracting. I got distracted as he nibbled his way down to my hipbone. I could feel contractions starting in my vaginal wall and my clit, feeling the energy build up for a major release. Then it was like, “wash, rinse, repeat, “ where he started doing the same thing on my other side. God, this was intense!
Then to my surprise he gently flipped me over, taking as much effort as I would flipping a pillow. He started at my shoulder blades, then worked his hands down like he was kneading bread dough. When he got to my lower back he switched to a softer touch. He lightly spiraled his fingers down to the knob at the base of my spine. He sent a wave of chills through me.
Then he grazed his cheek against that same spot. I could barely feel that faint scrape of stubble. He kept sparking my excitement. He gently kissed that knob area, then traced it with his tongue. He then turned his head and started rubbing against me like Mr. Wiggins, my cat. The tips of his short hair brushed against my skin. Then he switched to raking his short fingernails across the same area to deepen the sensation.
I realized I had shut my eyes, trying to keep all my feelings in. I opened them to see him smiling at me. Once he had caught my eye, he dramatically licked his finger and started drawing it across my mid-inner thigh, all the way to the top. Then he followed the path he had just traced with his skillful tongue, teasing his way ever upward to sex central. I felt as if I were on a magic carpet ride, soaring ever higher.
Then I caught a whiff of chocolate, a smell I'd recognize anywhere. I had no idea where he had stashed it―under the bed? But he had pulled out a small package of chocolate truffles from Dilettante (I recognized the light silver gray box). Still smiling, he took one out and bit it in half. He kissed me, and used his tongue to push its bittersweet taste into my mouth. There was the distinct flavor of caramel and sea salt.
He then took the other half, which was softening from the heat of his fingers. Werewolves run a few degrees higher in their body temperature than humans, and if he concentrated, he could focus the heat, as I suspected he was doing now. He playfully smeared the chocolate on my nipples, and on my tummy. He crawled up beside me and began licking the smears of truffle off my right nipple, then sucking it clean. By the time he had repeated this with my left nipple, I felt as if I was right on the edge of orgasm.
Then he breathed his warm breath southward, licking as he went. His tongue dipped into my navel and I felt my toes begin to curl. He nibbled around my bellybutton, taking my soft flesh into his mouth, carefully covering his teeth with his lips. The combination of the truffle smell, the warmth of his touch and the feel of his tongue was driving me crazy.
As clean as I was going to get, he continued further down, where he delighted in my lady parts. It felt as if he were using his tongue tip to write me a love letter. I felt as if I were in a growing spiral of tingles. I got swept up into the sensation and I grabbed on to his arms. I moaned so loud I'm sure my neighbors from across the street could hear. I exploded in excitement, and felt as if the room was tilting. My god, I loved this man. “Feel better?” he grinned.
Mikah
I had been counting down the days for the ceremony. Marriages are a “big deal” in the Supernatural Community, which means for political reasons the ones who are formal allies to the Alpha have to be invited. There was even a couple of vamps. I hate to think of myself as prejudiced, but vamps always creeped me out for some reason. A variety of shapeshifters filled the ballroom that had been generously provided by an Otter Alpha and her clan.
My Pack members were on their best behavior, which meant they were only half drunk by 10 a.m.--and then I heard a bus pulling up, and seven silver haired American Indian elders entered the room. I recognized Bree's grandmother immediately. A little shorter, a lot wider, but the amazing smile and sparkling eyes were proof of shared DNA.
Then Delia and their mother entered behind them. Delia looked hungrily at my Pack brothers and her mom looked as if she had just been ordered into the city dump. She had been distant when we had met at a fancy restaurant and Bree had introduced us. I didn't exactly feel cherished and embraced. I don't know why she disapproved of me, but maybe it was the classic “he's not good enough for my daughter.” Naturally, the whole wolf thing wasn't brought up.
I noticed she kept a distance from her own mother and the other elders. Bree had run over and hugged her grandmother. She was then surrounded by the other four women and three men who had come in from the bus. There was a lot of chatter and laughter. Delia broke away and headed off in Dutch's direction.
I heard a few whisper “humans,” as if it were a four letter word. It was sadly obviously how political lines established themselves―the ones who disapproved migrated to the far side of the room. The ones who were indifferent or supportive (and they really were definitely the majority) stayed close to the open bar and kept up their conversations. The Pack Master came over and Bree introduced him before I had a chance. Bree was a take charge kind of gal―unlike her sister who was more of a cuff 'em and drag 'em type.
By the time I made it over, Bree had her arm around her grandmother and I could feel her excitement as if she were giving off waves. “Grandma,” Bree said, bursting with pride, “This is Mikah!”
“He's right,” Bree's mom said. “This is wrong. It isn't natural.”
Bree
Oh, god, no amount of therapy could ever get me past an evening with my mother. Why did she have to always spoil everything? I mean, I get the fact Mikah's ex is a fucking asshole and would take the chance to piss on our wedding, but what the hell was my mother doing?
Grandma called her by her Indian name, but mom ignored her just as she always did.
“It's not right. You shouldn't bring your filth into our family,” my mother said, her voice low, but strong enough to carry throughout the room.
“What are you talking about,” Kevin asked, obviously confused by the fact he wasn't the biggest bigot in the room.
“Wolves!” my mom yelled, pointing her finger at Mikah. “You're filthy wolves!” Mikah's head swung in my direction. I had never mentioned any of this to her. I was sure Delia hadn't either.
“Wait,” said Mikah, “so you know about us?”
“Oh, honey,” my grandmother laughed, “you think we haven't known from the moment we all met you? You think you are the only ones to have (and she used a word I didn't know) up here?” She turned and with an open hand, gestured to others in the room, naming them in the Pima language. I didn't recognize a single word—our mother had made it very clear we were only to speak English if we were growing up under her roof. The other elders were nodding their heads.
“It's all your fault!” my mom screamed at grandma.
“You were the one who could never accept who you are,” my grandmother said, pulling herself up straight. She seemed to grow a couple of feet. God, the woman was born with authority. I guess she was our version of an Alpha, without the going furry stuff. It was true, mom had never come to terms with the fact she was half Indian. She had spent all my life trying to deny that side of her.
“And here you are to give your blessing so you can make history repeat itself!”
Mikah
Just then Davis, our Pack Master, came back in the room with the Otter Queen. I was willing to bet they hadn't been away discussing catering. I could smell both of them from where I stood. He looked confused, trying to figure out who the players were. Bree's family had managed to suck all the air out of Kevin, who just stood there looking drunk and stupid. Wait―so I'm the filthy one? That's like taking “not good enough for my daughter” to a whole new level.
One of the older women said something to Bree's mom and she spit back something in what I assumed was the same language. I had no idea what was going on, but it was obvious my future mother-in-law's head was about to explode.
“I loved him,” Lily said, quietly. “You were conceived in love. You were blessed, but you could never accept that.”
“He fucked you and ran off into the night!” Oh, jeez, how did our wedding suddenly turn into a bad episode of reality TV?
“You always told yourself that because that's what you wanted to believe,” Lily said, still in that quiet voice that filled the room.
“It's true,” Russell said. “The hunters came for him. The Navajo accused him of being a Skinwalker. He never abandoned Lily or you. Jack was killed by those bastard hunters.”
“That year they killed Cylus and Josephine, too,” said one of the old women.
“We had to hide you,” Lily said. “They would have killed you, if they had known.” She stepped forward and put her hand on her daughter's cheek.
Bree
I was so confused. Mostly I just kept thinking my perfect wedding was in the toilet. This is why we should never do family reunions. I had always thought my grandmother and I were the only sane ones, and now I was starting to question my grandmother.
Delia had come forward, and to my surprise, stood behind me. Usually the only time she did that was so she had a better chance to push me down a set of stairs. “Wait―even though we asked when we were kids, you never told us anything about your father,” she said to our mom. “We just figured he was―I don't know―Bree and I used to play a game. He was a Mexican prince. He was the mayor of Phoenix. He was a Shepard but he was really a Mexican prince, or maybe a French one.” For fuck's sake―there were tears in Delia's eyes. She hadn't cried since she was seven years old.
“Your grandfather,” Lily said to her granddaughters, “was like Mikah. He was a (and she used that word again) and he was from the (something something) Clan.”
“Wait,” my Alpha said to Lily, “your husband was a Wolf?”
All seven of the elders nodded their heads at the same time, as if they were connected by a string.
“But if that's so,” Delia turned to our mom, “why don't you do anything when there's a full moon?” She looked at me. “Or why don't Bree and I change?”
“It's the way the genetics work,” said Davis. “For maybe one in four who are half Wolf, they don't change. It's what called recessive.” I looked over and Bree rolled her eyes. This is what happened when a high school dropout lectures a woman with an advanced degree in Science.
“That's also why you and Bree don't shift. But if you have children with a Pureblood,” he nodded to me--”the kids will be proper Wolves.”
I looked at my grandmother. “Is this true?” Again, all seven silver heads nodded. Well, fuck me with a spoon. “Did you know anything about this?” I copied her gesture, using my open hand to include every tribal member who was in the room.
“No,” she replied. “But this is the way Stories work. The more your mother refused to accept who she is, the more she shaped the world around her to make sure her grandchild would be what her father was.”
"The Circle has to be mended,” Russell said. I had no idea what he was talking about. So our mom was half werewolf and that made Delia and me a quarter?
I looked at Delia and she was moving her fingers again like she was counting. “So, let me get this straight―if I have children with a standard human, then they're just going to be like, regular, right? But if I have kids with a werewolf, then our kids would be werewolves too?”
And like clockwork, seven silver heads nodded as one.
Mikah
Davis stepped forward, and I could feel the Pack politics flow out like a swollen river. “So, everything has worked out fine. The humans came here not only knowing about Supes, but the bride is already part of our community, but didn't know about it. Wolf children will be born! Our identity is safe. There have been no violations of The Law.” He looked around, deliberately making eye contact with everyone present. “Then―we have a wedding to celebrate!”
*
After that, the ceremony was all a blur. We waved goodbye to everyone (my new mother-in-law was last seen looking sullen as Russell lectured her about something. I think Kevin was passed out in the kitchen. Delia was off with four new recruits who were all looking both excited and a little scared.
We got into the car and drove to a resort on the coast. All I could think of was our first night as Mr. and Mrs. Berkeley. When the bellman opened the door for us, the room looked just like the brochure. “I had always heard about honeymoon suites,” I mentioned to Bree. “When I signed in, I know it's silly, but it made me feel like a grown up.” She laughed and held out her arms and I lifted her up just like all the movies had taught me to do.
When we were alone, she walked out on the balcony, looking at the Pacific Ocean, only a few hundred yards away. She turned and started unbuttoning her blouse while she hummed. “Come to me, my Wolf Bride,” I called to her. She had me undressed in record time, but still played her fun game of stripping slowly for me. She knew it always got me excited.
“Sadie, sadie, married lady,” she sang softly, waving her wedding ring in front of me. She lay down beside me and I let my fingers drape against the full expanse of her beautiful vulva as if it were a down comforter. I let her push against my palm, and then used my middle and index fingers to make the upside down rhythmic gestures I had come to think of as “coochie coo” movements. I did this along the entrance of her vee-jay. I gently stimulated the head of her clit with my fingertips. I kept her going in the right direction—I could smell her scent change slightly, just as strong a sign of her arousal as the gold in my eyes. I reached in and up with my two fingers and pressed them against the ceiling of her vagina. I did this gently so I didn't actually lift her off the bed.
Her scent was like a musical scale to me―it was as if it were going up the scale, ever higher. I watched her face flush as my fingers pushed her love button and kept her clit satisfied. I switched back to using my tongue to please her. An old wolf from another clan I had talked to in a bar taught me something he called Rope-a-dope. “You do this with your woman, boy,” he said, “and she'll brag about you to her friends.”
I let her push and grind against my tongue that I was keeping flat and still. I took it all in. I then sprung back with a series of quick diagonal and vertical tongue strokes. The plan was to lick her senseless with a fast burst of energy. Then I switched back to the stillness of my flattened tongue, waiting a moment before I would spring to life again. It was fun―it appealed to the Wolf in me―as if I were stalking my prey. In this case, my prey was her orgasm.
I licked her like I was a master artist and my tongue was my brush. I used broad strokes with laser beam accuracy. I would then swoop down as if I were an eagle, once agains using the flat part of my tongue, then ending with the tip. All that mattered to me was this would be a night she would always remember.
I could scent her move a few notes higher. As I watched from my most excellent position, her inner lips were darkening in color and luster, and the head of her clit began to retract into her hood. Based on my experience between these changes and the ones I was smelling, I knew I had a little over sixty seconds before she punched her climax. What I was watching was really starting to look like a love “button.”
With practiced skill I quickly positioned my pubic bone at the base of my cock against her clit, rubbing it against her. I did my dick dance, letting an easy rhythm take her those final notes higher to where she tilted her head back and screamed her joy. “I love you, Mrs. Mikah Berkeley,” I whispered into her ear.
“I love you, too, Mister Berkeley.” She turned to look at me directly, a lovely glow on her face. “What about you?” she asked. “It's your wedding night, too.”
I cleared my throat. “I can smell you're entering your fertile period. We normally never use a condom because I've been away on business when you've gone through your cycle before. But if I do it with you without a condom tonight, there's a chance you could conceive. I know we both want kids, but we've never discussed if you wanted them this early on.”
Bree
I laughed and pulled him against me, “Oh, Mikah,” I said. “Let's make beautiful little werewolf babies!” I kissed him and thought: and really piss off my mom. It's a win/win situation.
Epilogue
Delia
“For God’s sake, Delia, get your big Indian ass in gear. You’re already running twenty minutes late. I don’t want you to miss a goddamned red-eye flight.”
I stared at my sister. I knew the effect my stare could have on grown men. For the ones who hired me as a Dominatrix it would be an instant hard-on. For most men, their miserable balls would be climbing back inside their abdomen. But I knew I was just wasting my time on Bree. I gave up (rare—I know) and grabbed my carry on and silently followed her out the door. I never should have asked her for a late night ride to the airport, but I had thought it was worth it to inconvenience her. I’d be out of town for a week and wouldn’t have the opportunity to irritate her in person. Doing it on the phone wasn’t nearly as much fun.
She grabbed my luggage out of my hand and slung it into her trunk. Considering how much of my work equipment was inside she handled it like it was a small bag of groceries. I had to admit she was strong. So was I. Stronger, in fact.
“What were you doing that threw you off schedule?” Her voice had lost its irritation as she glanced into her side mirror and pulled out, focused on her driving. She had always had a tick’s attention to details. From the time we were kids if I wanted to have her chill out I’d just have to distract her and all the pissed-off attitude she had built up would puff away instantly.
“So, I needed a new pair of shoes because one of my heels had come loose. I had had a full day of pegging Peter, Paul, and Harry. I finished up a blog post for Dommes R Us. By the way, did you read my last one?”
Bree flicked her turn indicator on. “That was the one where you refer to yourself as a Serial Thriller?”
“Yeah. I got an email asking me to do a version of it as a banquet speech at next fall’s conference in Santa Fe.”
“Who knew you’d find employment with a Bachelor’s degree in English?”
“Anyway, the only thing I had eaten all day was one of those shitty low calorie protein bars, so I wasn’t in the best of moods. I dropped off my latex gown I had gotten for the Fetish Ball to have it hemmed and picked up a few new accessories. That took longer than I had intended and I ended up at Hussy Heels around twenty minutes before it was going to close. I wasn’t at all interested in seeing the salesman’s left eyebrow get a hard-on when he saw me walk through the door.”
Bree’s eyebrow did a great imitation of what he had done. “I told him what I wanted and took out my lipstick because I was so hungry I needed to have something in my mouth.” I glanced up at her, screwing up her lips. “Don’t go there.”
“I’m trying to avoid the sexual innuendo, but it’s hard. So hard.”
“He asked my size and actually leered at me in a pitiful attempt at flirtation. He popped into the back of the place. A female co-worker in a smart navy blue outfit was clutching her purse like a puppy. God, Bree-- I’ve seen more realistic faces painted on T-shirts at a Santa Clara Beach Broadwalk airbrushing booth. She looked like she belonged to the Church of Latter Day Taints.
“She picked up some keys from the counter and yelled at him she was leaving. He stuck his head out from behind the curtain like a stupid muppet and called back that it wasn’t even five o’clock. He ruined it by smiling. She countered she had just taken half of her lunch hour so it was only fair. I thought it was only fair if I bit off their heads for being so unprofessional in front of a customer.”
“You have odd standards,” she muttered and pulled in front of a Volvo.
“I used my trademarked glare and he vanished behind the curtain again. He came out a moment later with a stack of boxes. I enjoyed watching him kneel before me. He pulled off my pumps. ‘Miss,’ he said with a hoarse voice, ‘may I say you have some of the most beautiful feet I’ve seen professionally?’
“No— I responded, ‘you may not.’ But my blood sugar was low and it didn’t come out as intimidating as it normally would. I sat back as he finished fastening the buckles on my other foot. He was obviously tenting from basking in my glow. Imagine a dick with a foot fetish working as a shoe salesman. But I stood up and realized they were pretty comfy considering how high the heels were. I glanced out the window and noticed the street was already as empty as a Tea Party reception for Obama.
“He sighed and when I walked back over and sat down he told me my legs were as beautiful as my feet. I knew that. I didn’t need him to tell me that. I could feel my blood pressure building at his lack of professionalism and actually thought about dropping a line to his employer. It was obvious he wasn’t the owner. It only took him a moment to have the shoes off again. But to my surprise, instead of doing his job he kept holding on to my left foot.
‘Oh, yes, most remarkably lovely,’ he whispered and then started rubbing my foot as if we did this every Thursday afternoon. I’ll admit it felt good but I was even more pissed off at his lack of professionalism and I tried reclaiming my damn foot.
“‘Please,’ he rasped, ‘Please.’
“You obviously need a lot of discipline, since you have none of your own,” I responded. He was stronger than he looked and I had one of those old moments of discomfort of realizing the street was empty and I was alone with a man with a major hard-on whose breathing had gone shallow. Then I almost laughed out loud because I realized I could break several of his body parts without having to get up.
“I had started reaching for my purse since I had some items in there that would inconvenience him or at least kill him. Then the fucker grabbed my wrist and told me whatever I had in the bag could wait until he was done. Can you imagine? Fucking amateurs. He actually tossed my purse to the side. It was like he was living out his pathetic fantasy. He started to pull me up by my hair and put his stinking lips on me. His knees were positioned between my knees and his mouth was next to my ear. ‘You privileged bitches think you can just waltz in here like you own the store. This is my time, you slut.’ He then pushed me to my knees while he tried to pull his dick out.”
“Remind me never to shop there.”
“I had enough. I ordered him to put that gummy worm away. I told him the best part of him was dripping down his old man’s leg. In another breath I had him on his own knees with his face bright red from the skillful use of my hand. He finally started treating me with the respect I deserve. ‘Forgive me, Mistress,’ he coughed out as I shoved my fingers into his mouth and said ‘If you find my feet to be such a prize then you can fucking kiss them.’ He let out a moan and bent down at which point I stepped back so his wet lips missed. We did this dance again and again. I loved to watch his mounting frustration. I expected him to start bawling like a five year old.
“I laughed and told him to bring me the container of the stockings they keep for customers who come in barefoot. I pulled out four of them and shoved them into his mouth. While he was choking I took another one out and gagged him with it.”
“This is that shop near Smith Tower?”
“Yeah—by the place where we had the dim sum lunch a couple of months ago. I tied his hands behind his back with one of the stockings and used my lipstick to write on his bare chest I’m a fucking loser. I took his clothes so he was completely nude while I watched his eyes fill up with tears and embarrassment and smiled at how he was leaking pre-cum. I put the shoes back on and told him they were coming out of his salary.”
“And that’s why you were running late,” Bree concluded, pulling into the Delta airline terminal.
“Well, that and the pizza delivery man had to be disciplined too. It was a busy evening.”
“Where are you going again?”
“I’ve been hired to be the entertainment for a werewolf bachelor party being held in Jackson Hole. Who knew pegging a bunch of your husband’s friends would open up a whole new market of pervs to me?” I laughed, “And none of them requires a safe word. Apparently nothing short of pulling their heads off slows them down. I love to watch how they heal in front of me. I never have to hold back.”
“Just as long as you never use silver. That will scar them. They put silver particles into ink to get tattooed, you know.”
“Yeah, Dutch let me know about that early on. Since then I always wear silver around my neck just to keep them nervous. So see you in a week—I’m off to dive into the peen pool.”
Bree got out and opened the trunk, handing me my carry on. “Are you sure we’re really sisters?”
“Yeah, it’s just I take after our dad and you’re just like our mom.” Her eyes flashed in such a way she actually scared me. Fuck. “Just kidding—just kidding, calm down. You go over the top like that and the next thing you know you’ll be going all furry the next full moon.”
As she pulled away I heard Bree mutter, “What sort of bachelor party hires a dominatrix?” Poor thing just didn’t understand business models. This is why our grandmother taught us never complain—never explain.
I was met at the airport by Shawn, the guy who had hired me. I was flying in a couple of days early to get all the prep work done—which included a fun shopping spree in Jackson Hole to supplement what I had in my carry on. We reviewed the schedule. There was the mandatory stripper who would be making an appearance. Shawn had showed me her picture. She looked like she spent 99.9% of her time running on a wheel at Petco—let's just say I'm not a fan of starved looking women. The bitch was actually throwing up a shaka sign of holding up her index and pinky fingers (or maybe she was doing the “one in the pink, one in the stink” gesture?)
I was a more exclusive option for attendees. This meant my having a separate “workplace” for those who wanted more kink to show up. So far over half of the guests had RSVPed. I looked at the list and I was curious if I would be seeing the bridegroom. I wondered if I would lose some to hangovers, but then dismissed that idea because with their healing factor and Super metabolism, I didn't think a werewolf could even get a hangover. Dutch had to swig half a bottle of Jack Daniels just to get buzzed.
I settled in. Both my personal hotel room and the “workspace” were larger than my condo back in Seattle. I felt like I was the president of the sorority Sigma Cum Biteme. God bless werewolves with “old money.” I could learn to live like this, but given the rarity of werewolf nuptials, I shouldn't count on doing this sort of thing once a month. I sipped on a vodka and tonic and waited for the first knock on the door. Tony was right on schedule.
Tony
The “Goddess” must have been able to pick up on my nervousness. I could be hit by an 18-wheeler and walk away (did that my first year of going furry) but facing an actual professional dominatrix was both terrifying and one of my major sexual fantasies. She was gorgeous—a truly full bodied woman with hypnotic eyes and one of the most beautiful faces I'd ever seen that hadn't been photoshopped. She had been featured on the Shapeshifters' website. Her sister was married to one of the Fangzahn Clan. Their father had been a Wolf from the Southwest, so they were “family” on more than one level, even if they didn't Shift with the moon. There was a lot of buzz off the Internet of how she had worked her way through many of the Supe Community members. It was said she had even fucked Jeffery St. Claire, who was the original poster child for gay Alphas.
Of course, we all knew werepanthers would do anything that moved, and most things that didn't.
She let me in and as I walked past she let her fingers brush my hand which called up sparks for me. I had this instant combination of arousal and fear. I wondered if she could scent me, or if she just had a human sense of smell. With mixed bloods it could go either way. I felt myself growing even harder.
As I entered the room she said, “I can see you're happy to be here.” So—even if her sense of smell was human, there was nothing wrong with her eyes. I focused on the realization of what she was admiring and I tried to adjust myself. It was obvious she was enjoying my humiliation. That made me even harder. Damn she was good, and this was just the first five seconds of contact.
Delia
I opened the door and wondered once more if there were actually any homely werewolves or if the ugly ones were locked up in a dungeon somewhere. Bree's husband had once mentioned vampires choose their fledglings, so unless you had a bat-shit crazy sire, you'd be able to hit the European runways the minute your neck healed. I had now been around enough werewolves to realize they were a lot more hit and miss. Once the beast had taken over, they weren't really focused on how hot you looked. They focused on how hot your blood was. Yum yum. But most were striking in the looks department. My conclusion was their Supernatural healing factor massively improved their looks and bodies. If my own genetic heritage were stronger I probably would not be a size 22 and I could give up on all that shitty diet food. But enough about me—I should focus on the client.
Toffee colored hair—and one of the most magnificent man bubble asses I have had the pleasure to discover. Bree and I are both around 5'10” and he towered above me. Big broad shoulders. If I were fifteen I would have started fanning my pussy, but I'm a professional and focused on the task at hand. I escorted him into the dim living room area and offered him a drink. I knew as a Supe he's need half a bottle of booze to get buzzed, but this was about getting him to relax before we got on board the kinky train. I knew I wanted to freshen up my own drink.
By the second round I hugged him, pulling him close enough to me to enjoy feeling his hard-on press against me. He smelled of soap and fear. Worked for me.
Tony
I grew even harder while she was so close to me I knew she could feel my arousal. She grinned and told me how much she enjoyed my response. She kissed me and teased me with her sweet tongue. Then she instructed me to take my clothes off and to be ready for her return. Then she was gone. My disappointed stiff dick weeped. “Fuck,” I wondered “—did I do something wrong?” I went from having a smoking hot woman to being in a room by myself. I sighed and took off my clothes and folded them with more attention than a bored clerk at Abercrombie and Fitch. I felt my nipples grow hard in the cool air.
She came back dressed in an incredibly sexy tight outfit with a lot of shiny latex that made her boobs look even more enormous. I felt my beast start drooling. I was so rock hard I wondered if I might actually start to shift even though we were weeks away from a full moon and I sure as hell wasn't a potential Alpha. I was one of the many that only went fuzzy with the Moon. My eyes widened when I saw she was holding a black leather riding crop.
Delia
“I told you to be ready for my return,” I said, biting each word. I even scared myself and tried not to laugh. I let my disapproval drip so heavily the floor should be slippery.
“I undressed the way you told me to,” he said in a little boy voice. His ass so belonged to me.
“Down on all fours, you miserable excuse for a loser! That's how a nothing like you should wait for your Goddess, not standing up as if you were worth more than a broken condom.” He immediately fell to his knees and I walked past him, brushing his hair with the back of my hand. “You need more training than I can provide in our few days together here.” I heard him suck in his breath and I had no doubt we'd pick this up back in Seattle. I would enjoy that. He obviously would as well.
“I didn't know,” he whispered, at which point I struck him with my riding crop, not worrying about how much strength I used. He'd be healed in a matter of seconds. I loved to watch how werewolves could sometimes even reabsorb the blood I left on top of their skin.
“You miserable worm,” I sneered. “When you're with me your only options are Yes, Goddess, No Goddess, I'm sorry Goddess, and Thank You Goddess. Is your brain big enough to remember that? Your dick obviously isn't big enough to recall my instructions.”
“Yes, Goddess!” He responded immediately and I wondered how much his promptness was tied to his fear of my riding crop. I turned away from him so couldn’t see he had made me grin.
“Now crawl towards me like the dog you are. You're not worthy to be a wolf.” Tony followed me into one of the bedrooms. I had a large floor to ceiling mirror secured near the doorway so he could see himself in his glorious nakedness as I selectively damaged him. I wondered why all professional models weren't werewolves and then I realized maybe they were. You just didn't schedule a photo shoot on the night of the full moon, and I suspected most models would clock out before it got dark.
“Sorry, Goddess,” he answered. Watching his nude body move I wondered if he had muscles humans didn't have, but since he wasn't in full moon mode, he was using standard equipment. He was just a lot more graceful.
I banged his ass so hard I was surprised my crop didn't break. “The correct response when you're told to do something is Yes, Goddess.”
“Yes, Goddess,” he choked out. “So sorry, Goddess!”
Tony
Fuck, that earned me another couple of blows from the damned riding crop. I might be able to heal in a few seconds, but all weres knew the fact we could heal so quickly didn't make the pain any less when we experienced it.
“Good puppy,” she sneered. “You're finally showing some potential. Now come closer and start worshiping my feet. They were defiled by a nasty shoe salesman and I need them cleaned.”
“Yes, Goddess,” I told the carpet. I began to kiss her perfect feet in those shiny black shoes. The combination of my nudity and being on all fours to worship her feet had me diamond hard.
“Waaaay too slow,” she yelled at me and her riding crop dug so deep across my ass I figured she had left an impression.
I cried out and then tried to save my ass by shouting, “So sorry, Goddess!” I covered her feet in kisses to try to avoid being struck again. She had hit me so hard it made me wonder what she did with regular humans. If she hit them as hard as she did me, there would be a definite body count across the Pacific NW. I breathed deeply and felt what I had assumed to be a permanent erection go limp. WTF?
“Look at those lovely deep red marks your fat ass is showing from my little riding crop. I like that—a lot,” she crooned. Suddenly my cock was hard again. On her orders I threw myself onto the floor on my back, nervously keeping my eyes on her riding crop.
She turned to face my feet and squatted down to smother me with her magnificent ass. “Smell my pussy, you miserable excuse for a wolf!” All I could see was a massive landscape of black lace panties that filled my field of vision. I obediently sniffed her, reveling in her juiciness. Her panties were practically dripping and I had no doubt if I was majorly turned on she was as well. She pushed herself even deeper into my face and I had to gasp for air. I might be able to survive almost any wound, but even werewolves needed to breathe. She ground into me and I tried to pull in some air.
“I am enjoying your face in my panties and your true potential as a pussy slave,” she told me.
“Yes, Goddess!” I shouted.
“I'm not hearing you thank your Goddess for gracing your face.” She abruptly stood up and I sucked in a few breaths because I knew what was going to happen.
Delia
There are times in my life when I realize I have one of the best jobs in the world. “Back on your hands and knees, you worthless piece of shit! Show me that huge ass of yours so you can be disciplined!” Then he did and earned another four blows for each of the cardinal directions. By the second strike he was whining about how sorry he was for not thanking me for overwhelming him with the sheer power of my pussy. I let him whimper some more and then demanded he get flat on his stomach. When he assumed the position I spread his ass with my sharp fingers and spit into his asshole. “I wonder how much you'll enjoy my finger in this little tight rosebud,” I whispered.
“Thank you, Goddess!” At least he was a fast learner. I knew from experience my spit as lube turned many a man on. Tony was no different. His cock was so obviously hard I was surprised he hadn't pierced the carpet. I watched my spit patiently oozing from between his ass cheeks. “Rise up so you can see yourself in my mirror,” I told him. I knelt behind him and in the most exaggerated manner I could manage I spit on the tips of my fingers and started easing them into his asshole. I wanted him to feel like my personal property, existing only for my pleasure. He meant nothing. I was all that mattered. I grinned at the look of his contorted face in the mirror and I got even damper from the joy of violating his candy ass. I love my work.
Tony
My erection was more extreme than I had ever experienced and I worried my whole body would simply explode. “Such a beautiful cock, you worthless piece of shit. Such a waste when you don't know how to use it.” I tensed up and she whispered, “I need you to begin playing with yourself while your ass gets a major finger fuck.”
“Oh, yes, Goddess! I thank you, Goddess!” My eyes were glued to her mirror as I stroked myself off. I had the incredible simultaneous experience of being filled with her from behind as I stimulated myself from the front. I was so overwhelmed it felt as if I were about to shift with the moon.
She kept up her rhythm that matched mine. A little later she ordered me to come. “Yes, Goddess! Thank you so much, Goddess!” I clutched my cock even more tightly and sped up my stroking while she kept shoving herself in and out of my ass. I danced at the edge of my orgasm. “Do I have your permission to come, Goddess?”
“Yes, you worm,” she whispered in my ear and the sensation was so sweet I thought that alone would make me blow. I had never experienced anything like this with any partner before. Her voice sounded so seductive after all the pain from the riding crop and her finger fucking me I toppled over the edge and exploded with the largest load I've had since hairs started growing on my balls. My head seemed as if it was about to fall off and it felt as if my asshole was chewing on her fingers.
I exalted in the wetness on my own fingers and cock as she withdrew her skillful fingers from my ass and she left me panting as I watched us in her mirror. I felt as if I had been running for hours. “Thank you, Goddess for letting me release myself,” I gasped. I had to make a conscious effort not to fall over. I knew I had found my perfect dominatrix—the ultimate combination of merciless domination and sexy softness. I saw her smile sweetly as she caressed the back of my neck as she rose up.
Delia
I love my life. “I'm going to enjoy training you,” I told him. “You're really raw but I see some potential in you. Make sure you call me when we're both back in Seattle.” Then I rubbed his left earlobe and kissed him on his neck. “Now get dressed and get out because I'm expecting someone else in the next twenty minutes.” Always leave them wanting more. That’s my successful business model.
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Tyler
Klaus was driving me crazy. In the past few days I had no idea when my Pack Leader would immediately jump into love-making and when he would stretch things out―as in stretching time. At the moment he was blowing his hot breath through my new panties. Being magically transformed into a werewolf and a woman meant my Calvin Klein boxers were no longer an option. I really needed a clothing make-over. I didn’t understand the physics, but apparently to shift the mass into my wonderful new boobs and what I felt was my new enormous ass, I was now a lot shorter than I had been as a male.
Klaus continued to distract me by breathing hot air against my barely covered new sex. He would breathe softly but warmly for short bursts at a time. He then alternated between doing this and kissing my thighs and stomach. I shivered.
When he finally pulled my wet panties down, he began to gently kiss my vulva, licking it and working his way slowly from the outside. Lick, lick, lick―he traced the outer edges of these new outer lips. Then with the speed of a drunken snail he very slowly spread them to lick and kiss the inner lips. Round, round, round that amazing tongue traced my vagina.
The teasing was driving me crazy. If I still had my male body I would have shot my load by now. How did real women stand this? I felt as if I was going to explode at any minute, but I didn’t know where this new body would let go. Klaus would do this sort of maddening dance, where he would come so close to my clit as he was busy kissing my labia and vagina. I could barely resist pushing his head down so he would start! When he finally began to lick it, he kept doing it slowly and softly―focusing on the hood of my clit. Damn, why hadn’t I known about any of this stuff when I had been a guy? I would have been the most popular bro at my frat!
Klaus
Tyler was definitely embracing his new status in the Pack. I could never tell how the boys who converted to women would handle the transition. The Skinwalker belts that allowed shapeshifting on a Wolf as well as gender level worked fine physically, but came with no mental health guarantee. When I first started using the Skinwalker belts on people like Tyler, a guy who had swapped committed suicide.
Tyler would never off himself. He was having too much fun as a woman. Not to mention the whole werewolf gift. Part of his training was enough love-making that he’d never want to switch back to being male. His moaning drew my attention back to him/her. I was holding off coming into contact with his/her clitoris for as long as I could. I finally gave up and began to lick her. I was doing if softly, focusing on her clitoris hood ornament.
I then followed with the classic licking the shape of every letter of the Alphabet as a way of expanding her pleasure. I made the letters wide enough to cover her entire sex area―and then made them small enough to only give attention to her clit.
Tyler was obviously responding. As she continued to moan softly, I gently sucked her clit into my mouth, carefully flicking my tongue over it. This combined the suction with the much faster rhythm I was feeling.
I could smell she was close to orgasm. I pushed my face into her, which increased the pressure of my tongue. She began to make the high pitched sounds that signaled she was almost there. I kept doing what I was doing and suddenly she screamed and pushed her hips upwards. She then collapsed with her eyes shut and a wide grin on her face.
“Are you done?” Pauline bellowed into the room.
“Are you done learning manners?” I replied harshly. Pauline had been traded in as a pure blood Wolf from one of my closest allies. But if I had known what a pain in the ass she could be, I would have thought twice about accepting the trade. Now I had a better understanding on why he had been so eager to send her to my home.
Pure blood females had always been treated like royalty, since only they could produce a pure blood child. But with the Skinwalker magic, as Pack Leader, I could have as many females as I wanted. There was no scarcity any more. No wonder Pauline spent her day looking pissed off. Not so special any more. I kissed Tyler gently on the neck and gathered my clothes.
“Hey, boss man,” Pauline said more calmly, probably realizing how close she was to being disciplined. “This isn’t about me. You have a phone call from Uncle Elias. He says it’s important and he’s holding.”
I took the phone from her without comment, walking to my own bedroom for privacy. I closed my door and clicked Elias on.
Tyler
Great―all I wanted was to lie still and let all the pleasures keep echoing through my body. That was so not going to happen with mega-bitch Pauline sneering at me from the doorway. I don’t know why she hated me. I would like to think it’s because she’s envious of my amazing boobs. I accepted it might be related to my having bitten down a little too hard on her nipple not long after I had met her. My new body and Super-duper werewolf strength took getting used to. Yesterday I had accidentally crushed a glass jar I was trying to open. It hurt like hell, but it was fascinating to watch how quickly my hand healed.
“So,” she crossed her arms and leaned against the frame. “Adjusting to being a woman, faggot?”
“What the hell is your problem?” I demanded. “You’re beautiful. Klaus obviously thinks you fart rainbows. If I get a crumb here or there, what the fuck difference does that make?”
She looked over at me with a side eye. “You think I’m beautiful?”
Klaus
I respected Elias. Keeping your position as Pack Leader was a full time occupation. There was always someone right behind you, with fantasies of replacing you. My idea of eliminating any male competition by transforming them into women was working better than I had anticipated. Males to females also meant more potential full blood pups. Tyler had the best promise of producing the children I wanted so much. I could smell how healthy she was. And she was so beautiful...
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Protecting the Pack
Tabitha Conall
Chapter 1
Ben’s whole life had been one ending after another. Coming off his latest ending—leaving the Army after serving for eight years—he longed to find a place he wouldn’t have to leave. Someplace that would last.
That was what brought him to Marysburg, to seek out his old Army buddy, Liam McCade. Liam had found his mates and settled down here. He sounded happy every time Ben talked to him. Ben wanted to be happy, too.
He got himself a room at the local motel then headed to the bar. Liam wasn’t expecting him until tomorrow; no need to drop in on him early. Instead, Ben would get a beer and some dinner then hit the sack.
As soon as he stepped inside, he knew he’d found the right place. He smelled wolves, lots of wolves. And more than one pack, if his nose didn’t deceive him. He sat down at the bar. The place was nice. Just nice, not fabulous, not a dive. The walls were covered with wood paneling. Around the corner from the bar, he’d seen tables full of people eating. And here on the other side was a cramped dance floor with a jukebox.
The bartender had just slipped a beer and a menu in front of him when someone sat down next to him. Wolf, definitely. Ben looked at him out of the corner of his eye. Big guy, blond. More than just tall, he was built like a bodybuilder. And he was staring right at Ben.
“New in town?” the guy said.
No reason not to talk to him. Who knew, maybe he’d end up being a pack mate one day. Ben turned toward him. “Is it that obvious?”
The guy chuckled and stuck out his hand. “Chris Byers. I’m the Roanoke pack Alpha.”
That explained at least half of it. He’d know Ben wasn’t one of his wolves. Ben shook his hand and said, “And you’re sure I’m not from Stonewall?”
“You don’t smell like Stonewall.”
Ben dipped his head in agreement. “I guess not. Not yet, at least.”
“Oh, yeah?” Chris raised two fingers to get the bartender’s attention. “You’re joining Stonewall pack?”
“Hope so. My buddy just joined. Says he likes it there.”
Chris gave him a hard look. “Would your buddy be Jake?”
“No, Liam. Jake’s the Alpha, isn’t he?”
“Liam. One of Bridget’s new mates.” Chris laid some bills on the bar. A few seconds later the bartender put a bottle in front of him.
“Yeah. You know them?”
Chris took a sip of his beer. The bartender stepped over to Ben and asked for his order, so Ben quickly scanned the menu. “I just want a burger.”
After the bartender left, Chris said, “I know all of them. Jake’s a friend. One of his mates was my fourth, before they found each other. Sam left to join Stonewall when they got together, but we still keep in touch. And I’ve been helping Jake get Stonewall back on its feet. Their old Alpha was a piece of work.”
Back on its feet. That didn’t sound good. “How so?”
“He did a lot of bad shit, and he left a real mess. Jake’s doing a good job, but he’s got a lot to deal with. He’d be glad to have another strong wolf join his pack, especially a friend of Liam’s.”
Ben shifted on his bar stool. He needed a stable pack. Someplace safe. Stonewall didn’t sound like that. “Liam never mentioned any of that.”
After taking a swig, Chris set his beer down. “Is it a problem?”
Ben looked at the grain of the wood on the bar. The surface shone like it was polished often. “I’ve been in the Army, just got out. And I was looking for a pack that’s settled and well-established.”
“You’re tired,” Chris said.
“Yeah.” He never thought he’d share this much with a perfect stranger. But there was something about Chris that made him feel comfortable, safe.
“You might be better off in Roanoke.” The look on his face was guarded. “That’s how Roanoke is. Settled. I’ve worked hard to give my wolves a stable pack they can depend on.”
Ben had never joined a new pack before. Joining Liam’s had seemed like an easy thing to do, but now everything had changed. It was a big decision, but he wasn’t sure how to go about it. Chris seemed like a nice guy, but was that enough?
“Look, I’ll introduce you to some of the guys who are here—from both packs. Hang out with them tonight, see what you think.”
“If I decide I like Roanoke then what next? This is my first time joining a pack. Do you need to vet me or anything?”
“Something like that. Make your decision first, and then we can figure the rest out.” Chris stood. “Grab your food. You can join that table over there.”
A few minutes later, Ben squeezed in between two guys in their mid-twenties, one of them from Stonewall, the other from Roanoke. He continued eating his dinner while he listened to them talking. Chris wandered off to talk to some woman by the bar while Ben soaked up all the information he could.
*
From where he sat next to his on-again off-again girlfriend Dana, Chris could see the new guy, Ben. A lot of new wolves had been joining Roanoke pack lately. Too many. The only reason Chris hadn’t sent Ben on his way was because he’d originally seemed intent on joining Stonewall. Ben could have been lying, but he’d seemed sincere.
Okay, that wasn’t the only reason. There was also something about Ben that felt comfortable, almost familiar. Of all the wolves who’d petitioned to join Roanoke in the last three months, Chris liked Ben the best. He hadn’t really wanted to hand him straight over to Stonewall. Even though Jake needed every strong wolf he could get.
There was that, too. Lately, Chris had tried to stem the flood of new wolves joining his pack by suggesting they join Stonewall instead, but every one of them was all adamant about wanting into Chris’ pack. All except Ben. In a backward sort of way, it made Chris trust Ben more.
Dana put her hand on Chris’ arm. “Earth to Chris. You’re a million miles away.”
“Just thinking.” He could never tell Dana any of this. They might share a bed part of the time, but when it came down to it she was just another wolf in his pack. And he always had to show the wolves in his pack his strength, never his weakness.
Besides which, they weren’t dating right now. They’d broken up. But she always wormed her way back into his bed. And she’d done it yet again. Soon she’d have him convinced they were dating, after all. So could he trust her? No.
Of course, Dana didn’t agree. She thought for sure that they were fated to be mates and just needed their third to show up. Women.
Dana squeezed his arm. “I can think of a way to get you out of your head.”
He couldn’t help but smile. If nothing else, he and Dana were good in bed together. Very good. He kissed her quickly. “A little later. I want to keep my eye on this new guy. He was making noises about joining the pack.”
She turned to follow his gaze. “A lot of new wolves lately.”
“Yeah.”
“He’s cute enough. I’m sure the women won’t complain if you let him in. I wouldn’t mind the eye candy myself.”
Cute? Chris hadn’t noticed. But he guessed the guy was good-looking, in a military man sort of way. He wasn’t as buff as Chris but then few were. Ben was about the same height as Chris, 6’2", and had dark hair clipped short in a typical military buzz cut. And he had all the things women liked—the square jaw, the deep brown eyes, the muscles. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
One of his new wolves, Keith, approached him at the bar. After the usual pleasantries, Keith said, “There room for one more in the pack? I have a friend who’s interested in joining.”
Not another one. “We’re pretty full up.”
“You’d like this one,” Keith said. “She’s pretty. And young. A pack can always use pretty young females.”
That was the truth. Females weren’t rare, per se, but only about twenty percent of the births were female to eighty percent male. The religious types believed that was why they mated in threesomes, two men to one woman. And women were always prized.
Chris still wasn’t sure about having another wolf join, especially with Ben possibly joining, too. Too many new wolves and the pack would become unbalanced. But since she was a female, he should at least meet her. “All right, but no promises. Can you set up a meeting?”
“Not a problem. I might even be able to get her to stop by tonight. You going to be here a while?”
Dana arched her brow at Chris. He knew what she was saying—she wanted to go back to his place, sooner rather than later. Or maybe she was letting him know she didn’t want another female in the pack. With Dana, he could never tell. But he still wanted to keep an eye on Ben.
“For a while longer,” he said. “But not too late.”
“I’ll see what I can do. Thanks.” Keith wandered off, pulling out his cell.
Two more pack members, and even more instability. Chris had half a mind to say no to them both.
*
Alex lay in bed, her boyfriend Brett sucking on one nipple. “I don’t understand why I can’t wait and join the pack with you,” she said.
He glared up at her, but without much heat. “We’re having sex, not talking.”
She stroked his hair. “What if I want to talk?”
Brett shoved his hand down her panties and rubbed her clit. “Still want to talk?”
Her pussy flooded. “You always do that. Why can’t we just talk?”
He kissed her hard. “You’re mine. You should be happy to just do what I say. I want you to join the pack alone so we don’t overwhelm them. I’ve told you this. And right now, I want you to shut up and spread your legs.” He smiled that wicked smile that always got to her, as though his crudeness was all a joke.
And it worked again. Although he wouldn’t have to keep doing that if he’d stop acting like such an ass.
Brett peeled off her panties and slid his cock into her cunt. He fucked it into her at a steady pace. “So good, baby.”
Wrapping her legs around his waist, Alex held on tight. He’d make her come. He always did.
Sure enough, he squeezed his hand between them and rubbed his rough fingertips over her clit. It was all her highly aroused body needed. Within a few seconds, she started to shake, her pussy clenching around his cock.
Brett moaned. “God it feels good when you come around me.” He shoved into her even harder. “More, baby.”
His fingers didn’t stop rubbing her, and a minute or two later, she shuddered into her second orgasm.
With a loud groan, Brett said, “I’m gonna come, too.” He slammed into her once, twice, and the third time, he pushed even deeper, spilling his seed into her.
He collapsed on top of her. “Let’s nap.”
Before she could even answer, he had rolled onto his side, curling around her and burying his face in her neck. His breathing evened out as he drifted off.
The way he held her made her feel warm and cared for. He might act like a jerk sometimes, but he was her jerk. Alex closed her eyes and fell asleep in his arms.
Later, how much later she wasn’t sure, Alex woke to the sound of her cell ringing. She groped toward the bedside table, an action made more difficult because Brett held her tightly and wouldn’t let go.
“Phone,” she said, pushing at his arms.
The ringing stopped. So much for that. Alex relaxed in his arms. She had barely begun to drift off when her phone bleeped. Whoever it was had left a message.
Not many people called her. Brett did, but it couldn’t be him. She still had this pathetic hope that one day her parents might call her. They’d all but disowned her when she told them she was leaving with Brett, but she still hoped they might come around.
They hadn’t liked Brett at all. He was too much older, too worldly. Her two fathers had sat her down to explain that Brett was too sneaky, that they had a bad feeling about him. They said they were just looking out for her, but she knew what it was. They wanted her to stay home, didn’t want her to grow up. They couldn’t see how much Brett loved her. If they did, they’d understand.
And now this phone message. Could her parents have called at last? Alex shoved away from Brett’s sleepy embrace enough to grab her phone off the table. As he pulled her back in, she unlocked the screen and checked her messages.
Keith.
Damn it. She should just accept her parents weren’t ever going to call. They were through with her.
She listened to the message—Keith had talked with the Roanoke Alpha and he’d agreed to see her tonight. Keith wanted to know how soon she could get over there.
Maybe she could pretend she hadn’t gotten the message. She didn’t want to join the pack. Brett wanted all of them to join, and had said that they should join separately so they didn’t scare the Alpha with a bunch of new wolves all at once. And she was up next. But she didn’t want to leave Brett, and he was going to be the last one to join. Because he was strongest, and he’d be the most intimidating to the Alpha.
She didn’t think they should join at all. They were happy enough as a wayward group of Loners. Alex joked that they were almost a pack. Except a pack had to have territory and they had nothing. Still, they did fine together. She didn’t want that to change. But Brett always got his way.
“Who was it?” Brett said groggily.
Damn it. Now she couldn’t pretend she hadn’t gotten it. And if she lied, Brett would be mad. “Keith. Go back to sleep.”
Of course that didn’t work. “What’d he want?” Brett sounded a little more awake.
She so wanted to lie. “To talk about meeting the Alpha.”
Brett pushed her hip forward, away from him. “Go call him back.”
Alex groaned as she climbed out of bed. She put on some clothes then went out to the kitchen with her cell. They had rented a house in neutral territory where they could all live. She didn’t see why they couldn’t just stay there.
She called Keith. “Hey, it’s Alex.”
“Right. How soon can you get your ass down here?”
Chapter 2
Keith was such an asshole. He always did his best to make Alex feel like a piece of dirt. “Does it have to be tonight?”
“Yeah. I made the arrangements for tonight. You’re not more than ten minutes away. Although if you’ve got Brett’s stank all over you, take a shower first. We want Chris to see you as a sexy little piece, not as someone else’s ho.”
An asshole. He thought he was so tough talking like that when she knew for a fact he’d grown up in rural Connecticut. A real street kid.
“I can be there in an hour,” she said.
“Make it faster. He said he wouldn’t be here too much longer.”
“I’ll try, but like you said, I need to shower first.” She felt like throwing it in his face but every time she tried to get back at him, she failed.
“Fine. Get over here as soon as you can.” He hung up.
If it weren’t for Brett, she’d quit this whole group. They were all males, and all jackasses. Except Brett. Brett, she loved.
Besides, since her family had disowned her, she had nowhere else to go. Good thing Brett loved her back.
She went back into the bedroom to get ready.
*
Ben figured he’d done enough recon for the night. After an hour of sitting with pack members and listening—talking some, too, but mostly listening—Ben approached Chris at the bar. God, that guy was big. “Thanks for introducing me,” Ben said.
“Not a problem,” Chris said. “What do you think?”
He needed more time. “Seems like a nice town. I want to see Liam before making any decisions about the packs. I’ll see him tomorrow.”
“Sounds good. I’m here most nights. If you want to talk more about Roanoke, just come and find me.”
“Thanks.” They shook hands.
Ben headed out. He had walked here, so he didn’t have to worry about driving. He passed the bar’s parking lot as he headed for the hotel. A young woman stepped out of her car and headed in his direction.
She was gorgeous. Maybe not conventionally beautiful, but to him, she was nearly perfect. She had her black hair cut short in a bob that framed her high cheekbones and porcelain skin. Her eyes flashed at him as she caught him staring. He couldn’t tell what color they were, but they were certainly full of life.
And her body. She was a good eight inches shorter than he was, maybe 5'6", every inch of it a luscious curve. Every man’s wet dream.
He couldn’t help but turn and watch her walk into the bar, enjoying the sway of her hips. God, to have those legs wrapped around him. How amazing would that be?
And she was a wolf. He’d caught a whiff as she walked by. All he needed to know was which pack she was in—that was the pack he’d join.
Imagining his beautiful she-wolf between the sheets, he headed to the hotel. He’d ask Liam about her tomorrow. If he still remembered her by then.
*
Chris noticed the woman as soon as she walked into the bar. She was young, younger than he’d expected. And a hell of a lot more beautiful. Actually, she looked exactly the way he’d want a woman to look, if he ever constructed his perfect girlfriend. And if he’d been ten years younger. All of it—the short dark hair, the pale skin, the large breasts and curvy hips.
Dana smacked him on the arm. “Stop staring at her.”
“Sorry.” He said it automatically. It was never a good idea to piss Dana off. Just one more reason he hoped she was wrong about their being mates. He didn’t think he could live with her temper for the rest of his life.
Keith walked up to the beauty by the door. He had his back to Chris, but by the look on the woman’s face, he must have said something rude. Or mean. Chris fought the urge to smack Keith.
But his presence explained a few things. The beauty must be the young female Keith had mentioned, the one who wanted to join his pack. As much as Dana welcomed Ben’s joining, Chris knew she wouldn’t want this female anywhere near them. Or near him, to be precise.
Keith and the woman walked toward him.
Chris leaned toward Dana. “I’ve got some business with them. Once it’s done, we can leave. But for now, we need some privacy.”
Dana frowned at him then leaned over and kissed him. Not a peck, either. Chris let her. He knew what she was doing—letting the other woman know who Chris belonged to. As though Chris would ever date the little beauty. She was hot, but far too young for a thirty-something like him.
Dana sauntered off, swinging her hips suggestively, just as Keith and the woman stopped in front of him.
“Hey, Chris,” Keith said.
“Keith.”
“This is Alex, the wolf I told you about. She wants to join.”
Chris stuck his hand out to her. “I’m Chris.”
As she shook his hand, her mouth moved in a semblance of a smile that vanished so quickly he wasn’t sure he’d seen it. “Hi.”
“Why don’t you sit down and we’ll talk,” Chris said.
Alex sat in the chair next to him, and Keith grabbed the stool next to her, dragging it toward them to make a small circle.
Chris stopped him. “Just the two of us. If Alex wants to join, I need to hear it from her.”
Keith shot a glance at Alex. Chris couldn’t quite make out what the expression on his face meant. Was he angry? Frustrated? Annoyed at not being able to stay?
“Sure, no problem,” Keith said. He returned the stool to its spot and walked off.
“So, Alex,” Chris said. “Why do you want to join Roanoke pack?”
In the background, a voice raised over the ambient noise, then fell down again.
She pressed her lips together. Up close, she looked a little older than he’d thought. Not necessarily just out of diapers. But he’d be surprised if she was much past high school.
“I heard it’s a good pack,” she said. “Keith said it’d be good.”
That was the lamest reason he’d heard yet. “Are you and Keith a couple?”
Her face screwed up. “I wouldn’t date him if he were the last man on earth.”
Chris barked out a laugh. He couldn’t agree more. “All right, then. You’re awfully young.” He wanted to say—why aren’t you still in your parents’ pack? But maybe something terrible had happened to her. Maybe her parents were dead, or maybe she was one of those rare cases where a wolf is brought up by a Loner.
Before he could think of how to ask, she answered him. “I’m nineteen. Not that young.”
Again, a voice shouted over the crowd, loud but indecipherable, then faded away.
“And the pack you grew up in?” Chris said.
“I left.” She tucked her hair behind one ear and wouldn’t meet his eyes.
“Did they hurt you?” He kept his voice low.
“No.” Her voice sounded sharp. “My parents are good people. They’d never hurt me.”
“Then why did you leave?”
She opened her mouth then closed it. “Long story.”
He waited. If he were going to be her Pack Alpha, he needed to know all of that long story. And he needed her to trust him enough to tell him.
Now two voices rose over the din, shouting at each other. He tuned it out.
“There was a guy,” she said. “And my parents didn’t like him. He wanted me to leave with him and they forbade it. So I went anyway.”
Great. She goes off with this guy then he dumps her. “Where is he now?”
Her eyes shifted to the side. “Not here.”
The crack of wood breaking snapped through the crowd. Two wolves rounded each other, one of them holding a partially broken chair.
The one with the chair was Mad Dog, one of the new wolves in Roanoke. The other was a guy from Stonewall, Kevin somebody. Mad Dog smashed the chair over Kevin’s head, further splintering it. He dropped the remains and charged Kevin instead, picking him up by the thighs and dropping him forcefully to the ground.
“Hey!” Chris yelled. From the other direction, Chris’ second and third, Nick and Matt, pushed their way through the crowd.
Mad Dog smashed his fist into Kevin’s face, again, and then again.
Some of the other new wolves, including Keith, were making it hard for Nate and Matt to get to Mad Dog. Chris was a lot closer. “I’ll be right back. Stay here.” Chris pushed past the couple of people in the way and hauled Mad Dog off of Kevin.
The room fell silent.
“What the hell are you doing?” Chris said. Mad Dog struggled, but Chris held him easily.
“He insulted me,” Mad Dog said.
Matt and Nick helped Kevin to his feet.
“No bar fights,” Chris said. “I made that clear.”
“He’s a runt. He’s not even in our pack. What do you care?”
Chris pushed Mad Dog so hard he fell onto the floor on his back. Chris stood over him. “First, I’m the Alpha. My word is law. I tell you no bar fights, there are no bar fights.” He leaned forward as he said the last few words. “Second, if you want to fight, you can challenge someone in Roanoke for rank. But Kevin’s not in Roanoke. No fighting with Stonewall.” This time he gazed around the room, meeting the eyes of all the new wolves. “Am I clear? Because the next time one of you breaks the rules, you’re out.”
He waited to see what they would do. He almost hoped someone would question him, because his wolf wanted to fight. And while the ‘no bar fights’ rule applied to him, too, there was nothing stopping him from taking one of these pups out to the alley for a lesson.
His human side hoped it wouldn’t be necessary.
When no one moved for several seconds, Chris straightened up and walked back through the crowd. When he sat down next to Alex, it was like a flip had been switched. The wolves around him broke out in conversation while Mad Dog struggled to his feet.
“Where were we?” Chris said.
Alex took a breath deep enough that her chest moved. “Does that happen often?”
“Almost never.” He didn’t remember what they’d been discussing, so he started a new line of questioning. “How do you know Keith?”
Alex’s eyes darted across the room to where Keith sat, glowering at her. “He’s a friend of the guy I told you about.”
“The guy who took you away from your family and left you high and dry. Sounds like a complete jerk. Why are you still hanging around with his friend?” Adrenaline still pulsed through his veins. He was aware he wasn’t being very gentle with her, but he found it hard to pull back.
She shrugged with one shoulder. “He said he could help me. And I don’t know anyone else around here.”
She seemed on the up and up. Immature, but many nineteen year olds were. She’d grow out of that. But there was still the wider problem. All the new pack members—and her one friend was one of them. Chris was probably paranoid to think there was some conspiracy going on, but he couldn’t help it. So he had just one line of questioning left.
“Why Roanoke and not Stonewall?”
“What?” she said.
“Why not join Stonewall pack? My pack is full to the gills, and Stonewall could use a few new wolves. I can talk to the Stonewall Alpha about you. Plus, it’ll mean you don’t have to be pack members with Keith.”
She smiled, the first time she’d really smiled since he’d met her. Her face lit up like it was glowing from within.
For a second he forgot how young she was and wondered what it’d be like to see her smile at him like that while she lay under him in bed. Then he remembered himself. None of that.
“It sure would be great to get away from Keith,” she said.
Thank God. She was going to go for it. Not that he couldn’t use another female in his pack, but this confirmed she wasn’t part of his alleged conspiracy, and for that he was glad.
“But I really want to join Roanoke pack.”
And then she ruined it. Was she in on this whole thing, too? Or was it all just his imagination running crazy?
“I’ve kind of decided not to take on any new wolves for now. We’ve had a few too many join over the past few months.” That wasn’t entirely true. He was seriously considering letting Ben in. But he wanted to see what Alex would say.
“I hope you’ll reconsider. Or maybe take me in on a conditional basis. I’ve heard such good things about Roanoke pack.”
“From Keith.” Who’d been a pain in Chris’ ass ever since he joined. Almost as much of a pain in the ass as Mad Dog.
She faltered for a split second. “Yes, from Keith.”
Shit, she was in on it. He felt sure. Yet, how could he turn her away? A young female wolf out on her own would be prey more than predator. She needed a pack. Maybe he could still convince her to join Stonewall.
“I’d like to meet again before making a decision,” he said. “Can you come back tomorrow night?”
“Sure.”
They agreed to meet at nine. “I’ll see you then,” Chris said.
As he went to collect Dana, Chris called Jake. Maybe the Stonewall pack Alpha could join them and convince her to change her mind. Jake agreed to meet them at the bar at nine the next night. After that, Chris didn’t protest when Dana nearly dragged him home.
*
After her talk with Chris, Alex headed out to the parking lot. She just wanted to go home and be with Brett. She’d felt like an idiot, trying to piece together truths and half-truths for Chris. And she wasn’t so sure she’d convinced him, either.
Keith caught up to her before she got into her car. “How’d it go?”
“Fine.”
He grabbed her arm. “Are you sure? He didn’t look convinced to me.” His gaze traveled over her body. “Maybe you shouldn’t have worn so many clothes.”
Alex pulled away from him. “I suppose you think I should have raised my ass so he could mount me.”
He chuckled. “Yeah, if it’d work.”
“You’re disgusting. I’m with Brett.”
Keith got in her face. “Just ‘cause Brett’s fucking you doesn’t mean anything. It sure as hell doesn’t make you anything. You’re just a little slut.”
Chapter 3
Alex slapped Keith. “You shut up. If Brett heard you talking like that, he’d—”
”He’d what?”
She scoffed. Keith knew damn well what Brett would do. He’d kick Keith’s ass. Brett had done it before when guys were mean to her or came onto her or in any way showed disrespect. “He’d beat you.”
Keith chuckled, but took a step back. “Whatever. You just better not screw this up. Or Brett will beat you, not me.”
“I’m not screwing anything up.” And she didn’t believe for a second that Brett would beat her.
“See that you don’t.” He loped back into the building.
Alex got into her car and left. It wasn’t bad enough she’d looked like a naive little fool in front of Chris. The Roanoke Alpha was right about one thing. She’d love to be in a different pack from Keith, and never have to deal with him again. Unfortunately, Brett liked him. She couldn’t figure out why.
When she got back to the house, Brett had gone out. He’d left a note telling her not to wait up. So she watched a little television, still hoping he might come home then went to bed. In the middle of the night, he woke her up to make love to her before they fell asleep in each other’s arms.
*
Ben met Liam at a quirky restaurant called The Weeping Widow for lunch the next day. The restaurant harkened back to colonial times, both inside and out, starting with its name and ending with its wood timbers and dark interior.
Liam looked like he always did—squared away. Ben felt like a mess next to him then realized the mess was all inside his head. Outside, he looked just as fit, trim and clean-cut as Liam. Too bad it wasn’t as easy to clean up his insides.
After they'd ordered, Liam took a swig of his beer and said, “So you want to join Stonewall?”
Ben fiddled with his fork. “Maybe. I went to the bar last night after I got in, and I met a guy named Chris Byers.”
“Yeah, Chris. Good guy. He's the Alpha of Roanoke pack.”
“Yep, that's what he said.” Ben didn't want to insult Liam but he had to let him know what he was thinking. “He said there are some problems in Stonewall. The old Alpha left a mess.”
Liam leaned forward. “True enough. Jake's doing a great job. But the old Alpha ran off all the strong wolves and now most of the pack members are submissives.” He clapped Ben on the back. “That's why we need alphas like you to join.”
Ben didn't say anything at first, just flipped his fork over and over with his fingers. “I'm just not sure I can go into a pack like that.”
Liam stilled. Ben could feel his friend's gaze on him.
“Is this about the shit that went down with your father's pack?”
Not many people knew about Ben's past. Liam did. “Yeah.”
“Stonewall's not like that. Jake's the strongest Alpha I've ever seen. And he's a good leader.”
Ben laid the fork on the table. “But the pack's not strong. If a group came in to take over, Jake couldn't fight them all by himself.” That's what had happened with his parent's pack. A group had come in, overwhelmed them, killed his father. Destroyed his life. And his parent’s pack hadn’t been weak.
Liam peeled at the label on his beer bottle. “You're thinking Roanoke is stronger overall. That it'll be safer.”
“Yeah.”
“We need guys like you,” Liam said.
“It's just…I'm tired.” It sucked to have to admit that. To say straight out, I'm used up at twenty-six. I've got nothing left. And it rankled. He might be tired, but he was still an alpha. His wolf didn't want to show weakness, even to someone as close to him as Liam.
Liam finished peeling off the beer bottle label, leaving it perfectly intact. “I hear you. You might be right. Roanoke would be more restful than Stonewall.”
When Liam said that, Ben realized he'd made his decision. Hell, he'd made it the night before, talking to that behemoth of an Alpha. Just sitting next to Chris, he'd felt safe in a way he hadn't in years. He needed that. Even more than he needed to be with his friend Liam. “I'm sorry.”
“Don't be.” Liam clapped him on the back. “We'll get together often. One of the great things about Marysburg is the large neutral territory. And since Chris and Jake are friends, the packs mingle on a regular basis.”
Ben smiled to keep up Liam's pretense. They both knew seeing one another once in a while couldn't compare to the closeness of being in the same pack. But at least Liam didn't seem mad.
A calm feeling settled over Ben. He’d talk to Chris tonight. Hell, he’d pledge himself tonight if Chris let him. And then he’d be home.
*
That night, Alex walked into the bar a few minutes before nine. A Friday night, the place was just as crammed as the night before. Most of the people she passed smelled like pack—both Roanoke and Stonewall.
She found Chris at nearly the same spot he’d been at the night before. This time, a big dark-haired guy sat next to him. Someone from Stonewall pack.
When Chris saw her, he pulled a stool in between them and patted the seat. “Good to see you again.”
She climbed up. “Same here.”
Chris motioned toward the other man. “This is Jake, the Stonewall pack Alpha.”
Shit. He was trying to pawn her off on this other guy. Brett would be so pissed if she didn’t manage to get into Roanoke. Still, she had to play along. “Nice to meet you.” They shook hands.
“I hear you’re looking for a new pack,” Jake said.
“Yeah,” she said. “I heard good things about Marysburg.” She almost said ‘Roanoke’ but it wouldn’t do to insult the Stonewall Alpha. Especially when Chris was the one who brought him here.
“It’s a good little town,” Jake said. “We could use more wolves in Stonewall. But I hear you’re set on Roanoke.”
Crap on a stick. What was she supposed to say? She wanted to be with Keith even though she’d already admitted she thought he was an ass? She’d been prepared to talk to Chris, not Jake. “Don’t you already have a lot of females at Stonewall?” She was grasping at straws.
“No more than at Roanoke,” Chris said. “Females are always prized.”
She met Chris’ eyes. “If we’re prized then why don’t you want me?”
Something flashed across his face, an expression of naked lust followed immediately by disgust.
She really should have thought about how that sounded before she’d said it. “I don’t mean want me want me, I mean…you know. In your pack.” And what was that disgust about? She was decent looking. Maybe not petite and pedicured like Chris’ girlfriend, but not that bad.
Chris seemed to stumble over his words for a second then he spit out, “Pack politics.”
No, no, no. Brett would kill her if she couldn’t get in.
A loud crash split through the voices and music. Everyone quieted as heads turned to look. Two wolves grappled with each other in the middle of tables rapidly being abandoned.
“Shit. Not again,” Chris said. He stood and pushed through the crowd to get to the wolves. Jake followed right behind him.
Alex stayed where she was, but craned her neck to see what was happening. Mad Dog was fighting again. Why the hell couldn’t he keep himself together? What an idiot.
Chris yanked Mad Dog away from the other wolf, who stumbled into Jake. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Chris growled. He continued to hold onto Mad Dog.
“He challenged me,” Mad Dog said.
Kevin—the same wolf from the other night—shivered next to Jake, holding his arm.
Alex started to get a bad feeling. If Mad Dog got kicked out, Brett would be so mad.
“Is that true?” Jake said to Kevin.
Eyes wide, Kevin said, “No. I was just sitting with some friends and he came and grabbed me.”
“I saw the way you looked at me,” Mad Dog said.
Chris fought the urge to shake him. “A look is not a challenge.”
“Of course it is,” Mad Dog said.
Chris’ voice dropped. “What did I say last night?”
“You said no fighting unless we’re challenged. He challenged me.”
“I said no fighting with Stonewall. He’s in Stonewall.” Chris released Mad Dog, pushing him forward. “You’re out.”
Shit. Brett wouldn’t be happy at all.
Mad Dog turned on him. “What? You can’t kick me out.”
“Of course I can. Pack your things. You have to be out of our territory by dawn.”
“It’s not that easy,” Mad Dog said. “I demand a trial.”
“Have you been a Loner your whole life?” Jake said. “Because it is that easy. The Alpha says you’re out, you’re out. Done.”
And now it was even more important that she manage to get in.
Mad Dog stalked out of the bar shooting angry glances at Chris. After they’d gotten Kevin back to his table, Chris and Jake returned to sit next to Alex.
“Where were we?” Jake said.
Alex licked her lips as she turned toward Chris. “I was thinking. Maybe we could have a trial period or something. Or we could just wait a while longer while you get to know me. Please.”
“I still don’t understand why you want Roanoke so much more than Stonewall,” Jake said. “I’ve got a good pack.”
She had to play the Keith card. “I don’t know anyone in your pack. At least in Roanoke, I know Keith.”
“Who you don’t like,” Chris said.
“He’s a known evil,” Alex said.
Jake’s eyebrows rose. “That’s an interesting way to put it.”
She could feel her face getting hot. She didn’t know what to say. How could she convince them? And why hadn’t Brett prepared her? He’d said it would be easy. So easy, for a female to join a pack. This wasn’t easy at all.
The silence between them strung out until it was a tight wire ready to snap.
“I’ve never done a trial period,” Chris said. “I’m not even sure how to do that.”
“Forget the trial period,” Jake said. “Have her come back here every night for a few weeks, and see how she fits in. At the end, you can decide. And for that matter, she can decide. Maybe she’ll like Stonewall best by then.” His smile looked wolfish.
“That works for me,” Chris said. “What do you think?”
She thought Brett wasn’t going to like the plan one bit. But she also didn’t think she was going to get a better offer. “Yeah, that sounds good. I can do that.”
Chris stuck out his hand, and she shook it. “It’s a deal. You want to start tonight?”
“Tomorrow night,” she said. “I have some stuff to do tonight.”
“All right, then. See you tomorrow night.”
As she left them, Jake said to Chris, “So, where’s the other one?”
Alex continued walking. What other one? Must be unrelated. Brett had carefully timed everything so they wouldn’t join too close together.
Alex left the bar and headed for her car. She had almost reached the parking lot when she spotted a wolf coming toward her. It was the guy from the night before, the one who had looked at her like he was going to eat her up. The same way he was looking at her now.
He veered and stopped in front of her. “Hey. I’m Ben.”
He was hot. If she weren’t madly in love with Brett, she’d definitely have been interested. But as it was, she needed to let this guy down easy. Really easy, in case he was one of the Roanoke pack members she needed to kiss up to. Although, he didn’t smell like pack.
“Alex,” she said.
He smiled and stuck his hand out, his gaze roaming over her face. “Nice to meet you, Alex.”
She took his hand, intending to shake, but instead he held her hand firmly and stepped forward.
“You don’t smell like pack,” he said.
“You, either.”
He was still holding her hand. “I’m in the process of joining. But you—”
”Me, too. I’m joining.” She tried to tug her hand away but he wouldn’t let go.
“Oh, yeah? Stonewall or Roanoke?” He leaned even closer. “Your answer might influence my own decision.”
“You’re really too much.” The words slipped out before she could censor them. Worse, she found herself smiling. What a flirt he was.
“Too much what?” He brought his other hand up and closed her hand in both of his. “I’m trying to make a good impression. Is it working?”
She laughed again. She shouldn’t be laughing. “Yeah, it’s working.” Then, almost to remind herself, she said, “But I gotta go.”
“So soon? Why don’t we go inside and get to know each other better?” He still held onto her hand, his thumb gently rubbing her skin.
She tingled where their flesh touched, tingled in a way she never had with Brett. She jerked her hand away. “Sorry. I’ve really gotta go.” She stepped around him and headed for her car.
“Maybe tomorrow night,” he said. “Definitely someday soon.”
She could feel his gaze on her all the way into the parking lot, and she’d swear he watched her car until she turned out of sight, but when she looked in her rearview, the sidewalk was empty.
*
Ben stood in the shadows watching until Alex turned the corner and he couldn’t see her car anymore. What a woman. He’d lied, though. Even if she’d said she was joining Stonewall and not Roanoke, it wouldn’t change his mind.
He headed into the bar and found Chris sitting with another big wolf, both of them nursing beers. When he saw Ben, Chris smiled warmly and slapped the seat of a barstool that sat between them.
“This is Jake,” Chris said, motioning toward the other man. “Alpha of Stonewall pack.”
“Liam’s brother-in-law.” Ben stuck out his hand and Jake shook it. “Nice to meet you.”
“Liam said you might want to join Stonewall,” Jake said. “But Chris is saying different.”
Chapter 4
And again, Ben had to explain. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that,” he said. “Liam and I talked this afternoon. I just need a more stable pack right now.” As he said it, that feeling crept over him again, like as long as he sat next to Chris, everything would be all right. If anything, it felt stronger now that he recognized it.
“Is there anything I can do to change your mind?” Jake said.
“Sorry,” Ben said.
“You’ve decided,” Chris said.
“Yeah. While Liam and I were talking today, I made my decision.”
Chris sat silently for a minute or two. “I just had someone else ask to join my pack. I’m making her undergo a trial period. I should probably do the same with you.”
Ben swallowed. He’d thought all he had to do was let Chris know he wanted in. Had he done something wrong? “Is that how you usually do things?” He tried to keep his voice level, professional.
Chris’ face tightened. He looked at his hands. “Not usually. But things are a little unusual at the moment. It’s nothing to do with you.”
Hopefully he meant that. The thought of Chris doubting him made his stomach twist. Which was kind of ridiculous. He’d only just met the guy. He just needed to play it cool and everything would work out in the end. “Okay. So how does it work?”
Chris outlined everything—the two weeks, coming to the bar each night, and so on.
When Chris finished, Jake said, “At the end if you decide you want to join Stonewall instead, that’s still an option.”
A look flashed across Chris’ face, something almost feral. Ben blinked and it was gone.
“Thanks,” Ben said. But he wouldn’t be joining Stonewall. Just two more weeks then he could stop feeling adrift.
*
After Chris had told Ben about the trial period, Ben hung out with Chris and Jake for a while. Chris really liked Ben. He hoped he’d end up joining Roanoke. He’d wanted to let him in immediately, but Jake had convinced him it would look bad to the pack if he made a prized female go through a trial period while letting Ben in as normal.
Eventually, Ben wandered off to sit with some of the wolves he’d met the night before. Chris and Jake took their beers and claimed a booth far in the back. With the loud music and other ambient noise, if they kept their voices down, they shouldn’t be overheard.
“I agree with what you said. Ben seems all right,” Jake said. “Alex, not so much.”
“Which is why I don’t want to just start kicking wolves out of the pack. Some of them are okay. I’m just not sure which ones.” Chris fiddled with his nearly empty beer bottle. “If Alex is one of them, then Keith definitely is.”
“So you can kick him out.”
“Or question him.” Questioning him could be fun. Especially if Keith resisted. “He’s an ass. I’d have a much easier time questioning him than Alex.”
“Not surprising.” Jake smirked.
“Oh? Because you think I can’t rough up a female?”
“No. Because I saw the way you looked at her.” Jake leaned forward. “If Dana sees you looking at Alex like that, she’ll be pissed.”
“She already is.”
Jake laughed. “Caught you, huh?”
“Caught me being an old lech. Alex is jailbait.”
“She’s nineteen. That ain’t jailbait. That’s fair game.” Jake sat back, his arm thrown over the top of the booth. “Just sayin’.”
Jake could talk. He had his mates. And neither of them was under twenty. “So, Keith,” Chris said. “Of course, if I question Keith and he really is part of this group, then it’ll clue them in that I’m onto them.”
“Maybe calling a meeting would work better.”
“A meeting for what?”
“A pack meeting. Get everyone together.”
“Yeah, but what will the meeting be about? I don’t usually call meetings to say ‘hey, how’s it going’ so if I do now, that’ll look suspicious.”
A waitress came by and both Jake and Chris ordered another beer. They didn’t speak again until she’d gone.
“Maybe not a meeting,” Chris said. “Maybe a party. We haven’t had one in a while. And we’ve got all these new members and two new babies. Lots to celebrate.”
Jake nodded in agreement. “That works. And at a party, everyone will have their guard down, unlike at a special meeting.”
“Yeah. And we can have it here, so I can include Alex and Ben. Maybe just observing Alex and Keith will show me who’s with them.”
“You can also have spies. Get some of your most trusted wolves to wander through the crowd, listening in on the new ones. They might hear something.”
“That’s good.” Chris smiled. “This could work.”
“Damn right it could.” Jake’s smile quickly turned feral. “Then you can run the bastards out of town.”
*
After getting home from the bar, Alex parked in the driveway of the house Brett had rented for their group. She hoped he wasn’t home. She didn’t see his car, but it could be sitting in the garage. She took her time going inside.
As soon as the door shut behind her, Brett called from the kitchen. “Who’s there?”
Damn it. “It’s me.”
He walked out into the foyer. “What’re you doing back so early?”
“Let’s go in the kitchen and I’ll tell you.” She dropped her purse on the floor and kicked off her shoes next to it.
“Why don’t you tell me now? You should be pledging yourself to Chris. What are you doing here?”
Lately her relationship with Brett had been a lot like dating good cop/bad cop. Or Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. She steeled herself for a session of “bad Brett.” “I think he’s getting wary. He told me he’s had too many wolves join lately. He even brought the Stonewall Alpha over to try to convince me to join Stonewall instead.”
“You failed?” Brett stepped closer, his arms swinging wide. “You’re a female. How on earth could you screw this up?”
She worked to keep from taking a step backward. Sometimes she couldn’t believe this was the same sweet man she’d fallen in love with. “I didn’t fail, exactly. He said he wanted me to do a trial period. To go to the bar every night for a couple of weeks so I could get to know wolves from both of the packs, and so he could get to know me. Then I can join at the end of it.”
“I’ve never heard of such a thing. You must’ve tipped him off somehow.”
“Me? You’re the one who thinks we need to join all incognito like this. Why not just tell him we’re a group of lone wolves who want to join his pack? Why not join all at once?”
He took a step toward her. “Don’t you question me. I know what I’m doing.”
God, he could be a jerk sometimes. Why did she even stay with him? Because half the time he was still the man she’d fallen in love with. “I just don’t get it.”
“You don’t need to get it. You need to obey.”
And half the time, he wasn’t. She fell silent. Brett hadn’t been like this when they’d first fallen in love. He’d been so gentle and sweet she couldn’t resist him. Once she’d left her parent’s pack, he’d started to let his temper show. And it didn’t matter that she told him she didn’t like it or that she asked him to go back to how he used to be. He acted how he wanted to act.
“Is that what you wore?” he said.
Alex looked down at her clothes—a pair of low-rider jeans, a snug but not-too-tight black t-shirt with a wolf howling at the moon on the front, and her favorite pair of boots. “Yeah.”
“It’s not sexy enough. No wonder he didn’t let you in. He has to look at you and think sex. He has to wonder how fast he can get you on your back. When you go tomorrow night, I want you in a tight mini-skirt and a tank top that shows off your boobs.”
At his words, she pictured herself in bed with Chris, all his strength surrounding her. He’d be gentle. Gentle and strong. And he wouldn’t change once she got to know him. She remembered that flash of lust in Chris’ eyes and knew that she didn’t need to dress like a skank to catch his interest.
She shouldn’t be thinking like this. She was Brett’s. “Not every man finds the ‘ho look attractive,” she said.
Brett took two more steps so he towered over her. “You’re questioning me again. Just shut up and do what I say.”
Alex knew when to stop. She’d learned it the hard way, when her mouth had gotten the better of her and he’d smacked her across the face. He’d been really sweet afterward, really sorry, but she hadn’t forgotten the lesson.
So she kept her mouth shut and nodded.
“Good girl.” He stroked her hair. His hand trailed around her neck and down her chest to massage one of her breasts. “Let’s go upstairs.”
For the first time ever, she didn’t feel like sleeping with him. And she wasn’t sure how to say no. Maybe she could tell him she had a headache?
Brett’s phone rang. He pulled it out with his free hand, still playing with her breast. “Brett.”
Alex could hear the voice on the other end. It was Mad Dog. His real name was Maddox. She figured he was telling Brett the bad news about getting kicked out of the pack. Just her good luck to be here when he found out. When Brett’s hand fell from her chest and he stepped away, she took the opportunity to grab her purse and shoes and leave.
Brett would be pissed, but she just couldn’t deal with him right then. She’d sleep in her car if she had to.
Not too far away from their house was a park that bordered on Stonewall territory. Alex went there sometimes to get away, and it seemed like the perfect place just now. She parked her car and walked into the park until she found some picnic benches. She lay down on one of the tabletops and watched the clouds crawl across the stars.
Her phone rang. Probably Brett. She ignored the first ring or two then curiosity got the better of her so she pulled it out of her purse to look at the display. Not Brett. Some unknown number. She took the call.
“Hi, Alex?” a woman’s voice said. “I’m Dana Ryan from Roanoke pack. You probably saw me at the bar with Chris.” When Alex didn’t answer right away, Dana said, “Kissing him. I’m his girlfriend.”
“Um, sure.” She didn’t remember the woman at all. It also felt wrong to think of Chris with a girlfriend.
“We’re having a party at the bar tomorrow night to celebrate some recent happy events, and Chris wanted to make sure you’d show up. Seven o’clock?” Her voice sounded clipped and professional. And perhaps a little cold.
“Yeah, I can be there at seven.”
“Good. Don’t be late.” The woman hung up.
Odd. She was going to go to the bar tomorrow night anyway; Chris knew that. Guess he wanted to make sure she got there on time.
She dropped the phone back in her purse and went back to watching the stars.
*
Chris sat at his usual spot at the bar the next night as his wolves arrived, one after another. Dana had done a fabulous job at getting the word out. Not that their party was any big shindig, but it had taken some planning nonetheless. And she’d managed it in less than twenty-four hours.
She excelled at that sort of thing. He knew she saw herself as the future Alpha Female of the pack. Because of that, he’d been trying to let her know that what was between them was little more than friends with benefits. She never heard him, though. And it was partly his fault, for letting her take care of things like this party, which made her feel like they were all bonded. But she was just so good at it.
Chris had originally planned to arrange for the bar to be closed except for his pack. Mike, the bar owner, was a friend and Chris thought he could convince him. But Jake talked Chris into letting some of his pack mingle in the party. So Jake, his mates, and most of his sister and brother-in-laws now wandered through the growing crowd. Add to that Chris’ most trusted wolves and that made quite a number who were watching and listening. Hopefully something would turn up.
Chris himself was useless. He could play host, but that was about it. The new wolves would be on their guards whenever Chris stood nearby. He had to trust his wolves and his friends to have his back.
When Alex showed up, Chris tried not to stare. She wore a slinky black dress and had bright red lipstick on those kissable lips. She totally outclassed the place. As she wandered the room, a group of wolves made room for her to sit. Chris wished he didn’t feel threatened when one of the males put his arm around her shoulders. But he did.
Dana stepped up beside him and put her hand low on his back.
“You out did yourself,” he said. “Thanks.”
She preened. “You know you can count on me.”
Snagging her around the waist, Chris planted a kiss on her cheek. She deserved the thanks. “I sure can.”
Dana slipped her arms around his neck. “On my cheek? You can do better than that.” She kissed him, long, slow, deep.
Problem was, he didn’t feel like taking it any further. Not anymore. He had a feeling they were headed for a break-up. And this time it’d be permanent.
“Later,” she said. “When the party’s over.” She must have totally misread the look on his face. With one last kiss, she sashayed away to join a group of wolves choosing tunes on the jukebox.
He could always count on her for something like this—planning this party last-minute. And yet, he hadn’t trusted her enough to ask her to help with spying on the new members. He’d told himself it was because they’d assume she would tell him anything she overheard and would be as on guard with her as with him. But that wasn’t it. Deep down, he didn’t really think she had his back. Not unless there was something in it for her.
Chris needed to mingle. But first, he’d order one more beer.
*
Ben was late. He’d spent the day job hunting then joined a local gym some of the other wolves had recommended. He hadn’t had a good workout in a couple of weeks, what with leaving the Army and coming to Marysburg, so he decided to work out right then. And then he’d had to find dinner. Just as he was finishing up, he realized it was already eight o’clock. The woman, Dana, had said to be there at seven.
He raced back to his room, quickly changed his clothes, thankful that he’d showered after his workout, and walked the few blocks to the bar.
Even from outside, he could tell the place was packed from the noise. Talking, laughter, music. He pushed open the door.
All of a sudden, Ben smelled the most amazing smell, like sex and chocolate and first-thing-in-the-morning coffee, only better. He’d heard about this. There was only one thing it could be.
He’d found his mates.
Chapter 5
Ben’s gaze swung to the bar as though pulled there. Chris sat on a stool, eyes wide, staring at him. No wonder Ben had felt comfortable talking with Chris. His mate. His fricking mate.
Chris looked at Dana and said something to her. As far away as he was, Ben could only imagine what he was saying.
She looked confused.
As Chris stood, he shook his head, still speaking. Then he left Dana behind and plowed his way through the packed room to get to Ben.
They clasped arms, holding onto each other at the elbows and staring into each other’s eyes. The smell was so much stronger now. Ben had no doubt. He’d spend the rest of his life with this man.
And with their female.
“Where is she?” Ben said. He swung to look at the room, one hand still gripping Chris’ arm. All he saw was wolves, wall-to-wall.
“There couldn’t be a worse situation to try and find somebody,” Chris said.
“We just need to follow our noses.” Ben stepped forward, pushing through a group of people to get to the other side, and Chris followed him. Excitement jumped in Ben’s stomach.
The scent grew. Ahead of them, someone was pushing through the crowd, coming in their direction. Someone else stepped aside, and a body ran into Ben. It was her.
Alex.
The air left his lungs. She was so beautiful. Everything he’d ever wanted. He reached for her.
Alex’s eyes were wide. “No,” she said. “No, this isn’t happening.” She dove into the crowd toward the door.
Ben reached after her but came up with air. “What the hell?” He headed into the crowd behind her, Chris on his heels.
They were still a good ten feet away when the door opened and Alex bolted out. Ben growled, pushing people out of the way, but another minute passed before they got to the door themselves.
Then they were on the street. Her curvy figure disappeared from the sidewalk into the parking lot. Ben and Chris sprinted to catch up. They caught her fumbling with her keys, trying to get her car door open.
“What’s going on?” Chris said.
Ben took the keys from her, to stop her. “Why are you running away?”
Alex took a step back from them. “This can’t be happening.”
“But it is,” Chris said.
“No. No, it can’t be happening. I’m in love with somebody else.”
Ben felt his heart clenching in his chest. She couldn’t have just said what she’d said.
*
Alex grabbed her keys from Ben. She felt torn in two, and couldn’t think straight. Every instinct in her body screamed at her to go to these two men, to go with them, to rip the clothes off their bodies and ravish them. But Brett…she couldn’t just let go of him. She had to fight this. “This isn’t happening. I love him. You understand? He’s my mate.” She’d thought saying the words would remind her but they didn’t change a thing. She wanted Chris and Ben. But she couldn’t go there.
Ben growled, his eyes flashing yellow. “He’s not. We are.”
“No,” she said. But despite her words, she wanted to wrap herself around him and kiss away his anger. How could she feel like this? What kind of person was she that she could want them so much when she was with Brett?
Chris stepped closer to her. His fingers slid down the side of her cheek. “You’re ours, now. I’ve seen how bad things get when mates can’t accept that they’re meant to be together. Don’t do that to us. It’ll hurt all three of us.”
A tear rolled down her cheek. She felt so torn. She didn’t even know if she was crying because of Brett or because she wanted Chris and Ben so badly and wouldn’t let herself go to them. “But I love Brett.”
“Stop saying that.” Ben’s voice had taken on the low rumble of a wolf about to change.
Rather than feeling scared by his reaction, in a crazy backwards way it turned her on even more. Which made her feel even more guilty.
Chris gripped Ben’s neck. “Hold it together. We’ll be all right.”
Ben’s bones began to pop with the change. “She’s our mate. I’ll kill him.”
Alex couldn’t take any more. She had to get away. She had to figure out what the hell was going on. Ben stood close enough to the door that she couldn’t get inside, so she pushed him back, catching him off-guard. He stumbled a few steps, taking Chris with him. While they righted themselves, she got the car door open and got inside.
Ben slammed the palm of his hand against the door frame. “No!”
She turned on the car. “I’m sorry,” she said, but she felt sure he didn’t hear her. Her heart broke as she peeled out of the parking space. They had to jump to get out of the way.
As she drove, every muscle in her body screamed at her to turn around and go to them. How, how could she leave them behind?
*
Ben ran after her car for a few steps then stopped. He watched until she turned a corner and disappeared from sight. A sick feeling of wrongness crept over him, chilling his skin from the inside. All of his anger fell away. He just felt empty. So empty.
Chris pulled Ben into a hug.
“She’s ours,” Ben said. He didn’t move, didn’t even return Chris’ hug. “Ours.”
Chris rubbed Ben’s back. “I know. We’ll get her. Just not tonight.”
*
His mate loved someone else. Chris couldn’t believe it.
She should’ve known better. Women almost always found their mates. There were too few of them not to. To fall in love with someone else before she found her mates was sheer stupidity.
And why hadn’t she mentioned this guy when she approached Chris about joining the pack? Hell, why hadn’t he been with her?
Chris held onto Ben and fought the urge to run after Alex, the same urge Ben was no doubt fighting. “We’ll get her,” he said again.
Ben rested his head on Chris’ shoulder, his face turned toward Chris’ neck. “How can I feel so shitty and so horny at the same time?”
Chris gave a short laugh. That was exactly how he felt. “Let’s go someplace.”
“Yeah.”
Technically, Chris couldn't take Ben back to his place. Ben was still in his so-called trial period which meant he couldn't go onto pack territory. Not that the trial period mattered anymore. No way would Chris let either of them join some other pack.
While it would be easy enough for Ben to pledge fealty then and there, Chris didn't think the time was right. Ben was too distracted. And Chris wanted to do it in front of the pack, so everyone knew this strong wolf stood beside him. But not tonight.
Which meant they'd have to go to Ben's hotel. Chris had no idea where Ben had been staying. He put his hand on the back of Chris' neck and gently pulled his head back so he could look in his eyes. “Where's your hotel?”
“The Bluebell,” Ben murmured. He looked shell-shocked.
Chris tugged him toward his car. He should probably be just as rocked as Ben seemed to be. But he was pack Alpha. That meant he'd had a lot of time to learn to compartmentalize. If he thought about what had just happened, he'd start screaming. Or he'd tear the city apart trying to find Alex. Or he'd kill the loser she thought she loved. So he didn't think about it. Needing to take care of Ben helped.
He opened his side door and Ben got inside. Then Chris circled the car to get in the driver's seat. It took little more than three minutes to get to the Bluebell; they could have walked. Chris parked in the lot and turned to Ben. “Keys?”
“Got 'em.” Ben pressed his lips together in a sad attempt of a smile. “Room twelve.”
A few minutes later, they entered the room. Ben pushed the door closed and dropped the keys on the dresser. He still looked listless and distracted.
Chris took Ben's face in his hands, his fingers brushing the soft hairs of his buzz cut. “We'll get her back.”
“I know.” Ben wouldn't look him in the eye.
“She's so young. She didn't know what she was doing. But we'll show her. It'll be okay.” Chris leaned forward and pressed his lips against Ben's.
He'd never kissed another man before. He'd never imagined it could feel so right.
All of a sudden, Ben gripped him around the waist, pulling him closer. Their heights were about the same which made it easy to kiss. Ben’s hands dug into his back, his strong arms holding Chris tighter than any girlfriend ever had. He loved it.
Chris gave back as good as he got. He didn’t feel like he had to be gentle with Ben. His hands roamed over Ben’s body in rough strokes and squeezes. Ben did the same to him. Chris’ cock grew even harder.
Ben pulled Chris backward and after a couple of steps, they fell onto the bed, Ben yanking Chris on top of him. Looked like his mate wanted to be the alpha in the bedroom. Chris was used to being in charge everywhere, especially in bed, but this felt different. He realized he finally felt like he could relax. Without any evidence at all, he knew Ben would always stand by him.
But for now, Chris was on top. He pinned Ben’s wrists over his head before Ben could react. Then Chris ground his pelvis against Ben’s.
Ben struggled for a second, trying to free his wrists, but he didn’t try very hard. Instead, he pushed his hips up against Chris. The sensation of their dicks rubbing over each other nearly made Chris come.
Chris captured Ben’s mouth in a rough kiss. Ben moaned, a rumbling growl of pleasure. With a quick move, he twisted one way then rolled them the other way, so Ben ended up on top, his wrists loose.
“Mine,” Ben said. One hand gripped Chris around the cheek, holding him in place for a kiss. Ben shoved the other hand between them to grip Chris’ aching cock.
Chris fought not to come. He brushed his teeth over Ben’s throat, but hesitated. Should they mark each other with Alex not there? It felt wrong.
So he pushed at Ben’s shoulder instead. “Clothes.”
Ben stood, pulling Chris to his feet. They ripped at their clothes, shirts and jeans and socks strewn every which way. When the last piece of clothing had been removed, Ben advanced on him, pushing him back onto the bed. This time, when he lay down, he lay down to Chris’ side, so they faced each other.
“This all feels good,” Ben said. “But I’m not quite sure…” His gaze skittered down Chris’ body.
“This is my first time, too. I figure we just keep doing what feels good.” Chris rubbed Ben’s arm. “About marking each other—I was thinking we might wait for Alex.”
Ben slid his hand over Chris’ hip. “Yeah, that sounds right. She should be with us.”
“She will be.”
“I know. Nothing will be able to stop the two of us when we’re working together. Not even Alex.”
Pride bloomed in Chris’ chest. This was his mate. “Exactly.” Chris grabbed Ben by the back of his neck and pulled him in for a long, deep kiss.
Ben’s hand slipped to the front of Chris’ hip, then gripped Chris’ cock once more. He moved his body back enough so he could stroke Chris’ cock.
Chris kissed Ben even deeper. He felt an overwhelming urge to bite, to mark Ben as his, but held back. Instead, he took hold of Ben’s cock and mimicked his actions until they stroked each other in time.
Chris felt himself getting closer and closer. He pulled back enough to say, “Gonna come soon.”
“Me too.” Ben leaned closer and resumed their kiss.
Chris’ body tightened, every muscle on edge. He felt the tension rising in Ben at the same time, rising tighter and tighter then Chris slipped over into an explosive orgasm, coming harder than ever before.
He felt Ben’s cock jerking in his hand and the slight moisture against his abdomen.
They touched foreheads, both breathing heavy.
“Amazing,” Chris said.
“Fucking amazing. Let’s do that again soon.”
*
This couldn’t be happening.
Alex drove far too fast through the sleepy streets of Marysburg, not even sure where she was going. Just away. Away from those two men who threatened everything she wanted. Away from the overwhelming desire to stay with them forever.
She reached her house before she realized that was exactly what she needed. She’d tell Brett. Brett would know what to do. He’d tell her what to do and then everything would be all right.
But Brett wasn’t there. The house sat empty, echoing the feeling in her body. Empty, without Brett. Empty, without her mates.
What was she supposed to do?
Even now, the need for her mates gripped her, tighter and tighter. She wanted to go to them almost as badly as she wanted to stay away.
She went straight to her room then stood in front of her mirror, looking into her own eyes.
Mates? She had always figured she could never feel more for someone than what she felt for Brett. How could she love anyone more? How could she want them more?
But she did. And she didn’t want to. If she loved Brett, what kind of horrible person was she, to feel such feelings for two men she barely knew?
It made sense, now. The way she’d felt about each of them from the beginning. Nature giving her a preview. But if she was destined to be with Ben and Chris, how could she feel this way about Brett?
This was all wrong.
She fell onto the bed, overwhelmed not just with the emotions running through her, but the desire. Her skin burned. Her pussy gushed. Her breasts ached. And Brett wasn’t here to soothe her.
She felt queasy at the idea of sleeping with Brett, but pushed that feeling down along with all the others. She would take care of herself.
Chapter 6
Alex’s hands moved over her body, rubbing. She peeled off her clothes and lay on top of the sheets, feeling bold just for being exposed to the empty room. Her nipples, almost sore, begged for attention, so she squeezed them and pulled on them until they were tight little buttons.
Her legs squeezed together, her hips writhing. What she wouldn’t give for a man…Ben, licking her nipples…Chris, kneeling between her legs to kiss her pussy.
Her eyes flew open. Brett. It was Brett she wanted. Not the other two.
As her eyes fluttered closed, her hand moved between her legs. She pretended the fingers against her clit were those of her lovers’. Chris, gently opening her pussy lips before brushing his tongue over her clit.
She wet her finger with her juices then slid it over her clit, over and over. No matter how much she pretended, it didn’t feel like Chris’ tongue or Ben’s fingers. It felt like her lonely hand.
Alex clenched her eyes closed. To hell with them. This was her orgasm.
She played with one breast while her hand continued to move over her pussy, teasing, torturing, building delicate pressure against her clit, on the top, on the sides, and deep inside.
She suddenly pictured Chris looming over her, his cock pushing into her. Her hips lifted as though welcoming him in, and she shattered.
*
In the middle of the night, Alex felt someone shaking her awake. She didn’t want to wake up. She had the feeling she’d remember something she didn’t want to know.
But the person persisted. “C’mon, baby. I wanna fuck.”
She opened her eyes to see Brett looming over her.
“‘Bout time.” He lay down on top of her and pressed his lips to hers.
Her stomach turned over, her throat clenching. She shoved him off of her and ran for the bathroom, barely reaching the toilet before she threw up.
“Fuck!” Brett screamed. He came over to stand in the doorway behind her. “Are you sick or something? Or did you eat something bad?”
Still leaning over the bowl, her eyes closed, she didn’t answer. She knew why she’d thrown up. And she suddenly knew he wouldn’t like it.
What would he do if he knew she had mates? Or that all it took to make her hurl was for him to touch her? That’s what happened when you mated. You couldn’t stand the touch of another.
He’d hate her. He loved sex. If she couldn’t give him sex…she couldn’t even finish the thought. She just knew she needed to keep this secret, at least long enough to figure out how to handle it.
“Sick,” she said. “Happened earlier tonight, too.” She stood and went to the sink to wash her mouth out.
“Is that why you left the party early? Keith said you suddenly freaked and ran out.”
“Yeah, that was why. After I puked, I came home.” The lie came so easily. Maybe because she knew the truth would go down so hard.
“He said you looked nice, though. Sexy. Good job.”
She couldn’t even enjoy his praise, because her stomach rolled when she even thought about looking at him.
“Well, if you’re sick, I guess you don’t want to fuck.”
“Yeah. Sorry.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow.” He walked out of her room.
What was she supposed to do now? She loved Brett. Didn’t she? Loved him, but couldn’t stand his touch. All the while craving two men she barely knew.
*
Ben woke, aware of someone else in his bed. By the time he opened his eyes, he remembered. Chris. Alex. The amazing night he’d had, and the despair that tinged it.
Chris lay facing him, still asleep. He looked angry, or frustrated, his brow drawn down so furrows emerged between his eyes.
He must be dreaming about Alex—and not in a good way. If there was one thing the morning had brought to Ben, it was a calmness. He had heard Chris the night before, even if it hadn’t seemed to get through. And Chris was right. They’d get her. They just had to be patient.
Ben put his thumb between Chris’ eyes to gently smooth out the worry. It seemed to work; Chris resettled his body, his face easing into a small smile.
Now he must be dreaming about Alex and Ben in a good way.
Ben crawled out of bed and hit the showers. Several minutes later, he pulled open the curtain to see Chris walking into the bathroom, buck naked.
Chris’ eyes traveled over Ben’s body appreciatively. “I didn’t get to take a good look last night.”
Ben felt a little weird standing on display; none of his girlfriends had ever wanted to look like this. But he couldn’t complain. He wanted to look just as bad.
It had been obvious, even with his clothes on, that Chris had muscles like nobody’s business. Naked and in the light, Ben could see every beautiful cut. Werewolves had muscles without trying, but they didn’t look like that. His pecs, his abs, his biceps. He must spend hours in the gym.
“Nice,” Chris said.
“What, me? Nah…” Ben pointed up and down Chris’ body. “That’s nice.”
“You like?” Chris got a glint in his eye. He lifted his arms into a stereotypical bodybuilder pose, showing off his guns. His fists twisted in then out.
Ben laughed. “Yeah, I like.” He stepped out of the bathtub. “How much time does it take to get muscles like that?”
The two men stepped up in front of the mirror. Chris grabbed Ben’s toothpaste and squeezed some onto his finger. “Not as much as you’d think.” He shoved his finger in his mouth and started vigorously brushing.
“Can you show me?” Ben said.
Chris smiled around his hand and nodded.
This is what he’d wanted. The sex was great, but more than that—he’d wanted a mate who’d be his best buddy. And maybe he’d gotten just that.
After Chris finished brushing his teeth, he said, “I have a meeting this morning. Pack business. I’d like you to be there.”
Ben continued to shave. “I’m not pack.”
“Yeah, I wanted to talk to you about that, too. The whole trial period is ridiculous at this point. You’re in.”
Ben grinned. “Is that what a night of awesome sex gets me?”
“Yep, that’s all it took.” Chris ran his hand up Ben’s back then gripped his shoulder. “And there’s nothing I’d like better than to jump back in bed with you.”
“But?”
“But, this meeting.” Chris then gave Ben the rundown on everything that had been going on, all the reasons he’d wanted that trial period in the first place. “I think Alex is in the middle of it. After last night, I’m positive. When she first approached me, she mentioned a guy…but she made it sound like they weren’t together anymore. She was lying. And I want to know why.”
“We need to find her. I just don’t know how.” Ben finished shaving and wiped the excess shaving cream off his face and neck.
“She knows Keith, one of my pack members. We might have to squeeze him, but he can tell us. After last night, I doubt she’ll come back to the bar on her own. Only problem is, I was hoping not to tip Keith off that we knew something was up.”
Ben met Chris’ gaze in the mirror. “So manipulate him. When she doesn’t show tonight, ask him where she is. Say she’s going to screw up her trial period if she doesn’t show. He’ll either get her down there or we’ll know he knows something’s going on and then we can squeeze him.”
Chris smiled, first one corner of his mouth then the other. “I like the way you think. Let’s do it.” He leaned in and kissed Ben, long and hard. By the time he pulled back, they were both breathing heavy. “Gotta get going.”
Ben groaned. All he wanted to do was go back to bed with Chris. “There should be some sort of dispensation for wolves who’ve just found their mates.”
“Usually, mates get a lot of leeway.” Chris leaned into him. “But you’re mated to the pack Alpha. No leeway there.”
He could live with that.
Half an hour later, clean and dressed, they arrived at the Weeping Widow. The hostess led them to a private room. Several Roanoke pack members Ben had met at the bar stood around the room, mixing with some new faces. As Chris had said, this wasn’t the whole pack, just his most trusted wolves and some allies from Stonewall pack.
Jake, the Stonewall Alpha, came up to them as soon as they entered the room. His eyes slid over Ben, but he spoke to Chris. “You left in a hurry last night.”
Chris rested his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “I found my mates.”
A smile dawning on his face, Jake looked from Chris to Ben and back again. “Oh, yeah? Congratulations. Who’s your female?”
The hand on his shoulder tightened. “That’s a problem,” Chris said.
“It’s Alex.” Ben didn’t see any point in beating around the bush. Chris had already told him Jake knew everything.
Jake’s smile fell away. “Shit.”
“Yeah,” Chris said. “Well. We should probably get this started.”
A few minutes later, Chris and Ben still stood near the doors, but everyone else had settled around the long tables in the center of the room.
“You still want to join, right?” Chris said softly to Ben.
“Of course.”
“Ready to do it now?”
Their eyes met. Ah, his pack Alpha had planned this. He could have pledged fealty at any time, but he’d waited until they were in front of all these people. He’d have to remember his mate knew how to be a political animal. “Of course.”
Chris turned to face him. “Kneel.”
Everyone in the room watched as Ben lowered himself to both knees. He’d seen wolves pledge themselves to his father as he grew up, but had never done it himself. Luckily for him, as with all things wolf, the procedure was quick and straightforward.
“I pledge fealty to you,” Ben said.
Chris placed his hand on Ben’s head. “I accept your fealty.”
Ben felt a calm settle over him, like he’d been waiting his whole life for this moment. He belonged again. Belonged to this big, strong man who would never let the bad guys win.
Chris helped him up and they took their seats at the table.
“For those of you who are wondering,” Chris said, “Ben is my mate. We found out last night. We can trust him.”
“You’re sure he’s not in on it?” asked a wolf Ben didn’t recognize.
“I’m sure.” Chris leaned forward on his elbows. “So, anyone hear anything last night?”
Matt, Chris’ third, spoke up. “I heard rumblings. Only among the new wolves. It sounded to me like they were trying to stir up discontent.”
“They say why?” Chris said.
“Nothing outright,” Matt said. “Just a lot of little digs at you, a few at Nick and me. Little complaints and vague references to bad Alphas and needing new blood.”
“That’s about what I heard, too.” Nick was Chris’ second. Ben had met him two nights before. “A lot of whining. All coming from the new wolves.”
“Anyone hear any specifics? Plans?” No one replied. “What about anything proving a conspiracy?” Again, nothing. Chris sat back.
“You could kick out all the new wolves,” Jake said. “Just don’t send them my way.”
A low rumble of laughter spread across the table.
“And what if I kick out a few legitimate wolves with them?”
“It’s better than having an uprising,” Ben said. He knew that first-hand. Probably better than anyone else at the table.
“What we need is someone on the inside of this little group of conspirators,” Nick said. “Assuming there is one. Someone who can tell us who’s in on it.”
Chris cocked his head and looked at Ben. As their eyes met, Ben knew exactly what he was thinking. They needed Alex. And they needed her on their side.
Easier said than done.
They’d be lucky if they could pry her loose from the asshole she thought she loved. Ben didn’t believe for a minute she really loved him. How could she? She belonged to Chris and Ben. But even if they pried her loose, the chances that she’d turn on the fucker were next to zero.
Ben shook his head side to side, once.
Chris closed his eyes for a second then turned back to the group. “I’m pretty sure Keith is in on it. I’ll approach him later today.”
“I don’t think he’ll turn…” Matt said.
“No, but he might give up some information. I don’t want to tip him off that I know something’s up. So none of you say anything to him.”
The wolves at the table nodded and otherwise gave their assent.
“Anything else?” Chris said. When no one spoke up, he continued. “I’m going to take care of this, one way or another. Thank you all for backing me up.”
The wolves rose and mingled, many of them coming forward to congratulate Chris and Ben on the mating and on Ben joining the pack. And to get a look at him, Ben was sure. He’d met many of them at the bar, but he hadn’t met Jake’s family. Most of them were at the meeting—his two mates, his female’s three sisters, and four of their mates. Jake’s female—Deirdre—had a baby on her hip. A very quiet baby. Ben hadn’t heard a peep out of her all during the meeting.
Ben knew Fiona from the Army. She, Liam and Fiona’s mate Grady were all friends of his. Grady wasn’t there because he was in Montana with their other mate. Fiona was just visiting. And knowing her as he did, he wasn’t too surprised when she asked the question he’d been dreading.
“So, where’s your third?”
“She’s tied up right now,” Chris said. “Couldn’t make it.”
“Tied up literally?” Fiona said, her eyebrow raised.
Ben choked. He wished.
After a short cough, Chris said, “Not quite.” His voice sounded dry.
Fiona smiled. “Shame.”
*
Alex’s skin felt hot and oversensitive. She woke slowly from an incredibly erotic dream where Chris and Ben took turns licking her pussy. The dream itself had nearly made her come, but not quite. Not enough. Instead, the insistent urge to come had woken her up.
Her hand drifted down her body. It didn’t take more than a minute of stroking her clit to finish things off. Then she lay there, sweaty, wet between the legs, and still wanting. What the hell.
So unfair. She’d never had dreams like this about Brett. Could she be wrong? Could she be destined for Chris and Ben?
Alex didn’t want to think about it. Instead, she hauled herself out of bed and took a quick shower. After throwing on some clothes, she went downstairs but stopped halfway down when she heard voices. Brett’s, of course. The other one she didn’t recognize.
Chapter 7
If Brett were just hanging out with some of the wolves, Alex could join them. But he’d made it clear he didn’t want her butting in if he was doing business. How could she tell without listening in?
Sitting down on the steps, she concentrated on the voices. Once she didn’t have the sound of her own footsteps and her thoughts crowding everything else out, she could just make out their words.
“But why is he giving her a hard time? We picked her specifically for him.” That was the other voice, the one she didn’t recognize.
“I don’t know. I told her to dress sexier. I don’t know what happened to her last night,” Brett said.
“Sexier’s not good. Byers likes classy women, not slutty women.”
Byers was Chris’ last name. Ah, God, they were talking about her and Chris.
“You’ve gotta get a handle on her,” the unknown voice said. “She’s the key to this whole thing. She needs to distract him enough so he won’t see it coming.”
“I’ll get on her,” Brett said.
“Do more than that. You convinced her she was in love with you. That worked fine to get her away from her family, but now you need her to spread her legs for Byers. Push her away. Just enough so she’ll do anything to get you back again.”
Alex held her breath. Surely Brett would shut this guy up. He’d tell him he loved her, too, and he wasn’t going to do the awful things this man said.
After a pause, Brett said, “That’s good. A little psychological warfare.”
Alex’s mouth fell open. She just barely held back her gasp. If they heard her now, it wouldn’t be good. But she couldn’t bring herself to leave. As her eyes filled with tears, she continued to listen.
“Just do it fast. I want Chris off his game when you challenge him.”
“And then you’ll challenge Jake.”
“And then I’ll own Marysburg.”
They fell silent. Now she really did need to leave, before they did something like coming out into the foyer. She carefully walked back up the steps, trying to avoid a single sound.
Alex made it to her bedroom and crawled back into bed, ready to pretend she was still sleeping. She wanted to hide.
Brett didn’t love her. It had all been a ruse. To—what had the other guy said? They’d chosen her. For Chris.
At the thought, a small warm spot grew in her heart. For Chris, because she was his type.
Because they were trying to do something to him. Challenge him. A chill swept across her skin even though she huddled under the blankets. Brett wanted to hurt Chris. She barely knew Chris but she couldn’t stand the thought of him being hurt.
A knock sounded at her door. “Baby?”
She had more important things to worry about. Like, how would she get out of this house without Brett finding out what she’d learned?
The door opened. Footsteps made their way to her bedside. “Wake up, baby. We need to talk.” His voice sounded sugary sweet.
She hoped he’d mistake the tears that still hadn’t fallen from her eyes for sleep. She’d have to put on a good show. Pulling the comforter the whole way over her head, she moaned.
“Come on, baby.” He shook her.
Maybe she could tell him she was still sick. He knew she’d thrown up the night before.
Brett pulled at the comforter. “Wake up.”
Alex let him pull it back then blinked at him groggily. “I feel like crap.”
“One last fuck, and then you gotta go find Chris. Make him let you join. Today.”
Maybe getting out of here would be easier than she’d thought. Except, no way could she handle having Brett’s hands on her. Even without the mating urge. And with it…not a chance in hell. “I’m really sick, Brett. No sex.”
Brett slid his hand over her hip. “C’mon baby. You can’t be that sick.”
Her stomach turned over at his touch. She fought to keep from retching. His hand moved around to reach between her legs. At that, she couldn’t hold back any longer. She leaned over the edge of the bed, her body wracked in dry heaves.
With a sound of disgust, Brett stepped back. “Fine, fine. No sex. Get yourself together and go find Chris.”
Alex wiped off her mouth. “What am I supposed to do then?”
“Seduce him.”
Putting aside that seducing Chris was already at the very top of her list, what he said made no sense. And she knew that he’d be suspicious if she didn’t put up at least a little bit of a fight. “But I’m your girlfriend. You can’t seriously want me to sleep with him.”
“I want you to do whatever it takes to get into his pack. Today. Strip for him, if that’s what it takes. Just get him into bed, and get him to let you join.”
She blinked her eyes to generate the tears she knew she should be crying. “How can you say that? Don’t you love me?” And with those words, as afraid as she felt, she felt a pang of sadness for what she’d thought they had. No matter what he said now, he’d never loved her.
“Of course I love you, baby.” He crouched down by the bed so their faces were on the same level. “That’s why I need you to do this for me. I can’t provide for you the way I want to unless we get into this pack. This is so I can keep you safe and take good care of you. You believe me, don’t you?”
For a split second, she thought maybe she’d been mistaken. He had always taken care of her. Of course, this was just him taking care of her again. Then she remembered what the other guy in the kitchen had said—that they’d chosen her for Chris. That meant Brett had only approached her because of what she could do for them. It meant he was lying.
But she couldn’t let him know that. She let her face soften, and reached out to cup his cheek. Her skin rebelled at touching his. “Of course I believe you. I just…it feels wrong to sleep with somebody else when I’m your girl.”
He kissed the palm of her hand and she forced herself not to jerk away. “Of course you’re my girl. I just need you to do this for me. Once we’re in the pack, you’ll never have to do anything like this again.”
She sat up, which allowed her to pull her hand back. “I guess I should shower.”
His eyes turned bright. “You sure you don’t feel well enough for a goodbye fuck?”
She barely caught herself from shivering. “Sorry. I’m going to be lucky if I can stay standing up in the shower.”
Brett stood. “Give me a call later when you’re in.” He strode out of the room.
How could he betray her like this? Had he been like this all along? Had she been blind? Or had he been so good at pretending that she couldn’t have known?
She took a quick shower, her mind racing with everything she had learned. What she really needed to think about was what to take with her. Because she sure as hell didn’t want to try to come back later to collect her things. She couldn’t take everything or Brett would be suspicious. But she didn’t want to leave behind anything she couldn’t part with.
She continued to think about it while she got ready the rest of the way. Then she gathered a few items in her purse. All of the sentimental things she owned were on her cell—her pictures, her phone numbers, voice mails from her parents from before she left. What she needed to take with her was clothes. And not much would fit in her purse. She finally broke down and shoved as much as she could into a backpack. If Brett saw it, she’d say she figured she’d need some things if she was joining the pack tonight. Worst case, she’d leave it behind. But it was worth a shot.
In the end, he didn’t even come out to say goodbye. She tossed her stuff in her car and drove away, feeling her body deflating with every mile that grew between them. She’d made it.
Now for the harder part—facing her mates.
Alex drove to the bar. She didn’t expect either of them to be there on a Sunday morning, but she had no idea where else to look. If the bar was even open, the bartender might be able to point her in the right direction.
She went inside, not surprised to see the place nearly empty. A couple of men sat in a booth, and the bartender stood at the bar cleaning.
She walked to the bar. “Hi.”
“What can I get you?”
“I—actually, I was wondering if you know Chris? Chris Byers? The—” She almost said, “the Roanoke Alpha” but the bartender smelled human. And humans couldn’t know about them. “He’s here a lot. I just need to get in touch with him.”
The man, an older guy about fifty, stared at her. “Yeah, I know him. And you are?”
“I’m Alex.” She pushed her hair back and pulled at her shirt. God, he made her feel like she’d done something wrong. “He’ll want to talk to me. Maybe you could give me his number?”
The man grabbed his phone and pressed a couple of buttons. “Hey, Chris. I’ve got a girl here, Alex. She’s looking for you.”
Alex leaned forward a little, trying to hear the other side of the conversation, but he stepped away and with the music in the background, she couldn’t make out what Chris was saying.
“You’re sure?” the guy said. After a pause, he said, “Okay.” Then he hung up. He turned to Alex. “Sit down. What do you want to drink?”
“I’m not going to sit here and drink.” She could hear her voice rising. “I want to talk to Chris.”
“He’s on his way. Told me to get you a drink and whatever else you wanted.”
Butterflies erupted in her stomach. On his way. She wasn’t sure whether she felt excited or nervous or some sick combination of the two. She sat down on one of the stools. “Just a soda.” Maybe she’d throw up again, with the way her stomach was jumping. “Ginger ale.”
*
She’d come looking for him. As Chris drove to the bar, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so nervous. He’d even gone and brushed his teeth again after Mike had called.
“At least we’re not going to have to track her down.” Ben sat next to him. “Why do you think she came?”
“She didn’t know how to reach either of us. So she took a shot that someone at the bar would know how to reach me.”
“Yeah, but why? Do you think she realizes?”
His heart went out to Ben. Such a strong wolf, turned into a little puppy by a girl. Alex better not be playing them. Chris wasn’t sure Ben could take much more. “She must feel the mating urge as much as we do.”
“Do you…” Ben’s throat worked. “Do you think she slept with him?”
Chris took a corner a little too fast. “Nah. You’ve heard the stories, right? How the mating urge makes the idea of even touching someone else sexually an excruciating experience?”
“Yeah, I’ve heard that.” It didn’t sound like he believed it.
“Even if she wanted to sleep with him, I don’t think she could.” Chris hoped all those stories were true. The thought of someone else touching his mate made him want to howl.
As they turned into the parking lot, Chris spotted Alex’s car. “I feel this awful need to park her in.”
Ben smiled, a mischievous light in his eyes. “I feel that need, too. But we shouldn’t. She came to us on her own. We should trust that she’ll stick around long enough to talk this out.”
The logical, rational, human part of Chris’ mind agreed with him, which is why he pulled into the space next to hers. The wolf part of Chris’ mind wished they’d done more to make sure she couldn’t leave them again.
When they opened the door, that delicious scent from the night before washed over them. Chris immediately got hard. Shit, he should have worn baggier pants.
Alex turned toward them, pressing her lips together and holding one arm over her waist. But she didn’t bolt. Always a good sign.
They were still several feet away from her. “Why don’t we get a booth?” Chris said. The bartender, Mike, knew about the wolves, but that didn’t mean Chris wanted him to hear all his business.
Without answering, Alex picked up her soda and followed them. Chris hung back while Alex and Ben scooted into the booth facing each other, then Chris sat down next to Alex, effectively pinning her in. No way would he let her get away without talking this out.
She didn’t say anything, just stared at her drink and traced patterns in the condensation on the side of the glass.
Chris’ stomach wrenched. “Alex?”
“I’m sorry.” She continued to stare at the soda. “I’m really sorry, I just—” A tear rolled down her cheek.
Was she here to say goodbye? What was going on? Chris reached for her, but she pulled away immediately.
“No,” she said. “I need to say this. I just don’t know where to start.”
“Start at the beginning,” Ben said.
“I think maybe I’ll start with what’s easier,” she said. “Brett…I guess I never knew him. I thought—” She glanced at Ben. “Well, that doesn’t matter.” She paused again. “He told us we needed a new home. He told us Roanoke pack was the best pack around, and that once we joined, we’d all be safe. But he said you wouldn’t want a bunch of wolves all joining in a group, so he wanted us to spread out and not join all at once. So we wouldn’t spook you. So you wouldn’t reject us.”
So far, this matched what Chris had figured out.
“That was all he told us. I thought…” She tipped her head to the side, still staring at the glass. “I thought we were doing a good thing. Improving our lives. But it was all a lie.” She took a long breath. “I heard him this morning. Him and some other guy. They said they were going to challenge you and take over the pack. And then the other guy would challenge the Stonewall Alpha and then they’d own Marysburg.”
Bingo. He knew it had to be something like that. He hadn’t guessed about Stonewall, though. He’d have to let Jake know ASAP.
“I’m so sorry, Chris. I never meant to hurt you. I didn’t know.” Another tear rolled down her cheek.
Her pain killed him. Chris took a chance and ran his hand down her hair. This time she didn’t pull away. He left his hand resting on her shoulder. Just touching her eased something inside him. And while the ever-present arousal still lurked in the background, most of his feelings had to do with the contentment just being with her brought. “It’s okay. We can fix this.”
She swallowed. “He said they picked me for you.”
Chapter 8
Chris’ stomach jumped again. What?
“Brett romanced me because they wanted me to seduce you, to distract you. And they think I’m your type.”
He took a breath, trying to hold back the flood of conflicting emotions pounding at him. “You are my type.”
Ben reached across the table and snagged her hand. “You’re my type, too. I wanted you the second I saw you.”
“Brett never wanted me at all,” she said softly.
Chris snorted. “Doubtful.” He cupped her cheek. “You’re gorgeous. He’d have to be gay to not want you. All the same, I’m damn glad you’re done with him.”
“You are done with him, right?” Ben said.
“Yes.” She didn’t meet their eyes. “I’m sorry I ran away.”
“It’s okay.” Chris squeezed her shoulder.
“Just don’t ever do it again. I don’t think I could take it,” Ben said. “He—uh—Brett. He didn’t touch you, did he?”
She choked a laugh. “You mean last night? Yeah, he did. And I threw up.”
Ben’s eyes, which had flashed to gold, went back to brown. “Threw up? All over him?”
“Not quite. But it sure turned him off.”
Chris stroked her hair. A warmth spread through him. “Yeah, well, vomit isn’t much of an aphrodisiac.”
She laughed. “Happened again this morning. Perfect timing, too. I couldn’t figure out how to turn him down.” Pushing her glass a couple of inches, she said, “Ginger ale.”
“You still feel like puking?” Ben’s hand played with hers.
“No. Not at all. But I was a little nervous before you came.”
“Me, too,” Ben said.
“And me,” Chris admitted. He didn’t usually admit to weakness. But these were his mates. If he couldn’t trust them, he couldn’t trust anyone. “But now we’re together. For good. No one’s ever going to come between us again.”
As the other two agreed with him, almost on cue, Dana walked through the door. She headed toward them but stopped short when she saw Chris playing with Alex’s hair. Dana’s mouth fell open.
Shit. He’d forgotten all about Dana. And she hadn’t been one of the wolves out scouting for him, so she hadn’t been at the meeting that morning and his cryptic apologies the night before wouldn’t have told her anything—she didn’t know he’d found his mates. “Dana—”
She turned and hurried out of the bar.
He got out of the booth saying, “I didn’t tell her. I forgot. I’ll be right back.”
Chris caught up with Dana in the parking lot where she leaned against her car, head bowed.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I found my mates. I didn’t want you to find out like this.”
When she turned to look up at him, her eyes could have flayed him on the spot. “I didn’t find out like this. Tony called me and said he’d seen your mate this morning. He thought he was congratulating me, that I was your female. What the hell, Chris?”
Oh, shit. He’d never for a second thought that when Alex didn’t show up at the meeting people would assume his mate was Dana. But he also didn’t remember ever naming his female mate. Stupid. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to happen like this. Everything’s just so up in the air right now.” He didn’t want to tell her about the rogue wolf pack encroaching on their territory. Knowing her, especially as angry as she felt, she’d tell everyone. And the last thing he wanted to do was panic his pack.
“So you’re mated to that little bimbo. Instead of me. Me! Didn’t I put in enough time with you? Didn’t I stick by your side all these years?”
“You know we don’t choose our mates.” If they did, he wouldn’t have chosen Alex. As hot as he found her, he still didn’t like the idea of mating jailbait. But he couldn’t tell Dana that, either. His loyalty had to lie with Alex. Now and forever. That didn’t mean he couldn’t lie a little, soften the blow. “You were a great girlfriend. I have no complaints, none at all. One day you’ll make someone an excellent mate.”
She jabbed a finger at him. “We’re supposed to be mates.”
“We have no control over that.” If they did, they’d doubtless choose the wrong mates, over and over. “I know you don’t want to hear this. But I’m not rejecting you. I’m not in control of this.”
Dana took a long breath, tears gathering in her eyes. “I’ve waited all these years.”
He almost reached out to her then pulled back. “You’ll find your mates. Females do. You’ll find them and then you’ll be glad you and I didn’t end up together, because you’ll know that those two men are the perfect men for you. No matter what you think right now, they’re more perfect for you than I am.”
She started crying in earnest. He reached out this time, but she pushed his hand away. “Go back to your mates. I want to be alone.”
He hated to see her in pain, but he couldn’t do anything for her. When she saw he wasn’t leaving, she got in her car. He could hear her sobs from behind the glass of the windows. She turned on the car and drove away.
*
Ben continued to hold Alex’s hand after Chris ran off. He didn’t want to offend her when she had just spilled her guts, but he could barely keep the smile off his face. Everything was coming together—his mates, his pack, his life. He felt better than he had since he that challenger killed his father.
He squeezed Alex’s fingers. “Let’s go home after this.” He couldn’t wait to get her into bed.
“I don’t have a home anymore.”
“Of course you do. Pledge yourself to Chris and then we’ll go to his place. Which is now our place.” He loved saying that.
“I can’t just move in with two guys I don’t know.”
“Why not? We’re mates. That’s what mates do. We live together and we make each other happy.” He kissed her fingertips.
“Is sex all you think about?”
“Tell me the mating urge hasn’t got you cranked up to full power. Go ahead, tell me.”
She blushed. She actually blushed.
He had to take advantage of this. Leaning forward, Ben said, “Imagine us going back to Chris’ house in a few minutes. Imagine my hands on your naked skin. I’m going to touch you and kiss you all over your body.” His cock, already hard, got even harder.
She made a soft noise in her throat. “Stop.”
“Why?”
“We’re in public.”
Yes. “Am I turning you on?”
“What do you think?”
“That’s not an answer.” He wanted to hear it from her.
“Yes. So stop.”
Ben smiled and leaned back, still holding onto her hand. “I’ll stop. For now.” He hoped Chris got back soon. Or Ben might just drag her to the back alley and have his way with her.
She was his. His.
He gazed at her for the next few minutes, until she squirmed and looked away. Even then, he could only bear to take his eyes off her for a few seconds. She was so beautiful. Maybe others wouldn’t agree, but he couldn’t imagine anyone more lovely.
Ben knew when Chris came through the door from the tingles that raced across his skin. Would he always feel like this when his mates came into range? That was okay by him.
Chris plunked down next to Alex.
“How’d she take it?” Ben said.
“Not well. She’s spent the last several years thinking the two of us were mates and we just needed to find our third. I didn’t think she was right but I didn’t bother arguing. And now this. Worse, someone who saw us together this morning assumed Dana was our third and called her to congratulate her. You can imagine how she took it.”
Dana hadn’t struck Ben as being that warm a person. He couldn’t quite see her with Chris, except as arm candy. In which case, she was probably mostly upset about not dating the Alpha anymore.
“Ohhhh.” Alex slipped her hand over Chris’ arm. “I’m sorry.”
“Nothing for you to be sorry about,” Chris said.
“I know. I just mean I’m sorry this happened.”
Chris slid his hand over hers. “Nothing to be sorry about.”
Alex frowned. Ben had the feeling his mates were speaking different languages. Except, he agreed with Chris. There wasn’t anything for Alex to be sorry about.
Chris tipped his head and gazed at Alex. “What do you say? Can we go find someplace to get closer?”
She blushed.
“If you’re not ready, we can wait,” Chris said.
The hell they could. Ben could barely hold himself back from crawling under the table, yanking off her pants and tasting that sweet nectar between her legs. And Chris wanted them to wait?
“I’m okay,” Alex said. “I don’t need to wait. Unless you do.”
Chris and Ben were already standing. Chris put his hand out to her. “Nope, don’t want to wait a second longer.”
“Where are we going to go?” Ben said. “My hotel room? I haven’t checked out yet.”
“Oh, that’s right,” Chris said. “We can’t go to my place.”
“Unless she pledges fealty to you right now,” Ben said.
Chris helped Alex out of the booth. “No,” he said.
“Why not?” Ben took her hand again.
“It’s okay,” Alex said. “I understand if you don’t trust me yet.”
“Hey.” Chris leaned down and kissed her. “It isn’t about trust. I want you to pledge fealty in front of a bunch of other pack mates, the same way Ben did. So they see firsthand that my mates are with me. Maybe tonight, at the bar.”
“Oh.” Alex nodded. “Okay, yeah.”
“Pack politics,” Ben said. “I hope you enjoy them because as the Alpha’s mates, we’re in for it.”
“You sound like you’ve experienced this before?” Alex said.
“My parents.” Ben tugged her toward the door. “One of my dads was the pack Alpha.”
“But you decided to leave?” Alex said.
Ben shouldn’t have brought it up. Not only did he not really want to talk about it, but it would be a total downer. And that was the last thing he wanted right now. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you sometime.” He opened the door and held it for Alex.
She looked surprised then scooted through with a smile on her face. So easy to please. He’d have to remember that.
Chris got into his car while Ben climbed into Alex’s with her. They hadn’t even talked about it. It was just understood—everything was going well, but she was still a flight risk. Less so if Ben stayed with her.
“What about your parents?” Ben said. “How come you’re not in their pack anymore?”
Alex stiffened. “Like you said. Long story.”
Ben hated to think about her hurting. And she must be hurting if she didn’t want to talk about it. He put his hand on her thigh. “We’ll talk about it some other time.”
“Thanks.”
During the rest of the short ride, he blabbered on about his job hunt. Anything to keep his mind off his raging hard-on or the all too tempting female beside him. In no more than five minutes, he unlocked the door to his room and they piled inside.
For the first time, he’d be with both his mates. And they’d mark each other, completing the bonding. Not for the first time, he felt glad he and Chris hadn’t marked each other the night before. Now they could all mark each other together.
Ben grabbed Alex, pulling her into his arms and kissing her. The kiss started soft but quickly turned hard, hot and deep. He pulled her pelvis tight against him, grinding his hard length into her stomach. God, it felt good.
Just when Ben thought he’d burn up from the sensations, Chris pulled her away and kissed her himself. Ben couldn’t watch and not touch so he slid his hands around her waist from behind, one hand tucking over her stomach, between them, the other sliding all the way to Chris’ back.
Chris lifted his head. “Do you feel it? When all three of us are touching like this, do you feel that?”
Ben felt it. Not something physical, exactly. More like a completeness. It felt more right than anything ever had before.
Ben and Alex said, “Yeah,” at the same time.
Ben licked Alex’s shoulder. “Let’s mark each other.”
“Soon,” Chris said. “I’ve heard it’s best if you do it right before you orgasm.”
“Oh, yeah?” Ben had been away from a pack for so long. In the army, he’d known some other wolves but none of them were mated. So he didn’t know this stuff. “Does it make the orgasm better?”
“Loads better,” Chris said. “So I’ve heard.”
The soft skin of Alex’s neck still looked inviting. “I guess I can wait.”
“It’ll be sooner than you think,” Chris said.
“Oh, yeah? No foreplay?” Alex said.
Chris scowled down at her, a smile pulling the edges of his mouth. “You’re lucky I can’t reach your ass with Ben standing behind you. ‘Cause you deserve a spank for that comment.”
“Hunh,” Alex said. “If there’s no foreplay, it’ll be me spanking you, not the other way around.”
Ben rubbed his hands up and down Alex’s sides.
Chris laughed. “Don’t worry, sweetie. We’ll make you come and come and…”
“Come and come,” Ben said. He squeezed her hips each time he said ‘come.’
“Okay. Well, as long as we all understand each other.” Alex looped her arms around Chris’ neck and pulled him down for another kiss.
Ben pulled her toward him just enough to slip his hands between them and rub her breasts. Wow, his mate’s breasts. Soft and firm and just the right size, spilling over his hands in soft pillows. He pinched her nipples and pulled on them, prompting a growl that sounded almost like a purr from Alex.
One hand still playing, Ben moved the other to her jeans, popped open the button and unzipped them. Then he used both hands to push her jeans down, grabbing her undies at the same time. He went to his knees, pushing her clothes all the way to the floor. What legs.
What an ass.
Ben leaned forward and pressed kisses onto the rounded globes in front of him, his hands roaming over her hips. He couldn’t forget those legs. He ran his hands down her thighs, kissing every few inches, one leg and then the other, until he hit the back of her knees. He loved knees. He had no idea why, but they were the sexiest damn things. And hers were perfect. His hands rubbed up and down the front of her legs while he kissed and licked and nibbled at the backs of her knees.
Alex moaned. “Oh, God, he’s killing me.”
“What’s he doing?” Chris said.
“Setting me on fire.”
Chris laughed. “And you thought you weren’t going to get any foreplay.”
Chapter 9
Ben was dimly aware of someone removing Alex’s shirt. Her bra fell to the floor next to his knee. Above him, Chris’ hands stroked her back and ass. Ben straightened and grabbed both sides of her butt, pulling them gently apart.
“What are you doing?” Alex’s voice sounded thick.
“Wait and see.” Ben leaned forward to lick and suck her puckered hole.
Her body stiffened as she groaned loudly. “Oh, my God. No one’s ever—I mean, that’s—don’t stop.”
He had no intentions of stopping. This would be orgasm number one. Only question was whether she’d need her clit rubbed or if she could come just by him rimming her.
Her breathing got louder, each breath shorter.
“What’re you doing to her?” Chris peered over Alex’s shoulder at Ben. “Oh, I see.” He pulled back. “You going to come soon, honey?”
“Yes,” she said, the word barely a breath.
Ben tightened his grip on her hips.
*
Within seconds, an orgasm crashed over her, violently taking her under a riptide of pleasure. Her body shook, her knees wobbled, her vision blurred. After several long, long seconds, she regained full consciousness.
Alex held onto Chris’ shoulders. She’d fall down otherwise. No one had ever licked her there before, and she’d never imagined it could make her come. “That was great.”
“That’s just the beginning.” Chris swung her up and laid her on the bed.
“You’re both still dressed.” How did that happen? Had she been so out of it she hadn’t even realized that they’d stripped her and not themselves?
“Not for long.” Ben got up from his knees.
Alex propped up on one elbow, her legs tucked together and bent at the knee. “Why don’t you strip each other?”
The two men exchanged a look.
“That’ll take a long time,” Chris said.
“It’s part of the foreplay,” Alex said.
Ben took Chris by the neck and pulled him in for a kiss. God, it was the sexiest thing Alex had ever seen. There was something about two hot men together.
Chris’ hands roamed over Ben’s body, then gripped the bottom of his shirt and pulled it over his head. Their kiss only broke for a few seconds and then they were at it again, except this time Ben’s magnificent body was on display. Shafts of light shone through the closed drapes and highlighted his large biceps, his muscled shoulders, his strong back.
With a whoosh, Ben yanked Chris’ shirt over his head and dropped it to the floor. Alex’s eyes nearly crossed. Ben looked ripped until you put him next to Chris. Chris had muscles like nobody’s business. Like Schwarzenegger or something.
“Enough,” Chris said. He fumbled with the button on Ben’s jeans.
Ben pushed his hands away. “Enough is right.” He unbuttoned it himself and pushed his jeans to the floor. Then he kicked off his shoes and pulled off his socks while Chris hurriedly disrobed.
“I was enjoying the strip tease,” Alex said.
Ben lay down beside her. “There’s time for more of that later.” He turned her toward him, capturing her mouth with a kiss.
Ah, her beautiful men. Each so different and yet so perfect. Alex wrapped her arms around Ben’s neck as he pulled her into him, their bodies fitting together like puzzle pieces.
Chris lay down behind her, sandwiching her between them. Hands rubbed her everywhere, her hips, back, butt, breasts. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so turned on and so satiated at the same time.
Ben pushed her back toward Chris. “Spread your legs.” He crawled downward.
“Ben?”
Chris rolled onto his back pulling Alex on top of him. The two men spread her legs wide. While Ben positioned himself between her thighs, Chris rubbed her tits and pulled on her nipples. His cock rubbed her ass. “You think I could slide right into you like this?” he murmured in her ear.
“You’d need to be lower.” She felt her face getting hot. Somehow talking about it was way more embarrassing than doing it.
“Not for your ass.” Chris slid his arm down to wrap across her abdomen, pulling her harder against his cock.
He couldn’t be serious. “I don’t think—”
”No, you’re right. This isn’t the right position.”
Ben kissed the inside of her thigh, then the other thigh. Then he latched his mouth around her clit.
Alex would have bucked her hips if Chris weren’t holding her in place like a vice. It felt like her entire pussy had melted into molten lava, liquid and explosive.
“Is it good?” Chris plucked at one of her nipples.
In between her moans she managed to say, “Yes.” She held onto the arm Chris had across her hips, her fingers digging into him.
Ben slid a finger into her pussy, then a second one, sliding them in and out as he sucked on her clit.
Alex tried to grab onto his hair but it was too short so she simply left her hand on his head. “More.”
Chris ran his teeth along her throat then nipped at her ear. “Come. Come now.”
As though his words had taken control of her, her body flashed into an orgasm even stronger and deeper than the last. She strained against Chris’ holding arm, wanting to arch, wanting to thrash, unable to do either.
Suddenly Ben loomed over her, on his hands and knees above them. “I want you.”
His cock brushed against the inside of her thigh. She spread her legs a little wider. “Yes.”
“Chris?”
“Go ahead.” Chris brushed the hair away from Alex’s face. “I’m right here.”
Ben surged into her, his cock sliding easily to the hilt. Grabbing his back, Alex held him as tight as she could.
“Oh, God,” Ben said. He pulled out and slammed back into her. “Amazing.” He pounded into her hard, setting up an orgasm-inducing rhythm, pushing her closer to the edge with every thrust.
She felt her fangs lengthening and felt an overwhelming desire to bite him. Brushing her teeth over his shoulder, she held onto him even tighter. Chris had said to wait until right before their orgasms. She didn’t know how much longer she could wait. “Coming soon?”
“Soon.” His voice sounded thick and grumbly. His teeth had lengthened just like hers had.
Her pussy clenched around his cock, a preview of the orgasm to come. Another thrust. It felt like it rubbed down her clit and all the way to her g-spot. She couldn’t last another second.
She bit him.
The orgasm swept through her, shaking her, but she kept her teeth embedded in Ben’s shoulder, feeling triumphant. He was hers.
Then he bit her.
The orgasm that had almost finished crashed over her again, harder, faster, as though she hadn’t already come and come. It lasted and lasted and when she thought she couldn’t come any more, he bit harder and it started all over again.
What seemed like hours later but was only minutes, she collapsed back onto Chris, her head lolling onto his shoulder.
“You’re not done,” Chris said. “Neither of you.”
“My body might disagree,” Alex said.
Ben climbed off of her to fall onto the bed beside them. In a quick move, Chris turned them over and lay on top of her, face to face.
“I’ll just have to wake your body up, then,” Chris said.
“Oh, it’s awake,” she said.
He pulled her legs out from under him and she tiredly wrapped them around his waist.
“Is it?” The head of his cock brushed against her wet pussy lips.
“Yes.” Using her calves, she pulled him forward, his cock pushing into her pussy.
Chris didn’t need any encouragement to slide the rest of the way in. He buried his face in her neck. “So good.”
Alex pulled him as close as she could, suddenly feeling rejuvenated. Nature must have accounted for needing to bond with both mates at once by giving them this second wind. With a tug, Alex pulled Chris’ face up so she could kiss him.
His strokes were slower and more controlled than Ben’s. She’d think he didn’t care, that he wasn’t affected by urges the way she and Ben were, except for the strain on his face.
“Let go,” she murmured against his lips.
Chris paused, touching his forehead to hers. “I’ll hurt you if I let go.”
“No you won’t.” She hugged him tighter.
“Yes. You’re so little compared to me and I might break you.”
Alex laughed. “I don’t know who gave you that idea, but you’re wrong about me. You won’t break me.” She turned her head to the side to look at Ben. “Did you let me have it?”
Ben rolled up onto his side next to them. “You know I did.”
She put her hand on Chris’ cheek. “He didn’t break me. You won’t, either.”
“I’m stronger than he is.”
“Honey, if something hurts or if you’re going at it too hard, I’ll tell you. But please—I’m not a china doll. Don’t treat me like one.”
Chris gazed into her eyes for several seconds then leaned down to press his lips against hers. “Just remember you asked for it.” The corner of his lip twitched.
He kissed her again, this time deeper, their tongues entangling. He pumped in and out of her, slowly at first and then faster and faster. Alex held onto him as tightly as she could and met him thrust for thrust.
The rhythmic slap against her clit brought her back to full arousal. A few minutes ago, she’d been sure she was tapped out, but not anymore. And Chris still needed to mark her. No doubt she’d come again. And if this orgasm was like the one with Ben, she wouldn’t walk for hours. Her legs would be jelly.
Chris’ hands gripped her hips. She hadn’t thought it possible, but she felt him reaching even deeper inside of her. When he kissed her again, she saw that his eyes had turned yellow.
He moved faster, and she could no longer keep up. They had a few awkward out-of-time thrusts, and then she stopped trying to meet him, letting him lead. Instead, she let her hands roam over his body from his tight ass to the back of his neck.
She wasn’t sure what he’d been afraid of. Sure, he was slamming into her, but it didn’t feel bad. It felt great. Her body approached orgasm and she tried to hold it off, waiting for the moment when he’d claim her.
“Now,” Chris said so softly she almost didn’t hear him. His teeth plunged into her shoulder next to Ben’s mark.
Alex’s body arched as the orgasm crashed over her. Sounds became muffled, her vision black as wave upon wave of ecstasy swept through her body. But she didn’t lose herself entirely. She knew there was something she needed to do. Grabbing Chris’ back, she pulled herself up so she could sink her fangs into the crook of his neck.
Her orgasm became more intense but she held on as Chris’ cock jerked inside her. He groaned around her shoulder, his teeth still in her.
They stayed like that until all of the shudders had passed. She felt reluctant to withdraw but finally released him. Once she had, he did the same. Chris stayed on top of her, much of his weight on his elbows, his face pressed into her neck.
*
Ben rubbed Chris’ back. “Amazing, huh?”
Chris turned his head a little to look at his mate. “Incredible. I just want to know how we’re going to get it up again in order to mark each other.”
Ben chuckled. “Not a problem for me. Do you know how hot it was to watch you two?” Hell, he was hard already.
“I know exactly how hot it was to watch you.” Chris grinned, his eyes sliding shut.
“Hey, don’t fall asleep.”
“Just a little nap.”
“Not even a little one.” Ben tugged at Chris and got him in a good position for a kiss. His mate had better wake up.
Chris slid his hand up to the back of Ben’s head to hold him in place.
God, that man could kiss.
When they parted, Chris said, “I’m still inside Alex.”
“That just makes it better,” Ben said.
Alex wriggled. “Yes, but it’s my turn to watch and I can’t see much from here.”
“We don’t always have to watch, you know. There are ways we could all three participate.” Chris gazed into Ben’s eyes as he said it.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Ben said.
“I am most definitely thinking what you’re thinking.”
Alex stilled. “Oh? Should I be worried?”
Chris planted a kiss on her lips. “Absolutely not. We’ll make sure you feel amazing.”
“And come many times,” Ben said.
“And yet you’re not telling me what it is. As though you’re afraid.”
Chris pushed up, straightening his arms. “Afraid? We’re not afraid.”
“Maybe a little,” Ben said.
Chris fought a smile as he disentangled himself. “Shh. Never admit fear in the face of the enemy.”
“Enemy?” Alex smacked Chris’ chest. “I’m not the enemy.”
Chris lowered himself down on the other side of Alex. “That remains to be seen. How do you feel about anal sex?”
She pushed up onto her elbows, her gaze sliding from one mate to the other. “That’s what this is about?”
“I told you we should be afraid,” Ben said.
Chapter 10
“I like it,” Alex said.
“What?” Both men looked at her.
Alex licked her lips. “Done right, it feels really good.”
Chris put his hand on her lower abdomen. His hand was so big his thumb sat near her belly button while his pinkie settled into her curls. “So if we wanted to both be inside you, one in front and the other in back, you’d be okay with that?”
“Well. I’ve never done that. But we could try it,” she said.
“We’d make it good for you.” Ben ran one hand over her breasts.
“I know you will.” She batted away their hands. “But right now, you have a show to put on for me.”
Ben felt a pressure low in his pelvis at the thought of what was to come.
“A show?” Chris said.
“Yes.” Alex pushed herself out from between them and sat down at the foot of the bed. Her fingers brushed the shoulder where both her mates had marked her. “Go ahead. Make our circle complete.”
As Ben reached for Chris, Chris grabbed him. They pulled each other until their bodies lay flush, chest to chest, thigh to thigh. Ben gripped Chris’ neck and held him steady for another kiss even deeper and longer than the one a few minutes before.
Chris’ hands rubbed Ben all over. Just like the night before, it felt different from how women touched him—harder, rougher, quicker. Ben squeezed Chris’ ass. He loved the feel of Chris’ muscles, all that hard flesh pressing against him.
“Want to try something different?” Chris said in between kisses.
“Like what?”
“We could try going down on each other.”
What would it be like to have another man’s cock in his mouth? He didn’t know but he wanted to find out. “Yeah.”
As they moved into a sixty-nine, he saw Alex sitting with her legs cocked up and spread. Her fingers moved gently over her pussy.
“I’m not sure masturbation should be allowed,” Ben said. He straddled Chris’ chest.
“You can’t fault me. Seeing you two together is amazingly hot.”
Chris gripped Ben’s cock and stroked it. “I’d like to watch you play with yourself. Just don’t finish until after we’re done, or we won’t see it.”
Chris had a point. Watching her right now was really sexy. Seeing her making herself come could be amazing.
Ben held Chris’ cock around the base. He’d seen enough porn movies to have a good idea what to do. But he hesitated for a second. This was a guy’s cock he was putting in his mouth.
Not just any guy. Chris. His mate.
Before he could over think it any more, Ben opened his mouth and engulfed Chris’ cock.
Chris moaned. “Oh, God.”
It wasn’t so bad. It wasn’t bad at all. Ben sucked like he’d seen on the movies, up and down. Chris’ cock felt warm and hard but still soft, the skin somewhat delicate. A little pre-cum squirted out, tasting salty and tangy at the same time.
Chris took Ben’s cock into his mouth. Ben had to keep from biting down at the amazing sensation. Again, it felt different from when women had gone down on him. Like Chris knew exactly what a man would like.
The two of them sucked each other on and on. Ben felt his cock getting harder and knew he wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer. He lifted his head, resting his cheek against Chris’ leg. “Unless you want me to mark the inside of your thigh, we should probably change positions.”
Chris’ laughter vibrated around Ben’s cock. Then Chris pulled him out of his mouth. “Yeah, let’s switch. We can do like last night.”
Ben got onto his knees to turn around while Chris pushed up onto his side.
“But one of these days, I want to come in your mouth,” Chris said.
The words made Ben’s cock jump. “Right back atcha.” Ben lay down face to face with Chris, not even hesitating to take Chris’ cock in his hand.
Chris did the same, stroking him with that sure rhythm guaranteed to blow his mind. They kissed.
Behind him, Alex made soft little noises like she was getting close.
“Alex,” he said. “Don’t come until we can watch.”
“I’m trying,” she said.
Chris’ breath sped up as Ben jacked him off. Ben could feel his own heartbeat getting faster and faster. They gazed into each other’s eyes.
“Not long now.” Chris’ voice sounded unsteady.
Ben kissed Chris again, no tongue, just a hard press of lips. Then he reared back and sunk his teeth into Chris’ shoulder near Alex’s mark. A second later, Ben felt Chris’ teeth slide into his shoulder.
The orgasm that hit him was no less intense than the one he’d had not so long ago with Alex. Chris’ cock jerked in his hand, squirting onto his stomach. Ben worked to keep from squeezing too tightly in the middle of his own eruption. He kept his teeth deep in Chris until both their bodies relaxed, spent.
“I’m close.” Alex’s voice sounded high, thready.
Ben rolled over so he could see.
A flush rose from her breasts up her neck. Her head was flung back, eyes closed, and her lips were parted. Between her legs, her fingers rubbed her very wet, very pink pussy. The scent of her arousal called to him but he resisted the temptation to lick and taste. He wanted to see her come.
Then she did. The muscles in her legs and stomach trembled. He could see contractions around her pussy. God, he’d never seen anything like it before.
“Amazing,” Chris said.
After several seconds, she opened her eyes and smiled sleepily. Ben grabbed her around the waist and pulled her toward them. The three of them ended in a jumble of legs and arms and torsos. As Chris pulled a blanket over them, Ben drifted off to sleep.
*
As they lay in bed afterward, Chris knew they hadn’t quite finished their business from earlier that day. Alex had accepted them, which was what was important. But he didn’t know if she would give up the names of the fellow conspirators who were in his pack. And he needed those names.
Keith, for one. He’d kick Keith out for sure. But who else? It would be best if they tossed all of them out at the same time, so they’d all be caught by surprise.
Alex moved, curling into him. He rubbed his hand up and down her arm. Still so young. And now his to protect.
Her eyes blinked open. “That was amazing.”
“It sure was.” He brushed the spot on her shoulder where he’d marked her.
Alex shivered. “You probably shouldn’t do that unless you mean to—you know.” She bit her lip.
So young. And despite everything, still so innocent.
“I’ll remember that.” He moved his hand to her waist. “I need to ask you for something. I wish I didn’t have to, but I don’t have a choice.”
Her fingers rubbed against the hairs on his chest. “Anything.”
“I need to know which of the wolves who’ve joined recently are involved with this Brett guy. I need to kick them all out of the pack before they can do any harm.”
“Of course. I’ll give you a list.”
He kissed her forehead. That had gone much easier than he’d thought. “Let’s do it now. Can you get free from Ben without waking him?”
Ben had flung his arm and leg over Alex. His hand rested on Chris’ hip. Chris eased out of the bed. Alex very carefully crawled out from under Ben, who promptly rolled onto his stomach.
“Heavy sleeper,” she said.
Chris grabbed the little pad of paper and pen provided by the hotel and sat down at the table, naked. After pulling on her t-shirt and undies, Alex joined him.
“I’d rather you’d stayed naked,” he said.
“I’m sure you would.”
“Maybe in time.”
She raised her eyebrows. “I wouldn’t count on it.”
Nah, he’d get her used to it. In time. It had always been a fantasy of his to have his mate walking naked around the house. Not all the time, but every so often.
While Chris fantasized about their future together, Alex finished writing her list and pushed it over to him. Chris scanned the names. “This is everyone in the last six months except Ben.” He’d expected there to be at least one or two who were legit. It felt even worse to know that none of these wolves who’d pledged themselves to him had meant it. Not a one.
Chris hopped on the phone to call his most trusted wolves. They’d eject the rogues tonight. He then called Jake to let him know what was happening. Jake and his wolves would show up at the bar to trap any of the rogues who showed up there. Chris’ wolves would cover each of the rogues’ homes, evicting them, as it were. They’d be out of the pack by midnight.
And Alex would be in. Once Chris knew all the rogues had been kicked out of his territory, he and his mates would go to the bar where Alex would pledge herself to him. And then everything would go back to normal.
Better than normal.
*
Alex’s phone rang. A quick glance at the screen showed her a picture of the last person in the world she wanted to talk to. “Brett.”
Chris put his hand over his phone. “If everything were normal, would you pick up?”
“Of course.”
“Then pick up. Act normal. I’ll go in there so he can’t hear me.” Chris walked into the bathroom and closed the door.
Just to be sure Brett wouldn’t hear Chris, Alex walked to the far end of the room from the bathroom before picking up. “Hey.” She worked to put some excitement in her voice, the way she used to answer his calls.
“Are you in?” Brett said. “I saw you go to a hotel with him and some other guy. Did you do what I said and spread your legs for him?”
His crudeness revolted her, especially when he was talking about something as beautiful and wonderful as what had just happened between her and her mates. And she had to act normal. Luckily, normal meant she’d act shocked at his language. “Brett!”
“Did you?”
She sighed dramatically. “Yes. Okay?”
“How was it?”
What did that matter? She almost wanted to tell him it was fantastic, just so he’d be sorry he let her go. But that might just piss him off. Not to mention it wouldn’t be ‘normal.’ “Okay.”
“What about the other guy? Did he do it with you?”
If she said yes, he might guess that Ben and Chris were her mates. “No…he was just some guy hanging around with Chris. Chris didn’t say why.”
“Course not. He wouldn’t tell you. But he will. I want you to become his confidant. And tell me everything he says.”
She couldn’t wait until Chris kicked them all out and this was over. “Okay, whatever.”
“You do it, Alex. I’ll call again later.”
“Fine,” she said. “And when are you joining?” The question popped out of her mouth without thought.
“Just do what I said.” He hung up.
She shouldn’t have prodded him. But, too late now. She walked across the room and cracked open the bathroom door to let Chris know she was off the phone. He came out a couple of seconds later, just as Ben blinked awake.
“How’d it go?” Chris said.
“Fine. Except I might have gotten a little snappish with him at the end,” Alex said.
“Is that unusual?” Ben pulled himself out of bed.
“Yeah. He has a bad temper. So I’m usually—I mean, I used to be really careful around him so I wouldn’t piss him off.” Alex pushed her hair behind her ear. “Sometimes I’d slip. Hopefully he’ll think this was just another slip.”
Ben slid his arms around her and kissed the top of her head. “You know you don’t have to be careful around us, right?”
“I don’t know. I sometimes have a temper,” Chris said. The sparkle in his eye said different.
“Yeah, but I can’t picture you ever hitting me,” Alex said.
Both the men froze. Shit, she shouldn’t have said that.
“He hit you?” Chris’ voice was low, soft, and more menacing than anything she’d ever heard in her life.
“I’m going to kill him.” Ben’s voice sounded more like a growl.
“Not if I get to him first.”
“Now, wait,” Alex said. She put a hand on each of their chests. “It wasn’t that big a deal. And it was weeks ago.”
“Weeks?” Ben growled.
“Did he leave a mark?” Chris said, still with that scary voice.
“Just for a day or two.”
Chris growled, his eyes flashing golden-yellow.
“He’s dead.” Ben’s fingers were turning into claws.
God, she kept digging the hole bigger with every word she said. “Calm down. Please.” She curled her fingers into their shirts. “Please, please.”
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Alex waited while both men breathed heavy, working to get hold of themselves.
Finally, Chris nodded. “I’m calm. But Brett is still dead.” He stepped closer to her, brushing her hair back from her face, inspecting. “You’re sure there aren’t any scars?”
“I’m sure.”
His hands felt warm and gentle. Brett had never been like that. When Brett got mad, he spewed it all over anyone in range. He couldn’t have done what both her mates had just done, pulling themselves together through sheer force of will. She’d always thought Brett was the strongest wolf she’d ever met. Now she knew different.
Now she understood what her dads had meant when they’d talked to her about Brett. If only she’d listened. Except—if she’d listened, she wouldn’t be here, with her mates. And she couldn’t regret that.
Ben stepped up behind her and buried his face in her neck. The three of them touching like that felt like home.
“I shouldn’t have said anything,” Alex said.
“No.” Ben’s breath felt warm against her neck.
“You can tell us anything.” Chris still stroked her cheeks. “We’re not mad at you. We’ll only be mad at you if you keep things from us. Okay?”
“Okay.”
Chris settled his hands on the sides of her neck, his thumbs against her jawline. “You said you were snappish with him. What did you say?”
“I asked him when he was going to join. Stupid, I know. I mean, he’s not going to join, so it doesn’t matter.”
“What’d he say?” Chris said.
Alex twisted her mouth. “He hung up on me.”
“Too bad. I would’ve liked the answer to that.” Chris leaned down and kissed Alex. “It’s all good. Okay?”
“Yeah. It’s all good.”
The rest of the day went by in a flurry of activity, planning who would pick up which wolf when. Alex couldn’t wait for it to all be over. Chris had promised that after they’d ejected the wolves and Alex had joined the pack, the three of them would go to his place. She looked forward to seeing her new home and spending the night wrapped in the arms of her mates.
Several hours later, Alex stood with Ben and Chris in front of the apartment Keith had been living in since he joined the pack. It was in neutral territory, which was strange, but maybe he’d done it so Brett could visit him. Right now, it meant Alex could accompany them even though she hadn’t officially joined the pack yet.
Chris glanced at his watch. They had coordinated the times—everyone would eject their chosen wolves at precisely seven o’clock. Just to be on the safe side, so none of them could notify the others.
There were no walls around their territory, nothing physically keeping intruders out. But the territory was tied to the Alpha, and when a wolf outside the pack entered their territory, the Alpha sensed it. When they ejected these wolves, by the next sunrise the territory would see them as interlopers. Chris would know if they returned.
A couple of minutes later, Chris knocked on the door. Alex felt a wrench in her gut. Keith would be angry. And at seeing her there with her mates, he’d be livid. But Chris had wanted Brett to know she was with them, and Ben had agreed.
The door opened wide. Keith stood in his jeans and a plain white t-shirt. “Yeah?” When he saw who stood there, he modulated his tone. “Oh, Chris. How’s it going?” His eyes darted to Ben, then Alex.
“You’re done,” Chris said. “We know all about your little plan to take over my pack with your friends. I’ve banished all of you.”
Banishing was even easier than she would have guessed. The banished pack members didn’t even have to be there. Chris had stood in the hotel room and read out their names, and it was done.
Keith turned red, his eyes fixing on Alex. “You bitch.” He lunged in her direction.
She jumped backward, her heart thumping.
Ben grabbed Keith before he could touch her and slammed him against the doorjamb. “You ever touch my mate again and I’ll kill you.”
“Mate?” Keith laughed, high and a little manic. “You’ve gotta be kidding me. That skanky whore has mates?”
Ben punched him.
She didn’t think of herself as a violent woman, but it sure felt good to see Keith roughed up. For once, she didn’t have to sit and take his abuse.
“Call her that again, and I’ll pound you into the dirt,” Chris said.
“You?” Keith said. “You’re her other mate?”
“Yeah, me. And you can tell Brett that if he ever shows his face he’ll be sorry. He’s got a lot of payback coming to him. Starting with the day he hit Alex.”
Keith sneered. Before he could say anything, Ben pushed him into the apartment.
Alex followed Chris and Ben. Keith’s place was surprisingly neat. She’d pictured Keith as a slob. Maybe because when he’d lived in the house with them, he’d always insisted she be the one to clean up and had never lifted a finger himself.
“This is neutral territory,” Keith said. “You can’t kick me out of my apartment.”
“True,” Chris said. “But I can take a look around. And give you a stern warning. I want you and Brett and the rest of your group to leave Marysburg. The Stonewall Alpha agrees. Leave town, or we’re going to make it very uncomfortable for you.”
Ben wandered down a little hallway.
“Get the hell out of my apartment,” Keith said.
“In a minute.” Chris reached out and slung his arm around Alex’s shoulders, pulling her into him. He kissed her temple. “Go check the kitchen.”
It was a kitchen like any other. She opened the cabinets and drawers but didn’t see anything but food, dishes, utensils, and pots and pans. It actually looked like Keith might know how to cook.
When she got back to the small living room, Keith had a new cut on his cheek, oozing blood. He must’ve mouthed off to Chris.
Ben called from the other room. “You might want to see this.”
Alex went first, then Keith and Chris. When they got into the bedroom, Ben had a shoe box open on the bed. “Think the police would like to know about this?”
Two freezer bags of a white substance were scrunched into the box. She’d never seen it in real life before, but it sure as hell looked like the cocaine they showed on cop shows.
“That’s an awful lot of coke,” Ben said.
“It’s talcum powder,” Keith said.
“Sure it is,” Chris said. “There’s enough there that I bet you’re selling it. And now we’ve got something on you, Keith. Leave town, or we’ll let the cops know about your little side job.”
“It’s talcum powder,” Keith said. Chris didn’t reply. “Fine. Do what you want, man.”
“I will.” Chris put his hand on Alex’s back and steered her toward the door. “Leave town. Or you’ll be sorry.”
As they walked down the steps, Ben said, “I wish we could have kicked him to the curb.”
“It definitely would have been more satisfying,” Chris said. “And to be honest, I’d kind of like to drop the dime on him just because I don’t want to see more drugs getting on the streets. If he doesn’t leave town immediately, we’ll do that. And for now, let’s get over to the bar and see how everyone else did.”
*
Two hours later, Ben nursed a beer as the last of the Roanoke wolves straggled into the bar. Even those who hadn’t participated in kicking out the rogues showed up. Things like this didn’t happen every day.
Chris personally verified that there weren’t any humans in the bar, and Mike sent his staff into the back for a break. Then Chris held up his hand. To keep anyone outside from hearing, he spoke at a normal volume. The wolves could hear him anyway.
“For those of you who don’t know, I recently discovered a rogue band of loners trying to take over our pack. You’ve seen all the new wolves joining lately. That’s why. This evening, we ejected all of them and averted a crisis.”
Chris put his arms around his two mates. “All of them except my new mates. Ben pledged himself to me this morning in front of many of you. Alex will do it now.”
Alex knelt. Chris laid his hand on her head.
“I pledge fealty to you,” Alex said, her eyes full of love.
“I accept your fealty.” His hand moved from the top of her head to her cheek. “Our pack is complete. We are whole. And we will stay this way.”
The bar erupted in cheers, wolves stamping their feet and banging glasses against tables.
Ben felt every one of Chris’ words in his gut. They were complete, whole, and safe. Safe at last.
The door to the bar opened. Keith stepped inside. “Chris Byers!”
Ben felt a chill crossing his skin. What now?
Keith advanced on them through the crowd. “Chris Byers!” He didn’t speak again until people had quieted enough so that everyone could hear him. “Chris Byers, I challenge you.”
Ben’s stomach knotted. This couldn’t be happening. They’d made it. Everything was going to be okay. And now this.
Chris’ eyes met his second’s in silent communication. Behind Keith, several of the strongest wolves quietly left the bar. Ben knew they’d patrol the territory, make sure no one came back in before sunrise. They had been going to do that anyway, and had only come to the bar for Chris’ quick meeting. A few seconds later, Chris’ second came back inside.
“I accept your challenge,” Chris said.
Ben’s stomach got even tighter. He knew Chris had to accept it but he really didn’t want him to.
“Let’s go,” Keith said, throwing his arm wide.
“No,” Chris said. “You choose the place, not the time. The time is mine. Where do you want to fight?”
Keith sauntered closer. “You own a farm outside of town. We’ll do it there.”
“I have a tenant on that farm,” Chris said. “We can’t just show up and fight.”
“That’s for you to figure out.” Keith looked him up and down. “When?”
Chris paused. “Tomorrow night. Eleven o’clock.”
Keith made a face. “That’s late, man.”
Chris’ expression didn’t change. “You want to change your mind on the location, I’ll reconsider the time.”
Keith’s face hardened. “No. The farm is perfect. That’s where we’re doing it.”
“See you at eleven tomorrow night.” Chris turned his back on Keith.
Ben didn’t. He knew Chris needed to make a statement—Keith was so little of a threat that he didn’t even need to keep an eye on him. But Ben didn’t trust the rogue wolf. And Keith really was stupid enough to attack Chris in the middle of a pack-filled bar.
No one spoke as Keith walked to the door. As soon as the door shut behind him, the room exploded with voices.
“What’s his game?” Ben said. He tried to relax, tried to ease the acid churning in his stomach. He had to remember how strong Chris was. He’d wipe the floor with Keith. And then Ben needed to ignore the tiny voice saying Keith wasn’t the end of it, but just the beginning.
“I’m guessing this is Plan B.” Chris put a hand on each of his mates’ shoulders. “What I don’t understand is why Brett didn’t challenge me himself.”
“Maybe he’s a coward at heart,” Ben said. He liked the idea. Only a coward would hit a woman the way he’d hit Alex.
“Or he decided Stonewall would be an easier target,” Chris said. “Maybe Brett’s going after Stonewall now, and this is to distract us from what he’s doing. He can’t seriously think Keith can beat me.”
“I don’t know what he’s doing,” Alex said. “I’m sorry. He never told me all his plans.”
“It’s okay.” Chris kissed her forehead. “We’re strong. We can face whatever’s coming, as long as we stick together.”
With Chris’ words, Ben felt the tension in him ease a little. His father had been strong when he’d faced the rogue who killed him. But he hadn’t been as strong as Chris.
Chris jumped on the phone with Jake to let him know what was happening. In the meantime, Chris’ second and third, Nick and Matt, appeared at their sides. They welcomed Alex while all four of them waited for Chris to finish his phone call.
Finally, Chris hung up. “Jake’s going to bring some wolves to the farm tomorrow night. It’s not in pack territory.”
“What are you going to do about the tenants?” Ben said.
“I haven’t figured that out yet.” Chris led them all to a booth in the back. The wolves sitting there left as soon as they realized their Alpha wanted it.
Ben squeezed into one side of the booth with Chris and Alex while Nick and Matt took the other side.
“I had hoped this would be over when we kicked them out,” Matt said.
“Me, too,” Chris said. “Although I suspected we might not be so lucky. It’s been a coordinated effort so far. Too much so for them to give up so easily.”
Ben’s stomach wrenched again. Chris put his hand on Ben’s back and idly rubbed it up and down. Ben didn’t know if his mate realized what was going through his head or if the touch was just as off-hand as it appeared. Either way, he appreciated it.
“Keith will tell Brett we’re mates,” Alex said. “He’ll know I told you everything.”
“Do you think he’ll come after you?” Chris said.
Ben crossed his arms over his stomach. Not Alex, too. He couldn’t lose both of them. It was like his parents all over again.
Chris’ hand continued to rhythmically rub up and down, up and down.
“He might,” Alex said. “He’s really possessive. And he’ll know I was lying. About the throwing up.”
“We’ll make sure one of us is with you at all times until this situation is over,” Chris said. “Right, Ben?”
Ben sucked in a breath. “Yeah.”
Chris studied him. “Can we have a few minutes?” He glanced over at Nick and Matt.
“We’ll go patrol the borders,” Nick said. The two wolves slid out of the booth and into the crowd.
“What’s going on?” Chris said. “I can feel your tension even when I’m not touching you.”
Ben hadn’t talked about it—really talked about it—in so long. And he didn’t want to. He rubbed the back of his neck. “All this is just digging up some old memories, that’s all.”
Chris gazed at him, but didn’t say anything.
Then Alex leaned around Chris. “What memories? You’ll feel better if you talk about it.”
“I’m not so sure about that.” Ben laughed but it came out weak and fell flat.
Alex put her hand on his arm and pulled his hand into hers. “Tell us just a little. It’ll get easier the more you share with us.”
Maybe he could handle that. “Fine. Just a little.” He took a deep breath. “One of my dads was the pack Alpha. When I was sixteen, a lone wolf showed up and challenged him. He beat my dad but that wasn’t good enough. He slaughtered him.” Emotion choked his voice. He suddenly didn’t want to say just a little. He wanted to say everything. “He then killed my other dad in cold blood and went through the pack cutting down anyone who opposed him. That wasn’t enough. So he raped my mom.”
Alex’s hand jerked in his. He remembered her throwing up with Brett and knew she knew firsthand how awful that would be, for a mated woman to be touched by another man. As if rape weren’t bad enough.
“I couldn’t take it, so I challenged him. Mom begged me not to, but there was no way I could live with myself otherwise. He nearly killed me. Would have, if mom hadn’t thrown herself in front of me in the middle of the challenge and begged for my life. So he banished me instead.”
Chris’ hand rubbed Ben’s back, which helped him go on.
“Mom killed herself shortly after I left. I would’ve gone back for her as soon as I recovered from my wounds, but she didn’t wait. I think she couldn’t bear the thought of living without my dads. Or maybe she thought I’d challenge the rogue again if she were still under his thumb. So I lived on the streets the next two years, managed to finish high school, and enlisted. And here I am.”
None of them spoke for a minute or two. Then Alex squeezed his hand. “I’m so sorry.”
Chris’ hand moved up to Ben’s neck, rubbing it. “You’re worried something like that will happen here.”
“It’s—I keep reminding myself how strong you are. Stronger than my dad, and a lot younger, too. Stronger than anyone I’ve ever met. But it still concerns me.” Fuck concerned. It scared the shit out of him. But he wasn’t so sure he wanted to admit how terrified he felt.
“We’re going to win,” Chris said. “This isn’t going to be like your parents. And when we’ve wiped the floor with them, you and Alex and I will live happily ever after.”
“I agree,” Alex said. “Brett’s not as strong as Chris. If Brett and Chris end up fighting, Brett will lose. It won’t be like with your dad.”
Chris squeezed Ben’s neck. “Now let’s go back to my place and go to bed.”
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Chris led his mates out to his car. He hated everything Ben had had to go through. At the same time, he felt impressed by Alex. The way she’d reached out to Ben had been sympathetic and mature, in spite of her age. Maybe Chris wasn’t giving her enough credit.
Those thoughts quickly gave way to more sexual ones. They’d had amazing sex that afternoon but it wasn’t anywhere near enough. He wanted his mates, and wanted them now.
It didn’t take long to drive back to his house, or to get his mates up to the bedroom. In no time at all, he and Ben were stripping Alex, one on top, the other on bottom. She worked on Chris’ button-down shirt while he undid her jeans.
“I cannot wait to see you naked again,” Chris said.
As Chris pushed her jeans down her legs, Ben unclasped her bra and her breasts sprang free. Still kneeling, Chris lost interest disrobing her as her breasts appeared before him. He cupped them and sucked on one nipple then the other.
Chris pulled back, rubbing his thumbs over her nipples. Ben had removed her underwear and now held her from behind, his hand between her legs.
“I’m thinking double penetration,” Ben said, his eyes dancing.
Chris met his eyes. “Definitely. And I’m in back.”
Ben opened his mouth to say something.
“You marked her first.”
Ben closed his mouth. “Yeah, you’re right.”
Chris stood, leaned over Alex’s shoulder and kissed Ben. It quickly turned into an open-mouthed tangling of tongues. Chris pressed his cock against Alex’s stomach, yearning to sink inside her. Or inside Ben. The idea definitely was growing on him.
Alex slipped out from between them. As soon as she was gone, Ben yanked Chris against him, holding him tight. Alex tugged at Ben’s shirt and Chris moved his arms and hands out of the way just enough to let her peel it off him. Then Chris replaced his hands, touching naked skin.
Alex skirted around to work on Chris but couldn’t do much more than pull his shirt out of his slacks. She tried to put her arms around him from the back but couldn’t get her hands between him and Ben. Finally, Chris pulled back from their clinch.
“Let’s help Alex with these clothes.” He had Ben’s jeans down to his thighs before either of his mates could even start on his own clothes.
Ben’s cock popped out of his underwear, thick and hard. Chris dropped to his knees as he pulled Ben’s jeans down and helped him step out of them. Then Chris gripped Ben’s cock around the base. He started by taking just the head into his mouth and sucking lightly on it. Ben’s head fell back on a moan.
Chris slowly fed the rest of Ben’s cock into his mouth until his lips touched his fingers at the root. He stroked Ben’s cock in and out of his mouth, loving every second, but loving it even more when he saw how much Ben liked it.
Alex had slid behind Ben. Chris couldn’t see what she was doing exactly, except that her hands roamed over his chest, plucking at his nipples. Then she came around the other side and got on her knees behind Chris. She pressed kisses to his back as her hands teased his nipples then slid down to rub his cock through his jeans.
After a few minutes, Chris released Ben’s cock and stood up, ready to be naked. Now both his mates were nude and he still had all of his clothes on. Without a word, Ben undid his jeans. While Alex pulled them down his legs, Ben finished unbuttoning and removing his shirt.
When the three of them fell together onto the bed, Chris made sure Alex was in the middle. He wanted to taste her. “Spread her out.”
Together the two men spread Alex’s legs. Chris lay down between them and fastened his mouth onto her clit. Ben, meanwhile, lay down so that he could lick and suck on her nipples.
Alex moaned low in her throat, placing a hand on each of their heads. “That’s so good.”
“Anything for you,” Ben said.
Chris didn’t comment, just worked even harder to find all of her sweet spots, the exact moves that would drive his mate crazy. When she started to writhe, he figured the swirling sucking thing he was doing right then was perfect. He’d have to remember that.
Ben scooted up further to kiss her while Chris coaxed her body into an orgasm that nearly shook him off of her. Score.
When she finished, he sat up between her legs. “Double penetration.”
“Amen,” Ben said.
“You’re sure this won’t hurt, with both of you at once?”
“I bought lube,” Ben said.
“When’d you find the time to buy lube?” Chris said.
“When I went to the grocery earlier today.” Ben grabbed a bag out of the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a bottle. “Just for us.”
He must be missing something. “They have lube at the grocery?” Chris said.
Ben laughed. “No but they have it at the adult store out on the edge of town.” He crawled onto the bed, smacking the side of Alex’s butt. “Roll over. We need to get you ready.”
She stretched, her arms high over her head, which lifted her breasts invitingly toward the ceiling. Then with a Cheshire smile she rolled onto her stomach and lifted her hips. “Have your way with me, boys,” she said in a low, sultry voice.
Ben uncapped the lube, but Chris shook his head. He had a better way to start this off. He rubbed her ass cheeks then pulled them gently apart. Then he very lightly traced his thumb over the small star inside.
Alex wriggled her butt.
Pulling her buttocks further apart, Chris leaned down and licked her, then went even further and sucked her gently, with lots of tongue.
Slapping her hand against the bed, Alex moaned into the blankets.
He didn’t want her to come again until he was inside her, so he stopped.
“No,” she said.
Chris ignored her pleas. “Lube?”
Ben poured a little lube at the top of her crease and worked it in with his fingers. After pouring a little more, he pushed one finger into her, sliding it in and out, getting the lube into her canal as well.
“More,” Chris said.
Ben removed his finger before adding more lube, and this time, Chris got in on it, slipping his finger into her ass. God, she felt tight.
“You sure you’re big enough?” he said.
“It worked before,” Alex said. “Although you and Ben are bigger than any…I mean, you’re bigger.”
He didn’t like thinking about her with other men, but it helped she thought they were bigger. Not that size mattered. Right.
Chris kept at it until his finger slid easily then added a second with a little more lube from Ben. After he’d added a third and it too slid comfortably in and out, he said, “I think she’s ready.”
Ben handed him the lube. “Why don’t I lie down, and she can get on top of me, and then you can enter her from behind?”
“Sounds perfect,” Chris said.
In less than a minute, Alex straddled Ben, who slid his cock into her pussy. She relaxed down onto his chest, letting her hips slide up a little. Even so, Chris had to push and move her around to get himself in place. Even though he’d warmed her up, she still felt very tight as he pushed inside.
So tight. So good. “Is that okay?” His voice sounded like someone else’s, dry and rough.
“Wonderful.” Alex reached back to rub his calf. “Amazing.”
Chris moved. Slowly at first, then picking up speed as he slid easily in and out of her. Alex was making breathy little noises punctuated by tiny cries. Beneath her, Ben moaned.
“I can feel it,” Ben said. “I can feel you both.”
By leaning on his arms, Chris could slide even more easily. He rested his chest against Alex’s back and kissed the shoulder where he’d marked her. When she gave a shuddering cry, he didn’t even think. He bit down.
Alex shattered, her pussy pulsing so hard Chris could feel her tightening around him. Chris fought to keep from coming. He didn’t want this bliss to end. But as she continued to squeeze him, he couldn’t hold back. He pushed deeper and let go, releasing into her.
After he’d come, he stayed there a second, unable to move. His eyes met Ben’s and he smiled. Then Chris pushed himself up, carefully pulling out of Alex. He lay down next to them, close enough so the front of his body pressed against Ben’s side. As Alex moved over Ben, Chris rubbed her back and her beautiful ass.
Both his mates moved in the throes of passion, even Alex who’d just had a rip-roaring orgasm. From the look on her face, she was poised to have another.
Ben turned his head, his nose grazing Chris’. Chris didn’t need any more encouragement. He leaned forward and pressed his lips to Ben’s, absorbing some of his hunger. After a few moments, Ben no longer kissed him, just breathed him in. His eyes slitted, he looked drugged.
Ben twisted to look at Alex. “Soon.” He pulled her down to him and sunk his teeth into his mark on her shoulder.
As her body shook, Alex bit Ben too. His body tightened then just his hips moved, pushing deeper inside her. Chris nuzzled Alex’s cheek with his nose, holding tight to her back. The three of them clung together for long seconds until the violence of their orgasms faded away.
They were together, as they should be. He just hoped he could keep them together.
*
The next night, most of Roanoke pack and quite a number of Stonewall pack showed up at the farm. Chris had talked with his tenant and arranged to use a fallow field on the far edge of the property, far enough away that they couldn’t see it from the farmhouse. As far as his tenant knew, Chris was holding an impromptu party. Highly irregular, and his tenant probably thought he was nuts, but there wasn’t much he could do about it.
He’d been worried about talking with his tenant. The guy was a litigious son of a bitch. He’d already dragged Chris into court for frivolous shit. Chris almost always won—that wasn’t the problem. Going to court cost money—more money than he got from renting the damn farm out—and he didn’t want to pay out for yet another suit. Especially now, when he had two mates who were both unemployed depending on him. But his tenant had agreed to let him use the field, so hopefully this wouldn’t turn into a court case.
A few wolves posted out on the road directed everyone to the field. The crescent moon rose over them, clear as the millions of stars that shone so brightly without the light pollution from the city. Chris stood at the edge of the field with his mates and his second.
“Ten fifty-five,” Nick said. “He sure does believe in cutting it close.”
“I just hope they didn’t lure us out here in order to wreak havoc in our territory,” Ben said.
Which is why Chris had left several of his strongest wolves behind. Chris would know it if anyone breached their territory. A quick phone call and his wolves would know it too.
Alex paced and fidgeted. Ben, for his part, seemed to be holding it together okay. At least for now. Chris grabbed Alex as she walked by him, cupping her cheek. “Relax. It’s going to be fine.”
Bouncing on her toes, she said, “Of course. Of course it is.” She gave him a quick peck then continued pacing.
“Nervous energy,” Ben said. “We can help her work that off later.”
“I heard that.” Alex walked by them again.
“You saying you object?” Ben tracked her.
“Nope. Just saying I heard that.”
A car pulled off the road and into the makeshift parking area in the field. The three of them stilled as they watched the car park and a lone figure emerge. Keith walked across the field, the weight of the combined packs’ gazes on him the entire way. He stopped, standing alone across from Chris.
“You ready?” Keith said.
“I am.” Chris took a few steps forward so everyone could see him, and pulled off his shirt. He knew he had a lot more muscles than any of the other wolves here, and he wanted them all to remember it.
This is how challenge fights began—both people disrobed and then changed into wolves. The disrobing part usually included as much posturing as possible, both to show the wolves in attendance how imposing they were, and to hopefully scare their opponent.
Keith and Chris disrobed, tossing their clothes to the side. Chris had it all over Keith in the muscle department. Still facing each other, they underwent the change. At the end, Keith stood as a grey wolf, dark gray on the top of his head and back, lighter on his belly. Chris knew his own coloring was lighter, almost a honey color only slightly darker on his back.
Keith bared his teeth.
The fight was also as much about posturing as about grappling. Chris couldn’t let Keith think for a second he had the upper hand. So instead of reacting, Chris leisurely walked to the side, circling Keith and making him turn so Chris couldn’t get behind him.
Good. He liked making Keith dance to his tune.
Behind them, the crowd watched silently, as though afraid to miss a single move.
Chris darted to the inside, snapping at Keith’s side. He caught some skin, drew blood, but didn’t get a good grip, so he jumped away before Keith could engage him.
Swinging to face Chris, Keith lowered his head and growled.
Had Chris been a smaller wolf, the growl might have been troubling. As it was, Chris chuffed, the closest he could get to laughter while in wolf form. Growl at him? He outweighed Keith by nearly half.
Chris raced in a circle around Keith, making him twist as though chasing his own tail. Then Chris slipped inside as he had before and clamped down on Keith’s shoulder, almost catching his neck in his teeth. Almost, but not quite.
Keith shook his body, trying to dislodge Chris, who dug even deeper. Blood welled through Chris’ teeth as his fangs cut through muscles and veins.
With a violent jerk, Keith managed to throw Chris off, but Chris took a chunk of flesh with him. He spit it out and went back to circling his prey.
Keith was bleeding pretty profusely. It dripped down his shoulder and leg, matting his fur. He limped a little as he turned, watching Chris.
Chris paced slowly. Should he attack again or let Keith come to him? His methods so far seemed to be working, but it seemed almost unsporting it was so easy.
Keith jumped toward him, his front paws coming down on Chris’ back. Chris rolled to get away from him and in the process Keith got his teeth around one of Chris’ hind legs.
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Chris tried but failed to dislodge Keith from his leg. Shit, it hurt. Keith worried it like a dog worries a bone, twisting his head side to side as he bit down harder.
Rolling backward far enough to bring his other legs into play, Chris kicked at Keith with everything he had. Keith whined as he skittered backward to escape Chris’ paws.
Chris flipped onto his feet and immediately lunged for Keith. He bit at him everywhere he could until he got a good grip on his throat. Chris didn’t want to kill him, so he bit down just hard enough to keep control of him, and held him there.
A minute passed, and then another. Keith let go of the tension in his body, submitting. Chris released him and stepped back, still looming over the challenger.
Chris had won.
Keith slowly stood. He limped to his clothes and began the change back to human form.
As soon as he reached it, Ben and Nick stepped forward between Chris and Keith. At that point, Chris could safely change. If Keith tried anything, his mate and his second would stop him.
The second Chris had returned to human form, Alex dropped to her knees beside him. For a split second, he thought she might go down on him, crazy as that seemed, then realized she was looking at the wound in his leg, completely ignoring his cock which—as usual after a fight—stood at attention not six inches from her face.
Women.
He knew she wouldn’t appreciate any lewd comments, either, his innocent little mate. Especially with so many people around. But he’d tease her later.
As she touched the skin around his wound, he sucked in a breath. Still hurt. Werewolves healed faster than humans but they still had to heal.
Alex popped open the first aid kit she’d brought with her.
“Can I get dressed first?” he said.
She didn’t look at him, intent on what she was doing. “You can put a shirt on. Pants would only get in the way.”
He slipped on his shirt, which unfortunately wasn’t quite long enough to hide his hard-on. But it did make him feel a little better.
Werewolves weren’t too self-conscious, but he was now the only one in the crowd not completely dressed, and he couldn’t think of a single way that could be good.
He stayed quiet as she cleaned the wound and dressed it. Several feet away, Keith had finished putting his clothes back on. Ben and Nick escorted him to his car. Even across the field, Chris could hear Ben telling Keith to leave town and take his friends with him. Chris hoped he’d listen.
By the time Ben and Nick returned, Alex had finished patching him up. Chris pulled on his boxers and pants.
“Think that’s the last we’ll see of him?” Nick said.
Chris had to sit down in order to put on his socks and shoes. He tried to hide how much it hurt.
“I think that’s the last of Keith,” Ben said. “But we haven’t seen Brett yet. Unless he’s a total coward, he’ll come forth to issue a challenge himself.”
“No.” Alex put the first aid kit back together. “No, this has to be over.”
“I agree with Ben.” Chris tied his shoes. “Brett’ll show his face. Then it’ll be over. In the meantime, we need to keep our promise to Keith. Ben, could you call in an anonymous tip to the cops about Keith’s cocaine stash?”
“My pleasure,” Ben said.
Chris pushed to his feet, keeping his face blank to hide the pain. He slung an arm around Alex’s shoulders. “Let’s go.”
Thank God she didn’t argue, just let him walk beside her, leaning on her a little. He didn’t want to appear weak in front of his pack. He loved his pack but he knew some of them had dreams of being Alpha one day. Challenging him when he was weak would be their best chance. So he couldn’t be weak. Ever.
When they reached the car, he purposely waited. Let his pack mates think he did it so they could congratulate him. The truth was he didn’t want them to see him hand the keys to Ben. But no way did he want to drive home with his right leg throbbing.
As the last car left the lot, he pulled his keys out of his pocket. “You drive.”
Ben grabbed the keys. Alex helped Chris into the back seat then climbed in beside him on the other side.
“You’re hurting worse than you’re letting on,” she said.
“Yeah.”
“We could call the pack doctor.” Alex helped him fasten his seat belt.
“They can’t know,” Chris said. “You can take care of me. You’ve done fine so far.”
“I understand,” Ben said.
Ben would. Chris still shuddered when he thought of everything his mate had gone through. He better than anyone would understand why Chris needed to project strength at all times.
“Well, I don’t. You’re injured and I’m not a doctor.”
Chris leaned over to kiss her. “‘’Tis but a flesh wound.’ But you’re right. Have you ever considered med school?”
“Med school?” she sputtered.
He kissed her again. “You can be my own private doctor.”
“And mine,” Ben said. “I want some of that action, too.”
Chris sat back, contentment stealing over him. Brett would come when Brett would come. But for now, he had his mates and he was happy. “All joking aside, what do you want to do?” He ruffled the tips of Alex’s hair. “With your life.”
*
How was Alex supposed to answer that? “I don’t know.”
“Surely you have dreams. What did you want to do before you met Brett?” Chris said.
She hadn’t known. She’d liked school okay but had no idea what she wanted to do for a career. “I don’t know. My parents wanted me to go to college. Dad said I’d figure it all out there. Papa thought I should be a teacher.”
“What do they think about your finding your mates?” Ben said.
Aw, shit. She’d told Chris she and her parents were estranged, but she’d never told Ben. Guess she’d have to do that now. “They don’t know. We don’t speak.”
“But they’re alive,” Ben said.
“Yes.”
He twisted in his seat and looked at her for a second before turning his attention back to the road. “How can you not talk to them? I’d give anything for my parents to be alive again.”
“They don’t want me, okay?” The word came out sounding whinier than she’d wanted. “They haven’t spoken to me since I left with Brett.”
Chris ran his hand through her hair then let it rest on the back of her neck. “Have you called them?”
“A few times, at first.” After a while, it had hurt too much to keep trying.
“You could try again,” Chris said.
“They won’t pick up. And I feel so pathetic leaving messages. They never call back.”
“Just call once,” Ben said. “Do they even know where you are now?”
“They have my cell number.” She’d gotten a new cell after she moved out, but she’d given them the number the last time she called.
“Just call them,” Ben said. “Tell them where you are and that you’ve found your mates. Maybe when they know you’re not with Brett anymore, it’ll make a difference.”
She wanted to see her parents so bad. But it hurt every time they rejected her. She didn’t know if she could do it or not.
Chris rubbed his thumb up and down the side of her neck. “Just think about it. There’s time.” He shifted in his seat, pulling her closer to him. “Now. You said your dad wanted you to be a teacher. Do you want to be a teacher?”
“I don’t know,” she said.
“There’s a community college here in Marysburg, and several excellent schools in Virginia,” Chris said. “You could take classes in Marysburg for a couple of years, figure out what you want to study, and then transfer somewhere else.”
“As long as it’s close enough to commute,” Ben said. “I don’t even want to think about those horny college boys drooling all over you.”
Chris popped Ben lightly on the head. “What he means is, we’d miss you too much if you moved somewhere for school, so we’d like you to commute.”
Ben rubbed his head. “Yeah. That’s what I meant.”
“You do realize those college boys would stop drooling as soon as I threw up all over them,” Alex said.
With a grin, Ben said, “Oh, yeah. Forgot about that.”
Alex curled closer to Chris. “That sounds like a good plan. I’ve been thinking I wanted to go to school but we’ve been on the road so much it wasn’t possible.”
“And now it is.” Chris kissed the top of her head.
Ben pulled into the driveway to Chris’ house. “How tired are you?”
“Not too tired to get rid of this hard-on,” Chris said.
“Chris!” Alex smacked his chest.
“What? It always happens after a challenge. I can’t help it.”
Ten minutes later, they limped into the master bedroom.
*
Ben figured they wouldn’t have to wait long for Brett’s challenge. What still confused him was why he’d even bothered to send Keith in the first place. Maybe they were trying to soften Chris up, injure him, before Brett had to fight him. But Keith hadn’t hurt him that bad. A temporary injury at best, and one that would quickly heal. Keith had failed.
So it seemed like Brett wouldn’t wait; he’d want to strike while Chris’ injury might still give him some advantage. While they made dinner the next night, Ben told Chris that, but it didn’t make a difference.
“I’m healing quickly,” Chris said.
“All I’m saying is, we skip going to the bar for one night. The pack will understand—we’re newly mated. They’ll figure we’re fucking like bunnies. And as long as we’re on pack territory, Brett can’t challenge you.”
“I like that idea.” Alex hugged Chris from behind. “Especially the bunny part.”
With Alex on Ben’s side, maybe Chris would come around. “No one would blame us for taking a night for ourselves.” Ben wanted Chris safe. Why couldn’t he see that?
“It’ll make me appear weak. Like I’m hiding.” Chris stirred the pasta in the pot. “Or they’ll think I’m injured too badly to come out in public. I can’t have that.”
Ben touched Chris’ arm. “Did you ever think your pack might have your back? They know how strong you are. Hell, you flattened Keith without breaking a sweat then you stood there like some kind of statue while Alex patched you up. You didn’t even flinch. No one thinks you’re weak. They think you’re invincible.”
“And you know what the invincible reigning hero always does,” Alex said. “He goes home and fucks like a bunny.”
Chris’ mouth pulled to the side like he was fighting a smile. “You might have a point.”
“So we can stay home tonight?” Ben said. “Hang out, maybe watch some TV?”
“What happened to fucking like a bunny?” Chris pulled plates out of the cabinet. “If there’s not going to be any fucking, I might as well go to the bar.”
“Oh, I see.” Ben knocked Alex with his elbow. “He just wants us for our bodies.”
“Damn straight.” Chris strained the pasta.
“I’m okay with that,” Alex said. “Seeing as he brings such a nice body to the table himself.”
“There is that.”
“You two could help.” Chris pulled a serving bowl out of another cabinet. “Set the table and take out the plates.”
Alex grabbed the stack of plates and headed for the kitchen table. “Just like my mother.”
With a jolt, Ben realized he hadn’t eaten in someone’s home like this since the last time he’d eaten with his parents. But instead of feeling sad, he felt like he’d finally come back to life. He understood now why mom didn’t want to live after her mates had been killed. He couldn’t imagine living without Chris and Alex, either.
But he didn’t have to. They were together, happy, and they would stay that way.
Ben opened several drawers and finally found the silverware. By the time he had laid them out, Alex had added napkins and Chris had brought the pasta and sauce over to the table.
Ben stood beside his chair. “We’re really a family.”
Chris rubbed Ben’s neck, brushing his thumb across Ben’s jaw. “We really are.” As they all sat down, Chris said, “Speaking of family, how soon do we want to start popping out babies?”
Alex choked on the water she’d been drinking.
“Careful, there.” Chris slapped her on the back.
“I’d like to finish college first,” she said.
“This is the problem with our age differences,” Chris said. “I’m already thirty-five. I’m ready to have kids now.”
“I’m okay with waiting,” Ben said. “But I can see Chris’ point. What if we agreed to do most of the work so you could continue college?”
Alex scooped pasta onto her plate. “So you’re going to carry the baby, deal with morning sickness and hormonal changes, lug my body across campus even when I’m five feet wide and then go through the joys of childbirth for me?”
“Well, not those parts,” Ben said.
“What if we timed it so you had the baby during the summer break?” Chris said.
Alex paused, looking at him. “So you’re saying I should be most pregnant during the hottest months of the year…in Virginia.”
“When you put it that way—” Chris said.
“Listen.” Alex ladled sauce onto her pasta. “Let me think about it a little. So far none of this sounds good to me, but if you’re serious about doing most of the feeding and staying up all night and changing diapers and all of that, then maybe I can figure something out.”
“Our cubs will be beautiful,” Chris said. “Just like you.”
“Well,” Alex said. “When you put it that way…”
*
The next morning when Chris got to work, a wolf stood outside the door waiting for him. Keith and Mad Dog stood next to him. Chris’ workplace was in neutral territory. He was a sales rep working on commission at a company selling athletic equipment.
The new wolf, a lanky dark-haired male wearing a black leather jacket, sauntered toward him. “You didn’t show up at the bar last night, Chris. Scared? Or licking your wounds?”
Chris stood up a little taller and made himself look more imposing. “Brett, I presume.”
Chapter 14
The wolf tilted his head in acknowledgment.
“Listen, Brett, I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I’m newly mated. What do you think I’ve been doing?”
Brett’s jaw tightened. Probably thinking about Alex. And Alex in bed with Chris and Ben. Good.
Brett stepped up to Chris. “Chris Byers, I challenge you.”
Looked like Ben was right. Brett had been waiting at the bar for them the night before in order to challenge him. “I accept your challenge.”
“The place I choose is the farm, same place as Keith’s fight,” Brett said.
Damn it. What the hell was it with them and the farm? And how was he supposed to explain two “parties” so close together to his tenant? He’d choose a late time again. That would at least help reduce accidental visitors. “Tomorrow night. Eleven o’clock.”
Brett winced theatrically, getting his whole body into it. “Keith said you liked the late night stuff. How come, Chris? Hoping I’ll be too tired to fight?”
“I’ll tell you as soon as you tell me why you insist on having the fight at my farm instead of at the park in town.”
“Onlookers, Chris. The park is right in town. Anyone could see us.”
“Same reason I want it late. So my tenants don’t wander over to see why I’m using part of the land they’ve legally leased from me. You agree to switch to the park and I’ll agree to an earlier time.” Chris mentally crossed his fingers.
“So sorry, Chris. We really want to do this out of the way. So it’s gotta be the farm.”
“Then it’s gotta be eleven o’clock.” Chris settled his gaze on Keith. Nick had told him Keith had been carted away by the cops. Someone must have posted bail. “Out of jail so soon?”
“You bastard.” Keith started toward him, but Mad Dog held him back.
Chris stood his ground. “Uh-uh-uh. Don’t want an assault charge added to your record.”
Keith sneered. “Pretty soon you’ll be dog meat. Then we’ll see who’s sorry.”
Chris ignored Keith, looking instead at Brett. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.” He deliberately walked past them into the building, showing that he wasn’t afraid of them and hoping they wouldn’t jump him when his back was turned.
When he got inside, he called Ben. His mate didn’t have a job yet, so he was able to take a couple of hours to call everyone who needed to know. Chris would have to call his tenant himself. He dreaded the phone call. His tenant, Bill, hadn’t sounded happy the first time. How much would it take before Bill dragged Chris into court again and cost him a bunch of money?
He finally pulled himself together and called. This time he didn’t mention a party, just asked if he could use the fallow field again.
“I could say no,” Bill said. “You can’t force me to let you.”
Chris gritted his teeth. Couldn’t force him? He could force him. “I know this is highly irregular.” He wouldn’t beg, damn it. And he wouldn’t apologize.
After a pause, Bill said, “What is it you want it for?”
“A get together that’s too big for my house,” Chris said. That was the truth.
“And how many times is this going to happen?”
Chris’ wolf grumbled. This peon of a human had no right to question him. “This should be the last time.” Damn well better be.
“Fine. Just see that this doesn’t happen again, or I’ll have to talk to my lawyer.”
“Thank you.” Even thanking this man went against the grain.
“All right, then,” Bill said.
They signed off. For this, if nothing else, Chris would wring Brett’s neck. And for hitting Alex—well, Chris would demolish him.
At lunchtime, he met Alex and Ben at The Weeping Widow. They squeezed into a booth with Alex in the middle. Chris put his arm around her shoulders and instantly felt some of his tension slip away.
“How’s your leg?” Ben said.
“Much better.” Chris might be exaggerating a little, but Ben didn’t need to know that.
“How do you think it’ll be by tomorrow night?” Alex threaded her fingers through his, where his hand rested on her shoulder.
“Good as new.” And that was a total fabrication. But maybe the positive thinking would help.
Alex rested her head on his shoulder. “He’s lying to us.”
“I know,” Ben said.
Chris wasn’t used to people calling him on stuff like that. “You just assume I’m lying?”
“I dressed your wound the other night.” Alex squeezed his fingers. “I know enough to know you haven’t healed all the way.”
“I can do one better,” Ben said. “I saw you dressing it this morning. It looked better but no way was it healed. And it won’t be healed by tomorrow night, either. He’ll go after your leg. So we need to find some way to protect it.”
“Put a big bandage around it. Something thick enough he can’t bite through it.” Alex said.
“That would display weakness. Even worse than having a weakness is displaying it.” Ben leaned his elbow on the table. “Maybe we can numb the area.”
Chris listened to them, feeling slightly amused. Not that it wasn’t deadly serious, but it was funny to hear them talking about him as though he wasn’t there. That didn’t happen often.
“Like with an anesthetic? Won’t that just mean he doesn’t feel it when it gets injured even worse?” Alex said.
Ben tapped the table. “Exactly. It’s not like he can back out of the fight. So the next best thing is to keep him from feeling the pain so he can keep fighting as hard as he needs to. After it’s over and Brett is a bloody puddle, we can put Chris back together again.”
“A bloody puddle?” Chris said.
“Please don’t tell me you’re going to do any less to him. If he’s not a bloody puddle at the end, I might have to step in and finish him off after you’ve won.” Ben cracked his knuckles. “On the other hand, that sounds like fun.”
They all knew he was kidding. Pack law wouldn’t allow Ben to fight Brett unless Brett won the challenge. Which he wasn’t going to do.
The waitress arrived and they ordered.
After she left, Chris said, “I’m all for anesthesia as long as it won’t cause delays in my reaction time or a reduction in my strength.”
“We can’t do anything about the delays and weakness caused by the injury itself, but we’ll find something that will numb it without making things worse,” Ben said. “One problem. The best person to talk to would be the pack doctor. And I’m guessing you don’t want us to do that.”
“You mean besides the fact she’ll be pissed as hell that I didn’t let her treat it in the first place?” Chris said.
“Yeah.” Alex’s voice was dry. “Besides that.”
“I can’t appear weak,” Chris said.
“Do wolves not have doctor-patient confidentiality?” Ben said.
Chris scowled. Ben knew damn well wolves had the same confidentiality humans had. And there wasn’t anything he could say to refute it. “I don’t want the doctor to think I’m weak.”
Alex glared at him. “We’re calling her. She’ll come over to the house tonight. If you’re worried, you can tell everyone else she came over to see me. And if you don’t give us her name and number in order to call her, we’ll ask Nick. And then you can explain it to him.”
She was amazing. “I have a bully for a wife,” Chris said.
“Not your wife yet,” she said.
“Not yet, but soon.” He kissed her. “Have you started planning the wedding yet?” Weddings weren’t required; once they’d marked each other, they were bound for life. But most wolves still had weddings or at the very least got hitched by the justice of the peace, to make things easier in the human side of their lives.
“So I’m the one who’s planning the wedding?” Alex said.
“You are the woman,” Ben said. “Don’t women do those sorts of things?”
Alex settled herself against the back cushion of the booth, almost dislodging Chris’ arm. “You know, if you leave it up to me, we might just go to Vegas.”
Ben gazed at her. “Seriously? What kind of woman are you?”
“A down to earth one? I never fantasized about my wedding. City hall would work fine for me,” she said.
“Well, not for me,” Chris said. “I want a big wedding. Always have. And my mother would have a conniption if we did it any other way.”
Alex sat up. “Your mother?”
“I do have parents,” Chris said.
“Yeah, but you never talk about them. Are they in the pack?” Ben said.
“No, they’re in a pack up in Maryland. When I got out of college I got wanderlust. I traveled all over and then found Marysburg. I even lived here as a lone wolf for a couple of years before some friends in Roanoke convinced me to join. From there I slowly worked my way up the ranks and eventually took over.” Chris reached further across Alex’s shoulders to rub Ben’s head. “My parents will be thrilled to hear about you two. They’d all but given up hope for me.”
“You haven’t told them yet?” Alex said.
“As soon as I tell them, they’ll drive down here. No kidding. We hang up the phone and they’ll be here a few hours later. So I want to wait until this whole mess is behind us. I don’t want my parents caught up in a dominance play. Especially if it goes wrong.”
“It won’t go wrong,” Alex said.
Chris kissed her temple. God, he could kiss this woman all day. “Everything’ll be fine. What about your parents? Have you thought any more about calling them?”
She was quiet for a few seconds. “Maybe. After you defeat Brett, maybe.”
He whispered against her temple. “What’s the worst that could happen?”
“They reject me again.”
He pressed his lips against her. “And what if they don’t?”
Before she could answer, the waitress brought their food. Chris had to remind himself that he needed to get back to work and couldn’t sit at lunch with his mates all day. No matter how much he wanted to. There’d be time for that at dinner.
In spite of everything he’d said, he didn’t feel as confident as he wanted to about the challenge the next night. He thought he’d win, but he had a bad feeling things weren’t going to be that easy. It wasn’t just his leg, either. There was more going on than he understood, and it boded nothing but ill.
*
The next evening Alex stood beside Chris and Ben as they waited for Brett to show up. She and Ben had gotten their way. The pack doctor, Sophia, had come to their house the night before and given them a local anesthetic Chris could use during the fight. Ben had given him the shot a few minutes earlier, right before they’d left their car.
Chris had been right—Sophia had been pissed he hadn’t called her sooner. She hadn’t been able to go to the first challenge and hadn’t known he’d gotten injured.
Sophia had told them she’d make sure she attended the challenge tonight. Alex was glad. She had a feeling Brett would do more damage than Keith had, and she didn’t know if she’d be up to putting Chris back together.
Alex dreaded seeing Brett again. She’d had a lump in the pit of her stomach all day. Had she really loved him? And had it only been a few days ago that she’d run to Brett, away from her mates? She couldn’t imagine it now.
But what would Brett do when he saw her? He couldn’t attack her, not with Ben, Chris and most of Roanoke pack standing around. But he could taunt her. And she knew he knew all her weak spots.
A car pulled up. Alex’s stomach jumped. She slipped her hands into Ben’s and Chris’.
Three figures got out of the car and walked toward them. Brett, of course. She didn’t recognize the other two until they got closer. Keith and Mad Dog. What an entourage.
Brett’s gaze settled on Alex. She couldn’t read his expression, but that just made it worse. When she squeezed her mates’ hands tighter, Ben let go and put his arm around her shoulders.
“He can’t hurt you,” he said.
She wished she could believe that.
The three loners stopped in front of them. “Ready to fight?” Brett said, still staring at Alex.
“Ready whenever you are,” Chris said. “But first, take your eyes off my mate.”
Brett spread his arms. “What, I can’t even look at her? She used to be mine, you know.”
“I know that,” Chris said in a loud, clear voice. “I also know you hit her.”
A gasp ricocheted through the crowd.
Alex felt embarrassed for a second then realized she didn’t need to be. She could feel the anger of the pack directed at Brett as though it were a palpable thing. She’d forgotten. Females were prized.
Brett laughed. “She was mine. I had every right to do whatever I wanted. And she’ll be mine again when I win.”
Alex stepped forward. “I will not! You remember how I threw up the last couple of times you touched me? It’s ‘cause I can’t stand you anymore.”
“I’ve got the cure for that, baby. Once your mates are both dead, you won’t throw up.”
Chris pushed Alex behind him. “You’re not coming near my mates. If you do, I’ll obliterate you.”
Brett’s face stayed impassive for a moment, his eyes glittering almost black as they slid from Alex to Chris and back again. Then he smiled a secret smile as though he knew something none of them knew. “Let’s fight.”
The two men stripped. Chris had put a flesh-colored bandage over his leg wound, making it look like he had no wound at all. The bandage would fall off when he shifted; it was for this moment only. Alex felt a surge of triumph when Brett stared at Chris’ leg, trying to find the weakness. Hopefully this fight wouldn’t be as easy as Brett thought.
Chris finished stripping and started his change. His muscles rippled, undulating as his bones reshaped themselves under the skin. Brett soon followed him. At the end, Chris’ wolf was the beautiful, huge, honey-colored wolf Alex had seen during the last fight. Across from him stood a grey-colored wolf. Brett.
The sight brought back memories of midnight runs and playfulness and joy. Alex felt a sharp pang in her chest. She’d really thought she loved him. But all the love she’d felt from him had been a lie.
Chapter 15
Ben tightened his arm around Alex. Brett was a bigger wolf than Ben had expected. Quite a bit bigger than Keith had been. Chris still stood at least a hand taller but it didn’t make Ben feel better. Keith had gotten Chris good in spite of being smaller. What would Brett do?
Alex’s arm slid around Ben’s waist. She helped steady him. And no matter what happened in the fight, he’d keep her safe.
She squeezed him as the two wolves jumped at each other, meeting in mid-air, their legs kicking and their sharp teeth aiming for each other’s necks. Their growls echoed through the crowd, many of the pack wolves straining as though they wanted to jump into the fight. Just as Ben did.
The wolves hit the ground, Chris on top of Brett, and rolled in the grass, continuing to kick at each other. Both landed blows but none of them were severe enough to even draw blood. Then Brett hugged Chris with his front legs and kicked both his hind legs at Chris’ injured thigh.
“Bastard,” Alex hissed.
Thank God they’d anesthetized his wound. Chris rolled, dislodging Brett then jumping to his feet. His gait seemed fine but a sheen on his leg showed that the wound had been re-opened. Chris and Brett circled each other, Brett’s tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth.
“Brett looks winded,” Ben whispered in Alex’s ear.
“He doesn’t like to work out.”
A-ha. A weakness.
“He lifts because he likes to be big, but he won’t do cardio,” she said. “He hates it. So he gets out of breath sometimes.”
Maybe if the fight went on long enough, Brett would drop from sheer exhaustion. Yeah, right.
Brett launched himself at Chris, who flattened himself onto the ground and rolled. Brett whined when he landed flat on his belly on the ground. Chris pounced on him from above. As his teeth were about to close over Brett’s neck, Brett shifted position. Chris caught his shoulder instead. Brett twisted his head around almost unnaturally and bit Chris’ nose.
Chris released him and stumbled back. Ben growled when he saw the blood smeared across the top of Chris’ nose. He felt only slightly better when he saw the gash in Brett’s shoulder.
Chris darted forward, kicking at Brett with his forelegs then clamping his teeth around Brett’s injured shoulder. Brett let out a sharp yip of pain. He twisted, shook Chris loose then bit down hard on Chris’ injured leg.
Not a sound came out of Chris, not even a startled cry. Alex dug her nails into Ben’s side but didn’t say anything either. Brett gnawed Chris’ leg while Chris snapped at his flank and finally got his teeth into Brett’s underbelly. Brett released him with a howl. Chris dug his fangs deeper.
Brett twisted and lunged for Chris’ neck. Everyone heard the rip as Brett’s skin came apart at his quick move. Chris dodged out of range to protect his neck, freeing Brett, whose belly was coated with blood.
When Chris moved, he limped.
Brett leapt forward, yipping in pain, and sunk his teeth into Chris’ back before he could get away. Chris twisted back and forth, flinging Brett’s body to and fro, but Brett had sunk his teeth so deep Chris couldn’t dislodge him. Chris paused a second, breathing.
Ben dug his fingers into Alex’s shoulder. God. Brett couldn’t win. If Brett won, Ben would challenge him instantly. He would challenge him before he could kill Chris. Brett couldn’t kill Ben’s mate when Ben had only just found him.
Chris flung himself to the ground, Brett still clinging to his back. The impact jarred Brett loose. In a split second, Chris stood a few feet away, baring his teeth.
He looked as strong as ever. Except for the bloody mess on his back.
Brett got to his feet a little more slowly. The two wolves stared at each other. Then Chris charged, tumbling on top of Brett. The two rolled over and over, kicking and biting and trying to get hold of each other’s throats. Then they stopped.
Chris lay on top of Brett. It wasn’t until Chris pushed up onto his feet that everyone could see his teeth embedded in Brett’s neck. Brett was alive, but there was no doubt.
Chris had won.
A wave of relief washed over Ben so violently he nearly fell to his knees. But he knew Chris wouldn’t want Ben to show any weakness. No matter how scared he’d been, the pack needed to think Ben had had total confidence that Chris would win. Sometimes being mated to the pack Alpha sucked.
Chris bit down a little harder, holding Brett’s neck until Brett submitted. Then Chris released him and stepped back, allowing Brett to stumble to his feet and walk the few yards to Keith and Mad Dog.
Ben and Alex stepped forward to guard Chris while he changed. Ben couldn’t wait to escort Brett to his car. Maybe rough him up on the way. Nick and Matt were both back on pack territory in case Brett’s invisible partner tried anything, so Ben would take a couple of the other wolves with him when they ejected Brett, Keith and Mad Dog.
“Help me up,” Chris said.
Alex immediately knelt beside him and helped him stand. Ben tried to keep his eyes on the rogues but couldn’t help but glance behind him every so often. Chris’ back looked awful. Like a piece of ground meat. Good thing this was the last fight.
Another wave of relief flooded through him. The last fight. Thank God.
“Sophia,” Alex called.
The pack doctor hurried forward with her bag. “Lie down.”
“I’ll stand,” Chris said. His voice sounded forced, like his teeth were grinding together.
Sophia huffed out a breath. “Fine. But that’ll make it harder. For one thing, you’re damned tall.” Sophia herself was barely taller than five feet.
Chris continued to hold onto Alex’s shoulder.
Ben’s only consolation was that Brett seemed just as bad off. His two minions helped him dress, smearing blood on his clothes. He should really get patched up first, but packs didn’t minister to challengers unless they won. And apparently neither Keith nor Mad Dog could do it. Either that or they wanted to get out of there as soon as possible. Which was a very good idea. With each pained breath from his mate, Ben felt more and more like ripping Brett apart.
But that wouldn’t be good form. Fights were brutal but well-regulated. Unless Brett challenged him or threatened him, he had no standing to attack. Which just sucked. He owed Brett a good beating or two. One for Alex, a second one for Chris.
“You won,” Alex said.
“Yeah,” Chris said.
“It’ll all be better now,” she said.
Brett finished dressing. He limped toward his car, holding onto Keith and Mad Dog. Ben signaled to a couple of the other pack wolves and the three of them followed the three rogue wolves to their car.
“Leave town,” Ben said.
Brett turned his head and snarled at him.
“Leave town. There’s nothing for you here but misery.”
“Are you threatening me?” Brett attempted to stand up straighter but didn’t get very far.
“No. Just letting you know your future. You’ll be better off somewhere else. Healthier.”
The two pack wolves with Ben chuckled.
Brett took a step toward him, Keith and Mad Dog still holding him up. “Listen, asshole—”
”No, you listen. You come near my mates or my pack again and I’ll mess you up. Leave town. Or you’ll be sorry.”
Brett lunged for him, lost his grip on Keith and Mad Dog, and landed in the dirt. Ben stayed silent as Brett’s wolves picked him up and carried him to the car. He wanted more than anything to punch Brett for what he did to Alex. He even thought most of the pack would be behind him on that. But Chris wouldn’t like it so he held himself back.
He waited until he couldn’t see their taillights anymore then walked back to Chris.
*
Alex held onto Chris’s forearms, taking some of his weight, as she watched Brett’s car drive out of view. There had been times when she thought Brett was going to win. Thank God it was over. She could nurse Chris back to health and then the three of them could build a life together. Her parents would be proud.
At least, she thought they would. Was Chris right? Should she reach out to them again? Her stomach flipped. What if they still didn’t want to talk to her?
But they’d have to sometime, wouldn’t they? Chris and Ben had talked about having kids. Her parents would want to know about their grandkids, right? She’d have to talk to them then. And they’d have to talk to her. Maybe if she kept calling them she’d wear them down.
Chris winced. Up until this point, he’d been stoic while Sophia cleaned the wound and stitched him up. She must have hit an especially sore spot.
“You okay?” Alex said.
“I’ll be fine.”
“That wasn’t what I asked.”
He didn’t answer, his jaw clenched tight, and her thoughts wandered again. She’d call them. There wasn’t anything else to do. She wanted them back in her life, and if they wouldn’t make the first move, she would.
Maybe she’d even call tonight. It had been a good night so far. Maybe her luck would hold.
Ben came up beside her, putting his hand on her back. “How’s everything going here?”
“He’ll be fine,” Sophia said. “A few days of rest and then another week or so for the wounds to completely heal and he’ll be like new.”
“I have work,” Chris said. He continued to hold onto Alex’s arms.
“Call in sick. That’s an order. If they give you any grief, I’ll give you a note.” Sophia pulled gauze out of her bag. “When I finish your back, I still need to look at your leg.”
“I can’t think of anyone else who could get away with giving him an order,” Ben said to Alex.
“Are you kidding?” Chris said. “Just yesterday Alex ordered me around like a schoolboy.”
Ben laughed. “Oh, yeah. I forgot about that.”
“She’ll be a fabulous Alpha Female,” Chris said.
She hadn’t known he thought that. “You called me a bully.”
“I was teasing.” Chris squeezed her arms.
“I’m going to have to figure out what’s teasing and what’s not,” she said.
“Plenty of time,” Chris said.
Plenty of time, now that Brett had been vanquished. “I’m going to call my parents,” she blurted out.
Her two men shared a glance.
“Why don’t I take over for you here?” Ben said. He put his left arm next to hers. “You can go do it now.”
Chris moved his grip from Alex’s arms to Ben’s.
“Okay,” she said. That’s exactly what she’d hoped they’d say. Except now her stomach sat in her throat. She stood next to them for a second.
“Go on,” Ben said. “We’ll be here when you get back.”
Alex pulled out her cell and walked to the far end of the field. She didn’t want anyone to overhear. She also wanted to make sure she had enough bars. When she found the perfect spot, she stood and stared at the phone for a few minutes, her palms growing damp.
She should just do it. It couldn’t be worse than any of the other times she’d called and left a message. She hit speed dial and listened while the phone rang.
When their message came on, her stomach dropped. Tears filled her eyes as she listened to her mother’s voice saying they weren’t available. They hadn’t picked up. They still didn’t want to talk to her.
Maybe they just weren’t home. But Alex knew there was usually someone at home. Someone.
The machine beeped. “Hi,” she said. “It’s Alex. I…um…I wanted to talk to you.” Tears rolled down her face in earnest. “I’m so sorry. You were right about Brett all along.” She took a deep breath.
“But something good came from this. I found my mates. They’re amazing. Chris is the Alpha of Roanoke pack and Ben is—Ben. Anyway, please call me back? I miss you.” She said the last in a small voice then hung up.
She stood at the far end of the field and cried until the tears dried up. Would they ever forgive her? Would she ever see her family again?
With no bathroom, she couldn’t splash cold water on her face or freshen up at all. She dried off her cheeks and walked slowly back to her mates, hoping any puffiness would disappear before she got to them. Good luck.
As she approached, Ben was helping Chris back into his clothes while Sophia packed her bag up. The pack wolves streamed all around them, many heading back for their cars. They stopped to congratulate Chris as they walked by.
When she reached her mates, she kept her head averted. She was a messy crier, always had been. The only real cure was time, and she didn’t have that.
“Hey,” Ben said. He tipped her face up. “Hey, what’s wrong?” Ben pulled her into a hug.
“They wouldn’t talk to me.” She felt the tears welling up again. Damn it! She’d thought she was all cried out.
Chris put his hand on the back of her head and she felt that same calm she always did when the three of them touched. “What did they say?”
“They didn’t pick up.” She held the tears back, just barely, sucking in big gulps of air.
“Maybe they weren’t home.” Ben rubbed her back.
“Maybe. But there’s usually someone home. And it’s like eleven o’clock at night there.”
“I forgot what time it was,” Chris said. “Are they usually awake this late? Maybe they’re asleep.”
“No, they stay up late.” She disentangled herself from her mates. “It’s fine. I’m okay.”
“Did you leave your number?” Ben said.
“They have it. I gave it to them the last time I called. This time I just told them about you two and asked them to call me.” Now she wished she’d said more, but she didn’t know what.
“Maybe they just need some time to digest it all,” Chris said. “Maybe they’ll call in a few days.”
“Maybe.”
Chapter 16
Alex pushed her hair behind one ear. She couldn’t think about her parents any more or she’d go crazy. “Ready? Let’s get going.”
Chris took a deep breath. “Let’s wait.”
“What’s the matter?” Ben said.
After looking around at the wolves still there, Chris said, “I just want to wait until everyone leaves.”
Of course. He’d re-injured his leg and now his back was messed up, too. He’d need help getting to the car. And Mr. Macho Man wouldn’t want anyone to see him accepting help.
“You think we could drive the car closer?” Ben said.
“Maybe,” Chris said. “But not just yet.”
They waited while the rest of the pack straggled toward their cars. As the last one reached the makeshift parking area, Ben said, “I’m going to go get the car. They’ll be gone before I even get there. Just wait here.”
“How’s your back?” Alex said. She had waited until all the other wolves were out of earshot to ask. “Did Sophia give you painkillers?”
“Yeah, but they won’t last long. Hopefully long enough to get home but maybe not.” He shifted from one leg to the other and winced.
Werewolves had such fast metabolism that their bodies burned medicines away very quickly. “I heard what she said. You’re on bed rest for a few days.”
Chris smiled. “Bed sounds good.”
“None of that. Flat on your stomach, healing.”
“I bet if I lay on my side, you and Ben could—”
”Men are such horndogs. Healing. Not fucking.”
He laughed at her crudeness. “You don’t usually swear.”
“Sometimes it’s called for.”
Across the field, Ben reached the car. He got inside and waited a few minutes while the rest of the wolves left. Then he drove toward them slowly.
“I hope he doesn’t hurt his car,” Alex said. The last thing they needed was to get stranded out here at midnight.
“It’ll be fine. The field’s pretty flat.”
Ben stopped not too far away from them. He hopped out and opened the door for Chris.
“This is going to hurt your back,” Alex said. “Can you lie on your stomach in the back seat?”
“I’m too tall. If the painkillers hold on, I’ll be okay.” Chris folded himself into the back seat.
Alex and Ben got into the front and Ben drove slowly back to the road. Chris held himself very carefully away from the back of the seat. The rest of the ride home was hard, particularly when Chris started to cringe and she knew the painkiller must have worn off.
“Did she give you any extra drugs? Could you take another dose?” Alex said.
“She did, but I can wait until we get home,” Chris said.
“No need to be a hero,” Ben said. “I saw your back. You have every right to be in pain.”
“I’ll be okay. If I take it now, it’ll wear off before I go to bed and then I won’t be able to get to sleep.” Chris cringed again as they went over a pothole.
“Sorry,” Ben said.
The rest of the trip passed in silence. Alex wished she could do something more for Chris. Even helping him into the house hurt him, since they couldn’t give him good support for his leg without touching his back.
When they got inside, they stopped at the foot of the stairs, gazing up its length. That was going to hurt like hell.
“You could sleep on the couch,” Ben said.
“I can make it.” Chris put his foot on the bottom step.
“Why don’t you take the painkiller now?” Alex said. “It should last long enough for you to fall asleep.” And help him get up the stairs.
Chris gazed at her and finally nodded. “It’s in my jacket pocket.”
“I’ll get water,” Ben said.
Alex carefully pulled a bottle from Chris’ pocket. He didn’t move an inch. “How many?” she said.
“Two.”
She shook two pills into her palm. When Ben came back, Chris swallowed the pills and stood there for a few more minutes.
“I’m afraid if I move it’ll hurt,” he said.
Her heart broke. She knew he’d had to fight and he’d done it for them as much as for their pack, but it hurt to see him in so much pain.
“It probably will,” Ben said. “But then we’ll get upstairs and you’ll be in bed and the pain will be over.”
“For a while,” Chris said.
“Until morning.” Ben moved behind Chris and put his hands on Chris’ hips. “I’ll help you as much as I can, but there’s not room for us to go up side by side. Just take it one step at a time.”
Several minutes later, Chris stood at the top of the stairs, a sheen of sweat on his brow. “Sophia might be right about a few days of bed rest.”
Alex could barely believe he was even admitting he hurt. He hated to show any weakness; if she knew anything about him, she knew that. But they were his mates. He trusted them. A warmth spread through her chest.
They undressed Chris and put him to bed. Alex knelt beside him and stroked his hair until he drifted off. Then she went downstairs.
Ben was in the family room watching television, sprawled on the couch. He patted the seat between his legs. “Come sit with me.”
She sat down with her back to his chest and rested against him. “It kills me to see him like that.”
Ben wrapped his arms around her, resting his cheek against hers. “Me too. But he’ll be okay.”
“I know.”
“At least Brett’s gone for good.” A hint of something—smugness?—tinged his voice.
“And we’re safe. And we’ve found each other.”
“And everything’s good.” His hands rubbed her belly. “You know, just because Chris can’t have sex tonight doesn’t mean we can’t.”
“But doesn’t that seem wrong, to leave him out? Won’t he be hurt?”
“Do you feel hurt that Chris and I had sex that first night?”
She hadn’t even thought about it that way. “No.”
“I figure we’ll mostly have sex together, all three of us. But that doesn’t mean we always have to. Just like we’ll have a relationship with all three of us, but also between each of the two of us. And that’s okay.”
That’s how it was with her parents. Not the sex part—she didn’t know about that—but the relationship part. They even went out on dates and stuff, just two of them at a time. Although she partly thought that was so the third one could stay home and babysit.
Ben slid his hands under her shirt, rubbing the skin of her belly. “Sound okay?” One of his thumbs brushed the underside of her breast.
“Yeah, it does.”
“Good.” His hands covered her breasts completely. “Just keep watching TV. We’re going to do this nice and slow.”
She laughed. “A man’s greatest fantasy—TV and sex at the same time.”
“Damn straight.” His fingers tugged at her nipples through her bra. They beaded in seconds, becoming tight points of need that he flicked with the edge of his fingernails.
Alex squirmed a little as her pussy became wet. If he was going to do this to her, it was only fair she tease him right back. What could she do?
She drew her nails up his thighs, but figured he probably didn’t feel it that much through his jeans.
“Relax,” he said in her ear. “Let me do the work.” One of his hands roamed down her body to settle between her legs.
She had jeans on, too, so she figured she wouldn’t be able to feel anything. But he suddenly closed his hand over her, gripping her tightly, then letting go.
Her pussy gushed. Somehow he’d hit her exactly where her clit was, and hard enough, hard…wonderfully hard.
But he moved his hand away, bringing it back to her tits with the other one.
A commercial came on the television. Ben immediately shifted her, one hand coming out from under her shirt and tipping her head back so he could kiss her. His tongue stroked hers. Alex held on to his shoulder, squeezing him, trying to hold him in place.
They kissed for a few minutes and then Ben lifted his head. “Commercial’s over.”
“What if I don’t want to stop kissing?”
He gave her a peck. “There will be more of that later.” He rearranged her back to where she’d been before and slid his hands back under her shirt.
“Is there going to be intercourse at the end of all this?” she said.
His breath felt warm against her ear. “Do you think man’s greatest fantasy wouldn’t end in an orgasm?”
She chuckled. This was perhaps the strangest sex she’d had yet, but it was fun. And her mate was happy.
Ben unbuttoned and unzipped her jeans. He left them like that and returned to playing with her tits.
“You’re a tease,” she said.
“Today I am.” He kissed her under her ear. His fingers pulled at her bra, tugging the cups down until they sat under her breasts. Then he pulled at her nipples. Not enough to hurt, just enough to feel good. Good, and super-sensitive.
Another commercial came on.
Ben flipped her around so she lay on her back on the couch. He lay on his side beside her, one leg resting between hers. In seconds, he’d pushed up her shirt to bare her breasts and latched his mouth onto one nipple.
Alex threaded her fingers through his hair and moaned. “Good.”
While he sucked and licked one nipple, he played with the other, still pulling at it, stretching it, then releasing it.
Alex rubbed his shoulders but when she tried to reach down and stroke his cock through his jeans, he pushed her hand away.
“Not time for that yet.”
“You’re not hard?”
“I’m hard as a rock. But I want to draw this out.”
She’d said he could be in charge. For today. “Okay.” She leaned back, just running her hands over his shoulders and head.
This time when the show came back on, he didn’t stop. After a few minutes, he switched breasts, lying more fully on her in the process. She loved the feel of him heavy on top of her like that.
After a while, he rose above her to run his teeth over her marks, not biting down, just teasing.
“Are you trying to make me come?” Because playing with her marks was a surefire way to do that.
“Soon. Not yet.” He rolled off her enough so he could push her pants down to her upper thighs. His hand settled over her mound on top of her panties, lightly rubbing and tapping at her clit. “I can smell your arousal.”
She smiled. “So can I.”
Ben laughed then kissed her, pushing his finger hard against her clit at the same time. Her hips bucked but she didn’t come. Yet. He went back to that light rubbing—not quite enough to push her over the edge, but plenty enough to tease.
Such a tease.
She noticed he hadn’t looked at the television in quite a while.
“Would you like me to go down on you?” he said.
Alex wrapped her arms around his neck. “You’re asking? I thought you were in charge today.”
One edge of his mouth tipped upward. “That’s right, I am.” He nodded. “I’m going down on you.”
“You know you don’t need to ask. Ever. That’s something that I will always say yes to.”
“Oh, yeah?” His hand left her pussy to trace up her side, almost tickling. “What if we’re in public?”
“Then no.”
“Or in the car in a parking lot somewhere?”
“Are there people around?”
“What if there are other people in the house?”
“Okay, almost always. I’ll almost always say yes.”
Ben grinned. “I’m going to put that to the test.” Before she could answer, he grabbed her jeans and yanked.
He probably meant to pull them off her legs in one smooth move, but they were tight and she was lying down and it just didn’t work quite right. He wriggled one way then the other, pulling at them. Alex started giggling, covering her mouth so she wouldn’t wake Chris.
“Oh, so that’s how it is?” Ben jerked her jeans off the rest of the way. He put one knee on the couch and leaned over her. “You’re laughing at me?”
Chapter 17
Alex took big breaths, trying to stop laughing.
Ben tickled her side. “You’re laughing at me. Go ahead, keep laughing.” He brought his other hand into play, tickling her on both sides of her belly.
“Stop!” She couldn’t catch her breath.
“Are you sorry for laughing at me?”
She gasped in air, unable to stop laughing. “Yes, yes!”
“All right, then.” His hands skimmed down her hips, hooked in her panties and yanked them down her legs. This time the move worked flawlessly.
Still trying to breathe, she lay pliant as he spread her legs wide, draping one foot over the edge of the couch.
He gazed down at her. “That’s what I want.” After kneeling, he tilted her hips up and spread her even wider, pulling her pussy lips apart.
Alex lifted her head. “What are you doing?”
“Just looking. This is my pussy now.”
“Really?” she said. “Are you going to do the periods and childbirth too?”
Ben chuckled. “Fine. It’s not mine. I’m just borrowing it.”
She didn’t know if that description was any better but decided to let it go. There was a grain of truth in it, after all. No one other than Ben or Chris would touch her pussy for the rest of her life. She liked that idea.
Ben settled himself between her legs, his mouth hovering over her. He started with a light kiss against her lips, then touched just the tip of his tongue to her clitoris and waggled it up and down, the strokes getting longer then slipping between her lips to slide down the strip of clit that sat between them.
His tongue slipped into her pussy a few times but he concentrated on licking her clit for several minutes before sucking it into his mouth.
Her hips bucked. “Yes.”
Ben pushed down on her thighs to hold her in place, continuing to suck on her clit while lightly rubbing it with his tongue.
Alex ran her hand over his head. “Coming,” she whimpered.
A few seconds later, she rolled into an orgasm that undulated through her body. Ben held on the entire time, continuing to massage her clit with his mouth. The orgasm finally stopped, but Ben didn’t.
Alex looked down her body at him. “It’s finished.”
“I’m not.” He licked her some more, pressing one of his thumbs into her pussy while still sucking on her clit. His finger slid in and out of her in a wet, steady rhythm.
He kept it up for a few minutes as her body slowly warmed up again, picking up speed, steaming toward another orgasm. She fell over the edge into a well of shaking shuddering pleasure even more intense than the first time.
This time Ben licked her gently, his pace slowing as her body eased. He stayed there a moment, his finger sliding up and down her clit. “Ready for more?”
“Dunno.”
“Good. Turn over. I want to fuck you from behind.”
“Don’t you want me to go down on you?” she said.
Ben paused for a second. “No, not this time. I want to be inside you now. So get on your hands and knees.” He helped her up, stripping off her top and bra at the same time, then arranged her with one knee on the couch and one foot on the floor. She leaned forward on her elbows, which meant her hips were high up behind her.
At the shushing of clothing behind her, Alex peeked. Ben had pulled off his t-shirt and shucked his jeans as she watched. What a beautiful body he had, all muscles and hard male. His cock jutted out, long and thick.
As he settled onto the couch behind her, Alex canted her hips so he’d have easier access to her pussy. Without a word, he slid the head of his cock over her pussy lips and then pushed inside.
Ben squeezed her hips as he thrust all the way inside her. “So good.” His balls slapped against her clit on every stroke. Leaning forward, his chest pressing against her back, he said, “Wanna come again?”
“Yeah.” At this rate, it wouldn’t take much.
He reached under her and found her clit, rubbing the slippery nubbin as he continued to thrust into her. “Feel good?”
She moaned in reply. She heard herself making little cries and whimpers as she got closer and closer, and buried her face in her hands to muffle the sound. Didn’t want to wake Chris.
Ben alternated rubbing with pressing hard against her clit. Within seconds, she came. Her legs shook so hard she nearly bucked him off. He sat up straight, dug his fingers in her hips and kept going.
Then he pulled out. His fingers slid inside her a few times and then he pressed his cock into her. She couldn’t figure out what he was doing until he rubbed his slick fingers over her puckered hole.
“You seemed to like the anal.” He pushed a finger into her.
Did he mean to do that now? “Yes.”
“Then you won’t mind if I play with you a little.” His finger slid in and out of her at the same tempo as his cock.
She was having trouble catching her breath. “I don’t mind.”
“One day very soon I’m going to fuck your ass,” he said. “Me and Chris both.”
“Not at the same time.” There were limits.
“Of course not. Someone has to be in your pussy.”
She chortled, her forehead hitting the couch. “Ben—”
”You gonna come again, honey?”
“Yes.” Her voice sounded all breathy.
“Good. And then I’m going to come too.” He increased his tempo.
She couldn’t hold on. “Ben—”
He quickly leaned forward and bit her shoulder hard, right where he’d marked her.
Her body exploded. She no longer had control, didn’t remember to be quiet, couldn’t control the clenching, shuddering, pulsing waves that moved through her.
With a loud moan, he pushed deep, deeper, and then she felt his body tighten around her as he came.
At length, he removed his teeth from her shoulder and maneuvered the two of them onto their sides, facing the television. He kissed her shoulder as he held her tight against him. “Too bad we can’t rewind the show. I think I missed a few things.”
*
Two days later, Chris sat at the kitchen table while Alex fixed dinner.
“After dinner, we’re going to the bar for an hour or two.” If he didn’t show his face at the bar soon, his pack might realize how injured he was. They’d seen the wounds but they didn’t need to know how much it hurt.
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Alex said. “The wounds are still oozing.”
He winced. “We’ll put a new bandage on before we leave. But my pack needs to see me. No choice.”
Ben walked into the kitchen. “Here’s the milk you wanted.”
He’d gone to the grocery. With three people in the house instead of just one, they went through food a lot faster than Chris was used to.
Alex swung around brandishing her spatula. “Chris wants to go to the bar tonight.”
Ben pressed his lips together. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. You’re not healed yet.”
“They need to see I’m not hurt,” Chris said.
“I feel safer with you here,” Ben said. “They can’t get at you here.”
“They’re my pack. They don’t want to get at me.”
“Really? You don’t have a single pack member who’d like to be Alpha?” Ben pulled groceries out of the bags he’d carried in and set them on the counter. “Now would be the perfect time to challenge you. And they all know it. They’ve stayed away because they know Alex and I won’t let them see you.”
“That’s why I haven’t had any visitors?” Chris had wondered.
“You had a few on the first day. We told them you were sleeping,” Alex said.
“All day.” Ben opened cabinets until he found the one with food in it.
“I’m not an invalid,” Chris said.
Alex snorted and waved her spatula at him. “That’s exactly what you are. An invalid.”
“I figured we were staying in,” Ben said. “I got movies out of Red Box.”
Chris was starting to feel railroaded. Or coddled. Or something. “You know I’m the alpha in this relationship.”
Both Ben and Alex turned to look at him, but neither said anything. Then they turned back to what they were doing.
“What movies did you get?” Alex said.
Did he really think they’d both just submit? And yet, he couldn’t generate much anger about their attitudes. His back hurt.
“Check them out.” Ben pushed the two movies across the counter to her.
“Nothing?” Chris knew he was being peevish. “You have nothing to say to me?” Chris wanted to lean back in the chair but he didn’t dare. He was lucky he was sitting and not flat on his stomach.
Ben opened the fridge to put more of the groceries away. “There’s no doubt you’re more alpha than either of us. But would you really respect us if we let you run roughshod over us? This is a relationship, not a pack. You may be more alpha, but you aren’t our alpha in the sense that your word is law and we have no say.”
He agreed with Ben. Mostly. But he still wanted to hear what he had to say. “Right. If it doesn’t mean that, then what does it mean?”
Leaning his arm on the top of the open refrigerator door, Ben said, “Don’t be like that. You know what it means. You’re the primary protector. You proved that the other night.”
“And the primary provider.” Chris liked that idea.
“For now. But I’m not going to hold back on my salary for fear of upsetting you,” Ben said.
“Me either.” Alex pulled the pan off the stove.
Three salaries. What couldn’t they do with three salaries? And Chris made good money. If one of his mates succeeded in making more than him, they’d all be flush. Maybe being alpha in the relationship wasn’t as important as he’d thought. “I’m okay with that.”
Alex put plates of food on the table. Pork chops, little red potatoes and broccoli. “Dinner’s ready.”
Chris waited until after dinner to get back to his original point. “I should go to the bar tonight. Just for a little.”
While Ben cleared the table, Alex took Chris’ hand in hers. “Wait until tomorrow night. Please?”
How could he say no to her big blue eyes? “All right. Tomorrow night.” As Alex leaned forward to kiss him, Chris continued, “But I have a condition.”
She stopped in mid-lean. “Oh?”
“I want to know what you two have been doing while I’ve been stuck up in bed by myself. Every detail.”
Alex leaned forward even further. A glance downward showed the generous cleavage down the neck of her shirt. “Every detail?” Her warmth spread to him even though they didn’t touch.
Chris slid his hands up her sides to her breasts. “Every detail.”
Before he could get a good grip, she stood up. “I don’t think your heart can handle it right now.” She turned and walked into the cooking area, an extra swing to her hips showing off her rounded ass.
Damn, she had a fine body.
“Tease,” he said.
“I thought you said you didn’t know what we did.” Ben closed up the dishwasher.
“I don’t.”
Leaning on the counter between them, Ben said, “Cause that’s one of the things I did.”
“What?” Chris said.
Alex peeked around Ben’s thick bicep. “Tease. He’s horrible.”
“You loved it.”
She smiled almost shyly and skittered away.
Chris rested his arm on the table. “Every. Detail.”
*
When they got to the bar the next night, Ben snagged them a table while Alex helped Chris in from the car. He really wasn’t strong enough to be out, but they couldn’t sway him. He wanted to put on a show for the pack, and so he would.
A waitress had already visited the table and Ben had placed an order when the door finally opened and Chris and Alex walked in arm in arm. They looked like a couple in love. Nah, scratch that. It looked like Chris wanted to show Alex off. The arm around her waist, the slow walk so everyone could get a good look. As a cover for a serious injury, it wasn’t bad.
Ben leaned back in the booth, sitting sideways, and watched the show. Alex was just as hot as she’d been that first time he’d seen her. Hotter, if that were possible, now that he knew exactly what her clothes covered.
The only good thing about coming out was that Chris had hinted he felt ready to jump back in the sack tonight. Although who knew how much this little trip would tire him out.
Their progress toward the table was slow because they kept getting stopped by wolves wanting to congratulate Chris. Several patted him on the arm or shoulder but when one wolf unthinkingly aimed a pat at Chris’ back, Alex blocked it with her arm.
Ben stifled a laugh.
She didn’t even turn her head, just lifted her arm into the way and kept talking. The wolf looked a little confused when he patted her arm but he didn’t try again.
Alex finally maneuvered them over to the booth, making Chris slide in first. “This was a bad idea,” she hissed quickly, then pasted a smile on her face as more wolves came to say hello.
Ben had always ducked out when his father had to hold court like this. What a pain. Chris held up quite well, though as the hour wore on, Ben saw the tightening around his eyes. Chris hurt. And he wouldn’t say a word.
The wolves of the moment left and Ben leaned forward. “We should go soon.”
Beside Chris, Alex nodded.
“We haven’t been here long enough,” Chris said.
“You’re in pain. That’s what matters,” Ben said. “They’ve seen you. Now make a ribald comment about doing your mates and let’s go hole up at home for a few more days.”
Chris smiled grimly, his eyes tired. “You’re as much a bully as she is.”
“I love you, too.” He said the words quickly, almost sarcastically then realized he’d never said them before. At the same moment, Chris’ eyes widened.
Before either of them could stumble around trying to fix the situation, yet another wolf stopped at their booth.
He wasn’t pack. A big guy, he stood an inch or so taller than Ben with nearly as much bulk as Chris. His dark hair hung to his shoulders framing a face shadowed by stubble. His black eyes fell on Chris.
“Chris Byers, I challenge you.”
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Ben felt a numbness crawling over him from the tips of his fingers in toward his body. Sounds became muted, colored by a whoosh that rushed in his ears. His claws sprung out and dug into the tabletop.
This couldn’t be happening.
“And you are?” Chris said.
Ben struggled to focus. Everything he saw seemed encased in a blurry tunnel.
“Bruno Holter. Do you accept my challenge?”
Heat covered Ben’s neck and face, his eyes watering. Panic scraped up his throat, struggling to scream free. Could he fight this man? Right now, tear out his throat before Chris could say yes? He couldn’t.
“I accept your challenge.” Chris’ voice sounded like steel, so strong, like he hadn’t just been falling over in his seat.
Ben couldn’t catch a breath. He coughed, trying to cover his gasps. He couldn’t show weakness to this stranger.
“Tomorrow night,” Bruno said.
“You forget yourself,” Chris said. “The time is my choice.”
Bruno sneered. “Then we will have it at the farm.” He paused. “Or if you’d prefer to have it at the park, then we will fight tomorrow night.”
Chris’ eyes gave away nothing, but Ben could see a ticking along the side of his jaw. Why did he even hesitate? He needed all the extra time he could get. Who cared if they fought at the farm again?
“Tomorrow night. Eleven o’clock. At the park,” Chris said.
Ben blinked. A chill stole over him. As Bruno walked away, Ben withdrew his claws from the table, his hands shaking. He blinked again.
No one said anything, the entire bar silent even after the interloper had left. Alex didn’t move. She seemed nearly as shell-shocked as Ben.
Chris put his hand on the tabletop. “Let’s go home.”
*
Chris should have listened to his mates. They’d told him not to go to the bar, and like an idiot he’d had to have his way. And now he had to fight a guy who looked like he could crush Brett with a thought. If Chris were at top fighting form, it would be a tough challenge. As it was, he very well might lose.
And if he did, he’d lose everything.
The bar continued to remain silent, nearly all eyes on Chris and his mates. Alex pushed herself out of the booth and to her feet. Her hands trembled slightly but she held them by her sides, giving nothing away. Ben, on the other hand, didn’t move. This was probably bringing back memories of his parents’ downfall. And what could Chris say? Ben’s fears might be right.
After he stood, Chris faced the roomful of wolves. He didn’t see any humans there, but needed to be cryptic just in case. “We’ve faced trouble before and overcome it. We’ll do the same here. Everything will be all right in the end.”
From a nearby table, a female voice said, “Are you sure? He looks mean. We don’t want him as our Alpha.”
With that, the room erupted in wolves agreeing, nodding, and turning to their neighbors for reassurance. The Stonewall wolves seemed to agree along with the Roanoke wolves.
Chris raised his hand and the room fell silent. “Thank you. I want to stay your Alpha. And I will do everything in my power to see that happens.” He needed to go further. He needed to fake it, even if he was worried. “Do not fear. I will fight him, and I will beat him, just as I beat Keith and Brett. And when I’m done, with your help, we’ll run them all out of town.”
Several of the more dominant wolves smiled, and the smiles spread to the rest of the pack. Soon his wolves were talking loudly about how best to kick the rogues out of Marysburg and make sure they stayed gone.
Ben still sat in the booth. When Chris reached his hand out, Ben slowly took it. He slid out of the booth. Chris wrapped his arms around Ben and Alex’s shoulders. He hoped they wouldn’t notice that he leaned on them a little.
He wasn’t ready for another fight. Not by a long stretch. But for now, they had to put on a show. The pack needed to believe he could win. They had to be behind him.
The three of them wound their way through the tables. Chris let go of Alex because there wasn’t room for the three of them abreast, but kept his arm around Ben. Ben still hadn’t said a word.
When they got out to the street, Chris said, “Alex, could you call Sophia? Tell her I need her to come by the house tonight.”
“Are you okay?”
“I’m okay,” he said. “I want to talk to her about options for tomorrow night.”
Alex stopped walking. “I saw her in the bar. Why don’t I go get her?”
His arm still around her shoulders, Chris tugged her forward. “Call her. I don’t want anyone else to know.”
While Alex pulled out her phone, Chris squeezed Ben’s shoulder. “How’re you doing?”
“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” Ben’s voice sounded dry.
“I’m holding up,” Chris said. “How are you? You looked shell-shocked back there.”
Ben took a breath and finally met Chris’ eyes. “That’s a good way of putting it. Why—” He licked his lips. “Why did you choose the park tomorrow night instead of buying yourself more time? Why?”
Chris still wasn’t sure that was the right choice. “My tenant is a son of a bitch. He’s dragged me into court four times already for petty little shit. He was pissed when we had the second fight there, and told me he’d talk to his lawyer if I asked for a third. I imagine they knew that. That’s why Keith and Brett wanted to fight at the farm. To squeeze me.”
Letting them squeeze him had been the hardest thing of all. But he couldn’t get dragged into court. They’d want to know what Chris had been doing on the field, and he couldn’t tell them. His tenant could soak him, and then how would Chris support his new family? But Chris had wanted to agree to the farm if for no other reason than to not let Bruno get his way.
Both Chris and Ben heard the ringing as Alex called Sophia. They stopped their conversation so Sophia wouldn’t overhear it. In the next couple of minutes, Alex asked Sophia to come to the house and to keep it quiet. Then she hung up.
When they got to Chris’ car, he rearranged them, asking Alex to drive.
“I can drive,” Ben said.
Chris pushed Ben toward the back seat. “I want you to sit with me.” Heaven forbid he say what he really thought—that with the way Ben looked, Chris didn’t want him operating a motor vehicle or any other type of heavy machinery. He might wrap them all around a telephone pole. But if Ben knew Chris thought that, his pride would make him insist on driving.
Ben still resisted, although he opened the back door. “Why? Are you okay?”
“I just need you. Please?”
They gazed into each other’s eyes for a minute then Ben relented. Chris handed Alex the keys as Ben slid into the back seat. “Are you okay?” he asked her.
She took a deep breath as she nodded. “I’m scared. But we’ll figure this out.”
Chris cupped her cheek. What a strong woman. Not afraid to admit her fear. And not freaking out because of that fear. “You’re right. We’ll get this done.” He pressed a quick kiss on her mouth.
*
Half an hour later, someone knocked on the door. Alex had never thought she’d be the strong one in their threesome, but Chris was tired out both physically and emotionally, and Ben looked like he’d walked through hell in his head. So Alex answered the door and ushered Sophia into the living room where the two men sat on the couch staring into space.
“Are you hurt?” Sophia put her medical bag on the coffee table.
Chris roused himself to look at her. “No. I mean, nothing new. I wanted to talk about options for tomorrow night.”
Sophia sat down on an end chair. “I can give you painkillers again.”
“That would be good,” Chris said. “I was also thinking about something to enhance my performance.”
That was the first Alex had heard of that.
Sophia leaned back, making a face. “Like what?”
“I don’t know. That’s why you’re here. Adrenaline? Steroids? Something that will help me keep going during the fight.” Chris paused. “This is going to be a tough one. But I have to win.”
“If you go that route, you could end up seriously hurt,” Sophia said.
“Worse than if I lose?” Chris said.
If he lost, Bruno might kill him. Alex was glad Chris hadn’t said it out loud. Ben didn’t need to hear it.
Sophia put her finger to her lips. “There are things I could give you if you’re sure you want to do this. Remember Tyler?” She turned toward Alex and Ben. “He’s an MMA fighter. He left our pack a while ago when he moved to California, but before that I was working with him to manage his pain after the fights. And sometimes he took drugs before the fights, too.”
“Is it safe?” Alex said.
“I don’t know what else to do,” Chris said. “I have to win. And I don’t have enough time to heal before the fight.”
And in werewolf fights, there were few rules. Certainly no rules against performance-enhancing drugs. And no guarantee Chris’ opponents weren’t using them too.
“This time,” Alex said, “after you win, you need to stay home until you’re healed. No going to the bar when you’re not ready.”
Chris leaned his head back against the couch. “Agreed. As soon as we’ve run them out of town.”
“Once you beat Bruno, Matt and Nick and Ben can take care of getting rid of them. You will stay with Sophia and me and get patched up. If you’re conscious, you can lead things with your cell phone.”
“My beautiful bully.” Chris smiled at her.
He thought she was beautiful? She couldn’t keep from smiling back at him, but kept her voice firm. “If that’s what it takes.”
“What do you think, Soph?” Chris said.
“I think an opiate would be the best choice. Tyler used to say taking morphine or Nubain before the fight took the edge off his anxiety and fear, and made it so he could keep going no matter how much he got hit. I don’t have any with me, so I’ll have to get a hold of it. Why don’t I meet you before the fight?”
They made arrangements for her to meet them at the park at quarter to eleven the next night.
“Now,” Sophia said. “As important as any drug I might give you is how you take care of yourself in the next twenty-four hours. I want you to sleep as much as possible. Don’t shift until the fight. Up until three to four hours before the fight, gorge on protein and fat. That’ll give your body the nutrients it needs to heal. But in the three to four hours beforehand, cut back a little. Eat, but not as much. You don’t want your body to be expending calories digesting while you’re trying to fight.”
Sophia stood. “And water. Drink lots and lots of water.”
“I’ll take care of it,” Alex said.
After Sophia left, Alex went into the kitchen. She’d put both her boys to bed just as soon as she fed them a nice hearty meal. And while she cooked, she’d try to forget that tomorrow night her entire world could crumble.
*
Ben had seen this movie before. The one where the super-strong wolf gets challenged by someone bigger and badder and gets slaughtered. And his mates soon after.
Not again.
Alex called them into the kitchen. Ben helped Chris into the other room, where Alex had laid out a spread—cold meat and bread and sandwich fixings, plus some heated-up leftover pork loin from the fridge.
She stood at the end of the table, rubbing her hands over each other. “I can make omelets.”
“This is good, thanks.” Chris patted the table. “Sit. You need to eat, too.”
Ben didn’t think he could eat. He’d probably throw it up. “We could leave,” he said without thinking.
“I won’t leave the pack.” Chris spread mayo on a slice of bread. “I’m going to win. I know you’re scared, but it’s all going to be okay.”
“Then Alex,” Ben said. “We should get Alex away so they can’t hurt her.”
“I’m going to win, Ben. Alex doesn’t need to leave. They’re not going to do anything to her.”
Ben felt a skittering in his throat. “How can you know that? Shouldn’t we at least make plans so she’s safe?”
“She’s not leaving her mates,” Alex said.
“Here’s the plan,” Chris said. “If by some chance Bruno wins, the three of us will go join Stonewall pack.”
Chris wasn’t getting it. Ben leaned forward. “If Bruno wins, what makes you think he’ll let you live?”
Not looking at him, Chris slapped some ham onto his sandwich. “If he wants the good will of the pack, it would be stupid of him to kill me.”
“What makes you think that’ll stop him?”
Alex put her hand over Ben’s. “This isn’t your parent’s pack. Bruno isn’t the wolf who killed your fathers. And we don’t have a son to protect.”
Ben’s hand spasmed.
“If the worst happened and Bruno killed Chris,” Alex said, voice cracking, “you and I would go to Stonewall together.”
“Hamrick killed Dad right after he killed Papa. There was no time to go anywhere.”
“I’m taking a gun,” Alex said.
Chris paused in cutting his sandwich. “What for?”
“There are protocols. He challenged you. He can fight you. But he has no right to come after Ben or me, and if he does, I’m going to shoot him.”
Ben felt a lessening in his heart rate. Alex was nothing like his mother. Mom had been tiny and ladylike and would never have dreamed of shooting anyone. She had done her best in the situation they’d found themselves in, but it wasn’t in her nature to be aggressive. All she could do was sacrifice. And that’s how she’d saved him.
But Alex…Alex would shoot Bruno. Ben had no doubt. She’d shoot him over and over if that’s what it took.
Chris’ eyes grew warmer even though he didn’t smile. “Good. Then I don’t need to worry about you two.”
“You just said you weren’t worried,” Ben said.
“I said you shouldn’t worry.” Chris put his sandwich down on the plate. “We’re in a bad situation, I won’t deny that. But Alex is right. This is not the same as what happened with your parents, and we aren’t the same people.”
Ben could almost accept that. Except it was a very similar situation. And the bad guys didn’t seem to be so different.
Chris caught his gaze. “It’s going to be okay. Now eat. Then we’ll go to bed.”
*
When they got to the park the next night, everyone was there. Everyone. Not just Roanoke pack, but also Stonewall pack, and all of the rogue wolves Chris had kicked out. Plus Bruno, of course. Keith and Brett still looked the worse for wear, which made Chris feel marginally better. If they had healed faster than he had, that would have just sucked.
Bruno stood with his shirt off, hands on his hips. Quite the posturer. Chris wanted to pound him for everything he was putting his mates and pack through.
Sophia had given him a shot just a few minutes earlier. Already he felt better than he had in days. A little mellow, maybe, but like she’d said the night before, less anxiety, less pain. He’d rather be more alert, but he couldn’t have everything.
Alex had also applied the same flesh-colored bandages as last fight, so in the dark when he disrobed it would look like he had no injuries at all.
Across the grassy area where they’d fight, Bruno stalked back and forth, displaying his muscles.
Chris peeled off his shirt and tossed it on the ground. Bruno wanted to show off? Chris could show off. Bruno had big muscles, and was unfortunately uninjured. But his muscles weren’t as big as Chris’.
Chris took a step or two forward, just enough to catch Bruno’s eyes. Then he slowly turned his back. Hopefully Bruno was getting an eyeful not just of Chris’ strength but also the illusion of the lack of damage to his back.
His mates stood before him. He met each of their eyes. Alex looked confident. Ben still looked a little scared, but only in his eyes. Other than that, he held strong.
Chris stepped up to them and gave each of them a kiss. Then he turned and walked out onto the field of battle. “Ready?”
Chapter 19
Bruno stepped forward as well. “Of course.”
“Then we change.” Chris dropped his pants. He’d gone commando, because really—why bother with underwear when you were planning to strip? Ben walked to his side and picked up the pants while Chris began his change.
Brett did the same for Bruno, both Brett and Ben standing over their leaders to protect them while they were vulnerable. Once both of them had become wolves, their seconds would leave and the fight would begin.
The change went slower than usual for Chris. Slower, and more painful. He was vaguely aware of Ben surreptitiously picking up the bandages as they fell off him during the change. And by the time he finished, Bruno sat waiting.
Bruno was a big wolf, just as he was a big man. His fur was gray, darker on the back. Fairly unremarkable. But when he stood, he was slightly taller than Chris.
Just what Chris needed.
The two wolves paced each other, moving in a circle. Bruno kept his head down, growling, while Chris chose to look more confident and less vicious by not yet taking an aggressive stance. Time enough for that later.
Bruno darted toward him, snapping his jaws at Chris. A quick step backward kept Chris out of range. Bruno made another feint, much the same, though this time his teeth snapped shut only an inch from Chris’ nose. On the third pass, Bruno leapt toward Chris.
Chris sidestepped at the last second. Bruno couldn’t change direction in the air, and landed on his feet so hard he dropped nearly to his stomach. Taking the opportunity, Chris jumped onto Bruno’s back and clamped his teeth on his upper back. He’d been going for Bruno’s neck but Bruno moved in time to protect it.
Digging his teeth as deep as they’d go, Chris tugged and twisted his mouth, trying to do maximum damage. He couldn’t believe he’d done so well so early in the fight.
Bruno used Chris’ move from the last fight, rolling his body and dislodging Chris from his back. Chris let go and moved out of range. Blood rolled down the sides of Bruno’s haunches, matting his fur.
Even injured, Chris had gotten first blood. Could it really be this easy? Was it possible Bruno was all posturing and that Chris could actually win?
Circling Chris, Bruno growled. His head lowered then he raced toward Chris, leaving him no choice but to rear up and kick at Bruno. One of Bruno’s paws caught Chris in the face, his claws opening up a wide gash along Chris’ muzzle.
The pain came a few seconds later, fire burning across his face. His eyes watered. It hurt, but he had to ignore it. To win, he’d endure much more. Chris gritted his teeth and continued to kick at Bruno until both wolves fell apart. Their chests heaved almost in time.
Clearly, it wasn’t going to be that easy to win.
Chris lowered his front half, preparing to jump, but Bruno ran. Not away, just to the side, out of range, then around Chris so that Chris had to turn to keep from being flanked. In mid-turn, Bruno attacked, managing to get his teeth into Chris’ back in the exact spot Brett had shredded.
Agony shot through Chris and he stumbled under the weight of the other wolf then pushed himself up again. The painkillers weren’t working as well as he’d hoped.
*
Ben tried very hard to keep his face impassive as Bruno attacked Chris’ back. The urge to change and jump into the fight nearly overwhelmed him. The fear, the desire to protect his mate warred with duty. He had to let the fight go on. He had to let Chris win or lose on his own merit. He had to watch while looking strong, rather than howling out his agony.
Alex held his hand so tightly her nails dug into his skin. He was probably doing the same to her.
In the middle of the circle, Chris managed to shake Bruno off his back. Both of them had blood clotting in their fur. But only Chris looked tired. Just around the eyes, not anything most people would notice, but Ben saw it. Tired was not good.
The two wolves circled each other. Bruno bunched himself up to jump, then stood again and circled some more. Was he looking for a weak spot? Or biding his time to catch a little rest?
Chris lunged toward Bruno. The two wolves reared up on their hind legs, grappling and snapping at each other. Claws and teeth ripped tears in their shoulders and faces.
Suddenly, Chris twisted, heaving Bruno and dropping him to the ground, then falling on top of him. Chris got his teeth into Bruno’s shoulder. By the time Bruno threw him off, Chris had torn away a chunk of flesh. He spit it out onto the grass.
Bruno stood, favoring his leg, and limped away a few feet. His lip curled as he growled, but the growl was not as loud or as threatening as before. Just as Ben began to hope Bruno might be flagging, the big wolf turned and charged at Chris.
Chris attempted to sidestep, but Bruno compensated. The wolves wrapped around each other, twisting to find a good place to bite. Bruno kicked Chris’ bag leg, which went out from under him. Then Bruno again dug his teeth into Chris’ bleeding back.
Chris howled, a strangled cry that ended in a whimper.
Ben’s legs buckled. He locked his knees so he wouldn’t fall. His head felt light, that high ache that came from a prolonged flood of adrenaline. He felt a slight crack when his nails broke through Alex’s hand.
The two wolves were still for long minutes, Bruno digging his teeth into Chris while Chris lay on his stomach breathing heavily. He didn’t even try to fight back.
He couldn’t lose. Chris couldn’t lose. Ben wouldn’t make it if he died.
Alex’s breathing sounded ragged, her mouth open.
Ben struggled to hold himself together. Chris was going to lose. All they could hope for was that Bruno wouldn’t kill him. But that was in Bruno’s discretion.
Chris burst off the ground, throwing Bruno off in one swift move. The other wolf stumbled back. Chris pounced on him, kicked him in the jaw.
Bruno struggled. He kicked his hind legs against Chris’ body.
Chris pinned him and clamped his teeth around Bruno’s throat.
Alex let go of Ben’s hand and slipped her arm through his, gripping his forearm. “He can do it.”
Maybe he could do this.
Bruno struggled, almost throwing Chris off. Chris bit down harder, digging in. Bruno wouldn’t give. He pushed off his feet, trying Chris’ move, and nearly unseated Chris.
This time, Chris bit down hard and twisted. The snap of Bruno’s neck sounded loud in the quiet.
Chris released the limp body and stepped back, still watching as though expecting Bruno to stand and continue the fight. After a couple of minutes, Chris sat down on his haunches. His tongue lolled out of his mouth.
He’d won. Chris had really won.
A murmur of excited voices rippled across the crowd then erupted into cheers.
As the wolves began to move, the rogues who’d accompanied Bruno slipped off to their cars, running at full-tilt. Ben silently met Matt and Nick’s eyes and pointed at the rogues. As Matt and Nick set off in pursuit, Ben walked forward to where Chris labored to change back into a man.
*
Chris leaned heavily on Ben and Alex as they half-carried him to a nearby picnic bench. One good thing about fighting at the park instead of the farm was that he’d get to sit down while they patched him up. And right now, he really needed to sit down.
The drugs were wearing off, leaving him with an odd combination of fatigue and pain and the aftershocks of fear. Ben and Alex sat him on the bench, facing away from the table. He braced his hands on the edge of the seat to help him stay upright. His back was on fire again, so he definitely didn’t want to lean back.
“I’m going to go find Nick and Matt,” Ben said. With the set look on Ben’s face, Chris knew the three wolves would make sure the rogues were gone from Marysburg for good. Ben jogged away.
Sophia worked her way through the crowd to his side. She dropped her medical bag on the grass and knelt in front of him. “You really did a number on yourself this time.”
“A congratulations wouldn’t be out of line,” he said.
Her eyes flicked to his face then back to his wounds. “Congratulations. You need at least a week’s bed rest. And no more fighting for at least a month. You could do permanent damage to yourself if you keep this up.”
“If I’d lost, I think the damage would have been very permanent.”
She stopped moving for a second. “More than that, the whole pack would have suffered. Thank you.”
Alex ran her hand along the back of his head. “Yes, thank you.”
Contentment spread through him. Everything was okay again. Better than okay.
“You’re welcome.” Chris reached up to grab Alex’s hand. “Can you get my cell?”
“You’re going to call someone?” Alex said.
“My parents.”
Alex gazed at him then nodded. “Of course. I’ll be right back.”
It was time they knew about his mates. And he finally felt sure the trouble was over. It was safe to tell them.
Sophia finished taping a bandage onto his leg wound then moved to his back. She had him scoot to the side so she could work on him.
A few minutes later, Alex returned with his clothes and his cell, which had been in the car. She handed him the cell then set about folding the clothes.
“I’m just going to put those on again,” he said. “No need to fold them.”
“No need for them to get creases in the meantime,” Alex said. “Besides, I’ve got nothing better to do.”
To each their own. He could think of a hell of a lot of things better than folding laundry. Like, sitting on a bench doing nothing, for instance. He dialed his parents’ home phone.
“Hi, Chris,” his mom’s voice said.
“Hey, Mom.”
Before he could get another word out, she said, “We haven’t heard from you in a while. Everything okay? We were just talking about coming down this weekend to check on you.”
Typical. They could have checked on him by picking up the phone, but were considering driving several hours instead. “There’s been a lot going on, and I’ll explain it all to you later, but I wanted to give you some good news first.”
He could almost hear Mom holding her breath.
“I found my mates.”
She squealed. No other word for it. Chris pulled the phone away from his ear. No need to have blood coming out of there, too.
Sophia slid a needle into his back. From the nearly instant relief, it must have been a local anesthetic.
“Oh, I can’t wait to meet them!” A couple of male voices talked in the background, not quite loud enough to be understandable. Had to be his dads. “He found his mates!”
Pops came close enough to the phone so Chris could hear him. “When are we going to meet them?”
“I was thinking next weekend,” Chris said. No way would they wait that long, but he had to at least try.
“Nonsense. We can be there for breakfast,” Mom said.
Breakfast? “Like, tomorrow?” When he was still covered in bruises and bandages and hurting so bad he couldn’t move?
“Yes, tomorrow.”
“It’s late, Mom. Why don’t you come down on the weekend. It’s not that much longer to wait.”
She must have covered the phone, because he heard the three of them talking but couldn’t make out the words.
“Hi, son,” Dad said. “We’ll be there for breakfast. Shall we meet at that Weeping Widow restaurant?”
Chris’ eyes met Alex’s, which were a little wide. He shrugged at her, then wished he hadn’t when pain radiated up his back.
“We have some pack business we’ve got to take care of in the next few hours,” Chris said. “I know this’ll seem strange, but could you meet us at the bar? Mary’s Tavern? Or wait a couple of days…”
“We’ll meet you at Mary’s Tavern,” Pops said in the background.
Mom was still squealing excitedly when they hung up.
Alex had her hands on her hips. “We should really go back to the house where you can start to recuperate. Not go to the bar.”
A mischievous feeling grabbed him. “You’re right. Sophia can take me back to the house and you can go to the bar to wait for my parents. Ben’ll join you when he’s through kicking the rogues out of Marysburg.”
Her eyes grew wider. “You want me to meet them…alone?”
He did his best not to bust out laughing. “You did say I should go home to recuperate. And you were completely right.”
“Well.” She shifted from one foot to the other. “Don’t you want to oversee what’s going on tonight? It would be easier to do that from the bar.”
Sophia sat back on her haunches. “Don’t believe him for a second. He won’t go home tonight. He’ll want to be in the middle of everything. The hard part will be keeping him in the bar, because he’ll want to join the hunt.”
Alex’s eyes narrowed. “Is that right?”
He couldn’t stop himself from laughing. Until the pain reminded him why it wasn’t a good idea to move. “Yes, Sophia’s right. I was just teasing you.”
Alex shook her head at him. “I’m going to have to keep my eye on you.”
“That and every other body part,” he said.
She blushed. “Let me know when you’re almost done,” she said to Sophia. “I’ll go drive the car over here so he doesn’t have to walk far.”
“You can do that now,” Sophia said. “I just need to look at that gash on his cheek and then we’re through.”
Alex walked toward the parking lot. Matt, Nick and Ben showed up a few minutes later. “We’ve got everyone organized,” Nick said. “Groups are heading out now. By morning, we’ll make sure every last rogue is gone from Marysburg.”
Kicking loners out of town like this was extreme, but this situation called for extreme measures. And he knew if other pack Alphas heard about it, they’d agree that he’d made the right decision. Jake, too. Stonewall pack had joined with Roanoke to make sure every last one of these rogues was gone.
“I’m going to the bar to monitor things from there,” Chris said. “Check in regularly and let me know how it’s going. Particularly if you run into any snags.”
“Don’t worry.” Ben cracked his knuckles. “We can take care of any snags.”
Nick and Matt laughed.
“All right,” Chris said. “Happy hunting.”
While the other two headed off, Ben hung behind. “You were right, you know. Everything did turn out okay in the end.” He put out his hand as though he was going to touch Chris, then let it drop. “We aren’t my parents. I see that now.”
Chris grabbed his hand. “I’m glad.”
“I’m proud you’re my mate.”
Chapter 20
Warmth spread through Chris. “I’m proud you’re my mate, too.”
As Ben stepped away, Chris said, “Oh, by the way. My parents are coming to meet you two. They’ll be here for breakfast.”
Ben turned back. “Breakfast…tomorrow?”
“Yeah. I called them a few minutes ago and told them.”
“You weren’t kidding about them dropping everything when they heard.”
Chris chuckled.
“All right,” Ben said. “I’ll try to get back by breakfast. Where?”
“The bar.”
“Interesting spot to meet the in-laws.” Ben grinned. “I’ll be there.” He loped off to catch up with the other wolves.
Sophia applied the second and final wing bandage to Chris’ face just as Alex drove up in the car. She went very slowly but it still bumped its way across the uneven ground. He hoped he wouldn’t have to take it into the shop after all this.
Alex stopped by the picnic table and got out.
“Thank you, Sophia,” Chris said.
“No problem. You need help dressing?” she said.
“Alex will help me with that.”
“Of course.” Sophia packed up her bag.
Alex pulled a bag out of the trunk.
“What’s that?” Chris struggled to stand.
“Sit, sit.” Alex plunked the bag down on the seat next to him. “I brought some extra clothes. I thought these might be more comfortable after the fight.” She pulled a pair of sweat pants out of the bag, and then one of his very old, very soft t-shirts.
Oh, wow, did he love her. Trying to wear jeans over the injuries in his leg and back would have been painful at the least. He grabbed her wrist. “Thank you.”
Alex smiled. “Let’s get these on you.”
*
An hour later, Alex and Chris sat at a table square in the middle of the bar. Shortly after they’d arrived, they’d ordered thick burgers with all the fixin’s. Alex wanted to get as much meat into Chris as she could.
A waitress had just cleared their plates. Mike had already agreed to let the wolves use the bar as their base of operations through the night, and was working on finding wait staff and a cook who could work a few extra hours.
The door to the bar opened. Wolves had been stopping in every few minutes. But when she saw the woman and two men who stepped into the bar, Alex froze.
“What is it?” Chris said. “Who are they?”
Alex couldn’t say anything for a minute. Then the woman saw Alex and cried out, putting her hand to her mouth.
“My parents,” Alex whispered.
Chris put his hand on her back, pushing her up. “Go to them.”
Alex stood, her legs wobbly. Her parents walked toward her slowly. Mom had tears in her eyes. Alex started in their direction.
Why were they here? What did this mean? After all the rejection, she didn’t think she could stand going through it in person. Not again.
A few feet away from them, she stopped. “Hi.”
Mom had been shorter than Alex for quite a few years. She looked even smaller now, and older than Alex remembered. Mom reached out toward Alex’s face, then touched the side of Alex’s arm, finally grabbing her and pulling her into a hug.
Like a dam had broken, both her dads wrapped their arms around her too.
Alex realized she was crying. They still loved her.
Dad pressed his lips to her temple. “We were so worried.”
Mom pulled back enough to look up at her. “Why didn’t you call for so long?”
Alex sniffled. “I was waiting for you to call me.”
Mom smacked her shoulder. “How could we? You changed your phone number.”
“But I left it on your machine. You had it. I figured you didn’t call because you were still mad.”
Papa rubbed the back of Alex’s neck. “We weren’t mad for long, Lexxie. But then we couldn’t find you.”
“There wasn’t any message on the machine,” Dad said.
Mom took a deep breath. “The storm. There was that big storm, remember? We lost power. I thought there was a message on there when I got home that night but after the power came back on it was gone.”
Oh, God. Had this all been because of a stupid power outage? That, and her pride. She could have called sooner, kept trying.
“We hired a private detective but he couldn’t find you,” Papa said. “I’m so glad you called.” He kissed her forehead.
“But that night when I called, you didn’t answer. I thought you were avoiding me.”
Dad rubbed her shoulder. “We were away. Your sister Tara started college at Tulane and we had to drive her down there. Everyone went, and we stayed in a hotel that night on the way back. We got your message the next morning.”
Yet another stupid misunderstanding. And she’d missed so much. “Tara got into Tulane?”
“Yes. She’s thrilled,” Mom said. “But we can catch you up on that later. Is that one of your mates sitting over there?”
Alex turned to see Chris watching them intently. “Yes.” She led them to the table. “This is Chris. Ben isn’t here right now.”
Chris gripped her arm. “Help me stand.”
“No. You’re too injured to stand,” Alex said. “He was just in a challenge. The third in a row. He won again, but he’s very…sore.” He’d hate it if she enumerated his injuries. Even to her parents.
Chris tried to push to his feet.
Dad stepped forward. “None of that. Just by looking at your face, we can see you probably shouldn’t even be sitting.”
Wasn’t that the truth?
Dad put out his hand and Chris reluctantly settled back into the chair before taking it. “We’re so glad to meet you,” Dad said.
“Likewise. Alex means a lot to me,” Chris said. “I’ll do everything in my power to keep her safe and happy, I promise.”
Papa and Mom both shook hands with Chris as well, while Alex pulled up an extra chair so they could all sit.
“Three challenges in a row?” Papa said.
“It was Brett.” Might as well tell them all of it. “It was all a lie, from the beginning. He and this other guy wanted to take over the two packs here in Marysburg. They wanted a woman who was Chris’ type, who could distract him, so they chose me. That’s why Brett approached me.”
Chris put his hand over hers. “Of course, they had no idea she was really my mate. They also underestimated her. As soon as she realized what they were doing, she did the right thing, told me everything. Without her, things could have gone very wrong.”
He had to be kidding. “But they still challenged you. Nothing I did changed that.”
“They were trying to erode my support in the pack. You stopped that cold.” Chris squeezed her hand. “Challenging me was their backup plan. Maybe they suspected it wouldn’t work.”
She looked at his wonderful, beat-up face. “They underestimated you, too. I don’t believe for a second they could have convinced your pack to turn on you. They love you.” She loved him, too. But she didn’t want to tell him for the first time in front of her parents.
The conversation moved on. Dad and Papa wanted details on everything that happened, all the way down to the fights and injuries—particularly Brett’s injuries. Then Alex told them Ben’s parents had passed away, mostly so they wouldn’t say the wrong thing when he was feeling so raw right now.
When Mom found out Chris’ parents were on their way, she got very excited. “Your mother and I can plan the wedding,” she said.
Chris’s eyes met hers and he smirked, probably remembering what she’d said about being happy to visit the justice of the peace. Looked like that wasn’t happening.
All the while, wolves came in and out and called Chris constantly, updating him on the progress as one rogue after another was rounded up and driven out of town.
Alex tried to convince her parents to get a hotel room somewhere and meet them again in the morning, but they wouldn’t leave her. Instead, they tipped the waitress extra to keep the coffee coming, and talked long into the night.
*
When Ben entered the bar it was nearly eight o’clock in the morning. When he’d checked in a few hours ago, Chris had told him Alex’s parents had arrived, and Chris’ parents were due any minute.
Ben was pretty sure he looked like he’d been up all night. He needed a shave, a shower, and a clean change of clothes. He wasn’t going to get any of those, so he’d have to make due. He shoved a breath mint in his mouth and straightened his shirt.
Still, he paused by the door. A woman who looked like an older miniature version of Alex stood talking with a taller woman who looked remarkably like Chris. Clearly, Ben was the last to the party.
All four of the fathers sat with Chris talking. Alex stood next to her mother, their arms around each other’s shoulders.
It looked like a beautiful family scene. And it was missing something. What wouldn’t he give to have his parents here, too? Mom would have been so thrilled to meet Alex and Chris. Dad would have jumped in to help Chris, one pack Alpha to another. And Papa could have given Ben tips on being mated to the leader of the pack.
Right at that moment, he felt their absence more acutely than he had for a long time. But he also knew it was all in the past. The challenge Dad had lost, Papa’s murder, Mom’s suicide. It was all in the past. And Chris, Alex and Ben didn’t have to repeat that past. Instead, they could make their own future.
“Ben!” Chris called from across the room.
As Ben walked toward his mates and their parents, he heard the women talking about a wedding. One of the dads pulled a chair over for him next to Chris.
Ben didn’t know if he believed in life after death. But if he squinted, he could almost imagine his parents were right here.
The conversation stopped as the fathers looked at him. Still standing, Ben extended his hand to the father in front of him. “I’m Ben.” After he’d been introduced to all of them, he sat down and slid his hand into Chris’. “All done.” Ben squeezed Chris’ hand.
“The rogues, is that what you’re talking about?” one of Chris’ fathers said.
“Yes, sir. We rounded them up and escorted them out of town. They’re all gone.” And they’d better stay gone, too. Ben and the others had made sure to get that message across.
The other man laughed. “You don’t have to call me sir.”
“Sorry. Force of habit. I was in the military for a lot of years.”
“Alex told us your parents died,” said a man with black hair who looked a lot like Alex. “We’re so sorry to hear that.”
“Thank you, sir.” When the man raised an eyebrow, Ben said, “That is, thank you. I know they’d have loved to have been here now.”
Chris squeezed his hand.
The black haired father nodded. “I wish I could have met them. I just want you to know, you can turn to us if you need anything.”
The other three fathers started nodding.
“Anything.”
Ben’s eyes felt a little moist but he blinked it away. He’d gone from lost and alone to having not just mates but twice as many parents as before. He couldn’t ask for more.
*
Later, much later, after they trundled the parents off to a hotel and caught a few hours of sleep, Alex woke sandwiched between her mates in Chris’ not-quite-big-enough bed. Chris had insisted they sleep together in spite of his injuries. He hadn’t said it, but she knew he wanted them close, wanted to feel their touch soothing him while he slept. So they’d snuggled together, did their best not to press on any of his wounds, and fallen asleep.
Now she blinked at the ceiling. The late afternoon sun painted patterns on the walls. It took Alex a few minutes to remember why she was sleeping when it was light out. Then she felt Chris’ hand rubbing her thigh.
“You’re supposed to be sleeping.” Her eyes met his.
“Your sexiness woke me up.”
She snorted.
“Or it might be that I get horny after a fight.” On each stroke, his hand inched closer to the apex of her legs.
“The fight was hours ago.”
“Yes, and I’ve been horny ever since.”
Alex gazed at him for a second. “Aren’t you supposed to go to the doctor if it lasts longer than four hours?”
He grinned as he leaned in to kiss her. His fingers reached their goal, pushing aside her panties and grazing lightly over her folds.
When they took a breath, Alex said, “Shouldn’t we wake Ben?”
“I was thinking you could go down on him.”
“After I wake him up?”
“In order to wake him up. Believe me, it’s every guy’s dream to be woken up by a wet mouth around his cock.”
She felt her cheeks turn pink at his words. Odd, that she could do things like let both her mates penetrate her at once, but a little dirty talk made her flustered.
“I’ll help you turn over.” Chris’ fingers left her pussy wanting. He gripped her hips.
He had said he’d ‘help’ her turn over, but instead he lifted her easily and flipped her onto her knees. Alex pulled the blanket down Ben’s body. He only had his boxers on, and they were loose enough that she could pull the elastic waistband down to reveal his cock. She didn’t remember ever seeing it lie flaccid like this, soft and curled up on itself.
“Go ahead,” Chris said. “He’ll love it. I promise.”
Alex gripped Ben’s cock around the base. It felt different and didn’t stand up the way she was used to. Instead, it flopped over the edge of her thumb. She took the head into her mouth and sucked lightly on it, amazed to feel his cock getting harder almost immediately.
The harder he got, the easier it was to take more and more into her mouth until she was giving him a proper blow job.
His legs moved and he groaned. Alex looked up just in time to see his sleepy eyes opening and settling on her.
Ben grinned. “Good morning.”
Chapter 21
Alex continued to suck Ben, enjoying the look in his eyes.
Chris rubbed Ben’s chest. “Afternoon. And we’re not done sleeping. Just having a little interlude.”
His head falling back on a moan, Ben said, “I like interludes.”
Alex continued to suck him while Chris eased closer to give Ben a wake-up kiss. Chris tweaked Ben’s nipples.
“Want to try something new?” Chris said.
Ben’s fingers tangled in Alex’s hair as he rested his hand on her head. “Like what?”
“We could take things to the next level.” Chris’ hand slid down Ben’s body to rest on his groin. “You in Alex, and me in you.”
Alex paused, watching her mates’ faces. This moment seemed inevitable. Male mates spent years having sex with each other. But this first time…was Ben ready?
Ben rubbed Chris’ cheek. “You’ll be as careful as you were with Alex?”
“Of course.”
The side of Ben’s mouth quirked up. “Yeah. Let’s do it.”
Ben’s cock popped out of Alex’s mouth. “You’re injured. How are you going to do this without hurting yourself?”
Chris’ hand gripped Ben’s cock, stroking it right under her chin. “Before I woke you up I took a painkiller.”
“That’s not going to protect you from getting hurt worse.”
Chris shrugged one shoulder. “Sex releases all these endorphins and things. They’ll help me heal better.”
“Right,” Alex said. “That’s why doctors always say, ‘when you’re injured, go have sex.’”
Ben rubbed her head. “He’ll be fine. We’ll make sure he doesn’t hurt himself. Now, come and lie down.”
She sat up. “Why?”
“Cause this time, honey, you’re on the bottom.” Ben grabbed her around the waist and pulled her down on top of him, trapping Chris’ hand between them.
Chris and Ben both eased backward so Ben could roll her onto her back between them. While Chris pushed her tank top up above her breasts, Ben pulled her panties off and tossed them across the room. He pulled one of her legs over his and slid his fingers over her already slippery pussy.
“You’re already wet. Did going down on me do that for you?” Ben said.
“I fingered her before she woke you.” Chris rubbed one of her breasts and then the other.
Ben half-sat up, pushing his body to the bottom of the bed. “That just means she’ll be even juicier when I eat her.”
Alex felt her cheeks heat again. What was it with men and talking dirty? Especially when these two got together?
But when Ben attached his magnificent mouth to her pussy, she forgot about being embarrassed. God, he knew exactly what to do to drive her wild. His tongue felt like it was everywhere at once, stroking and massaging and all nice and wet.
Chris cupped her face and pulled her in for a kiss. When she closed her eyes she saw little shooting stars but wasn’t sure which of her mate’s mouths brought it on.
Ben’s tongue kept licking her, his mouth sucking her, until she shuddered over into a crazy orgasm made even sharper when Chris bit her marks. Her body tensed then careened into an even stronger orgasm. The fingers holding so tight to the bed sheets sprouted claws that dug into the mattress.
Finally her body fell back onto the bed, spent. “Amazing.”
Ben loomed over her, leaning on his arms. “That’s just the beginning.” He kissed her quickly. His knees nudged her legs apart. “You sure you’re up for this?” he said to Chris.
“I’m sure.”
His hand firmly on his cock, Ben positioned himself and slid into her. He went to his elbows over her and kissed her as he moved in and out.
*
The bed moved and groaned as Chris reached to the bedside table for the lube and another pill. His back hurt worse than he let on, but he didn’t want to stop. He missed being close to his mates, touching them, making love to them. This whole thing with the rogues had screwed up what should have been an amazing honeymoon of discovery. It was time he got things back on track.
He popped the pill and sipped a little water. Then he took the lube and crawled over to kneel behind Ben. Leaving the bottle lying on the bed, Chris kneaded Ben’s ass. It looked completely different from Alex’s but every bit as alluring.
Just as they had with Alex, Chris applied lube and worked it into Ben’s puckered hole. Ben slowed his thrusts as Chris pushed the first finger inside. As Chris worked him, Ben stopped moving entirely.
“How’s it feel?” Chris said.
Ben was breathing a little heavy. “Surprisingly good. I mean, like—really good.”
“Glad to hear it. I’d like this to be a regular thing.”
Ben twisted his head around to look at him. “In both directions.”
Chris’ stomach jumped a little at the thought of Ben sliding into him. This mate thing was frickin’ amazing.
After working a second and then a third finger into Ben, Chris said, “I think we’re ready.” He lubed up his cock to be sure he’d be extra slippery then pushed slowly into Ben.
Ben groaned.
Chris froze. “Too much?”
“Don’t stop.” Ben buried his face in Alex’s neck. “So good.”
Chris pushed in a little further. It was so good. Tight and slippery and tight. Chris got far enough in that he was able to start thrusting, gently sliding in and out of his mate.
As he did, Ben moved a little forward on each thrust, pushing into Alex and then pulling out again. Her hands came around Ben’s back to grip him tighter.
“This is amazing,” Alex said.
“Faster,” Ben said.
“You sure you can take it?” Chris didn’t want to hurt Ben.
“I can take it. Faster.”
Chris increased his speed. Soon the slaps of him against Ben and Ben against Alex filled the room. “Let’s come together.”
“I can’t hold out much longer,” Ben said.
Chris felt close to the edge himself. “I just need a minute or two.”
“I’m not quite that close,” Alex said. “And I can’t reach my clit.” She blushed.
Chris would never get tired of her embarrassment over talking about sex. “That’s okay. Ben, when you’re ready, bite her.”
“You’re sure that’ll work when I’m not that close?” she said.
His eyes were starting to cross. “Yeah.” He wasn’t that sure, but placebo had to count for something. If she thought she’d come when he bit her, maybe she would. “Soon.” His voice sounded raspy.
Ben’s breathing got heavier and heavier. “Now.” He clamped onto Alex’s shoulder.
She nearly bucked him off with the force of her orgasm. Just seeing her pushed Chris over the edge. Ben was already coming, but Chris bit Ben’s shoulder for good measure. He could tell by Ben’s reaction that it had worked.
Minutes later, he gingerly pulled out. Maybe he wasn’t totally bull-shitting about the endorphins, because damn if he didn’t feel better. He lay down on his side and within seconds they were back in their original position, Alex lying in the middle.
Chris reached out his arm so it lay on Alex’s middle, his fingers resting against Ben’s abs. “I love you.” It didn’t do justice to everything he felt in his heart, but it would have to do.
Ben cupped Chris’ cheek. “I love you, too. Both of you.”
“And I love you both,” Alex said. “So much.”
“This is how it’s going to be forever,” Chris said. “Forever.”
Witchy Wolf
Alexis Dare
Chapter One
My heart hammered in my chest, and it felt like it would burst out of my rib cage at any second. I ran faster, not daring to look behind me because it would only slow me down. Low growls and snarls grew louder with every slap of my feet on the concrete. I tripped and almost fell. “Oh no.” The stumble cost me dearly, and a huge weight slammed into my back, razor sharp pain exploding in my shoulder as I hit the ground.
I woke up screaming, sweat rolling down my face. Moisture drenched the bed sheets. The night nurse, her white hat sitting askew atop black curls, rushed through the door into my room. At least this time, she didn’t flip the lights on. “It’s okay, Chloe.” She grabbed the water pitcher from the rolling table and poured some into one of the yellow plastic cups. “Here, drink this.”
I took the offered cup and struggled to breathe. The grayness crept up to the edge of my vision, the panic from the nightmare threatening to make me hyperventilate. Taking a sip of the cool water, I focused on taking slow, deep breaths.
“Same nightmare?” She fussed about me, fluffing my pillows and smoothing out the bedcovers.
“Yes.” I’d been in the hospital for three nights. The nightmare came every time I closed my eyes.
“Well, it’s no wonder considering. You’ve soaked the bed sheets, dear. We’re going to have to change them. Have they found the animal that attacked you, yet?”
“No.” The police had been called first after I’d been found lying on the ground in the park. Even though the doctors determined the attack had been by an animal of some kind, Detective Andrews, the original officer assigned to my case had continued to update me on the progress of the hunt. From the way the nurses grinned, I could tell they thought he was sweet on me. I tended to have that kind of effect on men. It served me well most of the time.
“That’s a shame. You’d think they’d be able to find something as large as that.”
“You’d think.” I lay back down, my signal to the nurse that I had calmed down enough for her to leave the room to get the sheets. It had become a nightly ritual. She returned with a stack of white linen and a fresh blanket. She helped me from the bed to the nearby chair, and I gritted my teeth against the pain that flared across my back and shoulders. She bustled about, yanking the soiled sheets from the bed and replacing them with the clean linen.
“Here you go, dear.” She helped me back into bed, tucking the covers around me. “Try to get some sleep. If you need anything, just buzz.”
I just nodded, wincing as the movement pulled on my shoulder which caused a sharp stab of pain. Sleep had not been my friend since the attack. I had been partying at my favorite bar, Royal Lush. The night had dragged slowly on until I realized I wasn’t going to find a hunk with which to fuck away my sorrows. Around midnight, I decided to head back across the park to my apartment. I’d taken the same shortcut night after night without any trouble. I certainly didn’t expect to be attacked by some large creature with glowing eyes and fangs. A shudder rippled through me. It didn’t matter that the animal control officers insisted I made a mistake. It wasn’t possible for a wolf of that size to exist much less be in the town’s park. I know what I saw. I also knew they wouldn’t find it. How could you find something you weren’t looking for?
I grabbed the remote from the bedside table and turned on the tv. After the first night of screaming every time I closed my eyes, the hospital staff decided I needed to be in a room by myself. It sucked during the day when I didn’t even have a roommate to talk to, but at night, when I couldn’t sleep, it was great to be able to turn on the television and not have to worry about waking anybody up.
The doctor who had rounded this morning told me I’d likely go home tomorrow. The only reason I’d been kept this long was to ensure an infection didn’t take hold in the areas where I’d been scratched and bitten. Since they weren’t sure which type of animal had attacked me, they wanted to err on the side of caution. The decision surprised me, since I thought hospitals were all about kicking patients out as soon as possible.
I flipped through the channels until I found an old B movie. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.
Chapter Two
I stood on the sidewalk in my dirty jeans and borrowed shirt. The day nurse had wanted to call me a cab, but I told her no. She probably assumed I had called a friend, and who was I to tell her differently? My one and only friend was out of town at the moment, and the truth of the matter was, I never took cabs. Why pay good money for a ride? If I couldn’t walk to where I needed to go, then I hitched. Yeah, I knew everyone thought hitching wasn’t safe, but that was actually the exception and not the rule. Most of the time, hitching was just as safe as anything else. It helped when you didn’t have any morals yelling at you about using your body to pay for the ride.
On the opposite sidewalk sat a shiny chrome Harley, which was being tended to by a guy hot enough to melt your panties off. Long, black hair kept me from getting a good look at his face, but his body had muscles that just wouldn’t quit. Not the kind of bulging muscles you saw on body builders, but the kind that filled out jeans in all of the right places and made t-shirts look as though they came from a mold.
My attention slid from the biker to the tan sedan that pulled up to the curb beside me. I leaned in the window and winced when my injuries protested. My favorite blonde detective sat at the wheel. “Detective Andrews. Is there some news on my attacker?”
He frowned and shook his head. “Sorry, no.”
“So you just happened to be in the neighborhood then?”
A pink flush crept across his cheeks. “Umm…actually the nurse called me. She seemed to think you didn’t have anyone to pick you up and said you refused a cab.”
Hmm, guess the nurse figured me right after all.
“Do you make a habit of coming to the rescue of damsels in distress?” Darned if his cheeks didn’t get redder.
“I just thought I’d come see if you needed a ride. It’s a long walk to your apartment building, and you don’t need to make that trek considering you’re hurt and all.” He leaned over and pushed open the door. “Come on, get in.”
I slid onto the seat and pulled the door shut, wincing as the movement sent a bolt of pain across my upper torso. As we pulled away from the curb, I noticed Harley guy had stood up and was watching us. I shook off the sudden shiver of fear crawling up my spine. The guy had done nothing to deserve that reaction. What was with me?
Turning my attention to Detective Andrews, I studied the man. A little rough around the edges, but that was probably due more to his profession than anything else. The beginnings of a beard shadowed his square chin, and his blonde hair ruffled in the wind from the rolled down window. I imagined running my fingers through it. Being cooped up in the hospital had kept me from going out on the prowl, and my libido leapt into action as I studied the fit form of the cop. He wasn’t as muscular as the Harley guy, but he wasn’t a slouch either. I wondered what it would take to get him to dance between the sheets with me.
As if sensing my gaze, he turned his head and met my eyes. I saw a quick smolder in the green beneath thick lashes before an impersonal wall slammed into place. Maybe the nurses were right about the cop having a thing for me.
“You should probably think about getting a car.”
I covered my mouth to stop the laugh from busting out. “Yeah right. I’m sure in your investigation of what happened to me, you discovered a little bit about my background. My job barely gives me enough money to pay my part of the rent and utilities on my apartment. A car is just not an option.”
“Find a better job.”
“Well now why didn’t I think of that?” I shot him a look to show him just how crazy his statement was. “If you know of a good paying job for a high school dropout, I’m all ears.”
“Sorry.” At least had sense enough to act embarrassed, even if he wasn’t. “But you know you wouldn’t have gotten hurt if you’d had a car.”
I didn’t have the heart to tell him that even if I had owned a car, I still would’ve walked to the bar. Why drive somewhere so close? I reached over and patted him on the knee. “Thanks for your concern, Detective Andrews, but…”
“Max. Please, call me Max.”
“Okay, Max. Believe me, if I could afford a car, I’d have one. It’s just not in the cards for me. Besides, my roommate has one, and I catch a ride from her whenever I can. She just happened to be out of town on the night of the attack.” I probably wouldn’t have called her anyway, but he didn’t have to know that.
I traced lazy circles on his upper thigh. If it weren’t for the seatbelt, I would’ve scooted closer. Instead, I continued stroking his leg. For a minute, I thought he was going to stop me, but he kept his hand on the steering wheel.
“You’re really sweet to be concerned though.”
“Just doing my job, ma’am.”
“Oh, I think it might be more than that.” I slid my hand further up his thigh and was rewarded with him sucking in his breath. This time he did take his hand away from the steering wheel. He didn’t move my hand away, but he did cover it with his own.
“It’s against policy to get involved with victims on a case.”
“But I’m not technically one of your cases, right?”
He squeezed my hand. “Not technically, no.”
We pulled into the parking lot of my apartment building, and I let out a frustrated sigh. My roommate’s little red coupe sat in her parking space. “Well, it looks like my friend is back in town.” I took my hand off his thigh and straightened up. So much for having some fun with the detective.
“Good. Now I will know there will be someone to watch over you for a few days until you’re healed.”
“You really are a sweetheart.” After I got out of the car, I leaned back in the window. “Thanks for the ride, Max. Don’t be a stranger.” I winked at him and strode to my apartment door. I gritted my teeth against the ache in my shoulder and back as I did my best sashay for the detective, swaying my hips from side to side.
Chapter Three
“You have the worst timing ever!” I slammed the door behind me and yelled at my roommate and best friend, Susie. She sat at the kitchen table going through the mail. Raising an eyebrow at my tirade, she put the mail down and glared at me.
“What on earth are you talking about?”
“I was just about to put the moves on a gorgeous public servant, but then I saw your car in the parking lot.”
“Gee thanks for the warm welcome home.”
I lowered myself into the chair across from her. The sexy walk I’d done for Max’s benefit had caused more hurt than I thought it would.
“Speaking of home, where have you been? I’ve been calling and texting you with no reply for the past few days, and there’s more than a day’s worth of mail here.” Her chocolate eyes grew wide when I told her what happened. “Why didn’t you call me? Better yet, why didn’t you answer the damn phone and tell me what was going on?”
“Because my phone was destroyed in the attack. Besides, I didn’t want to bother you. There wasn’t anything you could do anyway.”
“Chloe! You’re my best friend!”
I cringed at the look of hurt on her face. “I know…but you’d been planning this trip for months, and I wasn’t about to get in the way of that.”
“Troy would’ve understood.”
“No, he wouldn’t have.” Troy was her boyfriend of a year, and a bone of contention between the two of us. Troy made the mistake of thinking he knew what kind of girl I was. Okay, so maybe I did sleep around. A lot. But I drew the line at messing around with my best friend’s guy. Even I didn’t stoop that low. I tried to tell Susie about it, but she wouldn’t listen. We finally just agreed to disagree. I didn’t constantly tell her what a douchebag her boyfriend was, and she kept her feelings about him to herself. Most of the time. I guessed she’d figure it out eventually. Either he would slip up around her sometime and show his true colors, or she would accidently stumble in on him one day while he entertained one of his side pieces. I was trying to help out with that. I just couldn’t seem to pin him down with one. Oh, I knew he had at least one. I just didn’t have enough time in the day to trail him constantly.
“Okay, so maybe he wouldn’t have, but he would’ve gotten over it.” I just shook my head at her. “Anyway, tell me about this gorgeous public servant.”
“He’s a police detective. Rather yummy if I do say so myself. The nurses think he’s sweet on me, and he just might be considering that it’s not a police case anymore, but he still keeps coming around. He brought me home from the hospital.”
“And even though you haven’t even really begun to heal from your injuries, you were still seriously thinking about sleeping with him?” Susie sighed in exasperation. “Why can’t you find a nice guy and settle down?”
“You know the reason for that.” I shot her a warning look. She was edging into dangerous territory, and she knew it.
“Chloe, you have to stop running from the past. Not all men are monsters.”
I jumped up from the table, and almost screamed at the pain that blazed a trail up my back and across my shoulder. Susie started to stand up, but I waved her off. “I don’t want to talk about this right now. I’m going to go try and take a nap. I haven’t slept much.”
I could feel her staring at me as I walked out of the room, but I wasn’t going to turn around and give her the satisfaction of me seeing the pity etched across her face.
Chapter Four
“I’m coming!” The pounding on the door continued relentlessly despite my shout. “I said, I’m coming!” I wrenched open the door and gasped in surprise. A sliver of fear shot through me as I looked up to see the Harley guy looming over me.
“Chloe Jackson?” The deep timber of his voice sent a different kind of thrill racing through me.
“Who’s asking?” I tried to keep the tremor out of my voice, but I didn’t think I succeeded. Why did he have this effect on me? One minute, I felt terrified, and the next minute, I wanted to slide my hands over his sculpted chest.
Harley guy reached behind him and pulled his wallet out of his back pocket. He flipped it open to reveal a license. “My name is Gabriel Denton. I’m a private investigator. Can I have a word with you, please?”
“A private investigator?” What would a PI want with me?
“Yes ma’am, now if we could please step inside? I just have a few questions.”
His politeness felt forced. His blue eyes bore into me, and something animalistic seemed to ripple underneath his skin, ready to pounce on his prey at a moment’s notice.
“I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”
He frowned and took a deep breath. “Mrs. Jackson, I really need to speak with you.”
“Then speak, but ask your questions from here.” Normally, I’d be all over a guy like him. He was pure sex on legs. But something about him made me uneasy. I could tell by the grimace of his mouth that he wasn’t happy with my response, but he didn’t try to push it.
“Can you tell me about the night you were attacked?”
I don’t know what I expected him to ask, but this wasn’t it. Why would a PI be interested in an animal attack?
“It happened in the park. I told the Animal Control officers that it was a wolf, but they told me that was impossible.”
His frown deepened. “A wolf? Are you sure that’s what it was?”
I was really getting tired of people acting like I couldn’t possibly have seen what I know I saw. “Yes! I’m sure. I know what a wolf looks like!”
“Can you describe it? Could you tell what color it was? How big it was?”
“It was huge…about twice the size of a normal wolf. I don’t know for sure the exact color because it was dark, but it could be black or brown. The eyes glowed yellow.”
“Yellow?” His eyebrows quirked up like that was an unusual color for a wolf’s eyes in the dark.
“Yes, yellow.”
“Were you bitten or just scratched?”
“Why is a PI so interested in an animal attack?”
“My client takes special notice of big game attacks in the area. He’s a skilled hunter. Now, can you answer the question, please?”
“I was both bitten and scratched.” The look that came across his face at my response confused me. How could someone look both sad and excited at the same time? And why would the fact that I’d been hurt excite him anyway?
“Thank you for your time, Ms. Jackson. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again soon.”
With that mysterious statement, Harley guy spun around and strode away. I almost called him back, my body fixating on the way his jeans molded around his ass, but I didn’t. Some still voice inside me warned he might just be more trouble than I wanted.
Chapter Five
I sat on the examination table waiting for the doctor to come in and check out my injuries. I hadn’t looked at them in the two days since I’d left the hospital. I probably should’ve gotten Susie to help me take the bandages off and clean and medicate them, but things had been tense between us since our last conversation, and she’d spent much of her time away from the apartment. Besides, they hadn’t really bothered me much after the first night at home. They’d itched more than anything. I still suspected I’d get a lecture from the doctor about proper wound care and danger of infection.
A knock rapped against the door, and the doctor strode in, his eyes scanning the chart he held in his hands. “Good afternoon, Ms. Jackson. How are you feeling today?”
“Much better actually. The itching was really intense yesterday, but the pain pretty much disappeared.”
The doctor’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? That’s odd. With injuries as severe as yours, it’s normal to feel pain for a few weeks. The itching is a sign of healing, but you should not be at that stage yet. Have you cleaned and medicated them since your discharge?”
Here comes the lecture. “No, I live alone.” Okay, so I lied, but he didn’t have to know that. I’d more likely garner sympathy and less of a lecture if he thought cleaning them would be difficult for me.
“You really should wash the cuts, scratches, and the bite out and disinfect them every night. Is there not anyone you could call to come help you? A friend or family member?”
“There might be someone I could get to help me.”
He nodded. “Good. Proper wound care is very important to combat infection.” He set the folder on the counter and pulled a pair of latex gloves from the box on the wall. “Let’s see how things look.” He pushed the disposable gown away from my back and gently peeled off the first bandage.
The doctor made a startled sound and dropped the bandage, which fell to the tiled floor.
“What? Is something wrong?”
Without answering, he proceeded to pull off the rest of the bandages, while muttering under his breath, “This is not possible.”
“Doctor?”
“Don’t be alarmed. Nothing’s wrong, Ms. Jackson. In fact, nothing’s wrong. You’re injuries have completely healed. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Really? I mean, like I said, they haven’t really hurt much the past couple of days, but I just thought it was because they were getting better.”
“They were. All of the way better in fact. I can’t explain it. From the extent of your injuries, it should have taken you weeks to heal completely. Not only have you healed, but the stitches have already been totally absorbed.”
“Well, I guess that means I can be on my way then.”
The doctor frowned and picked up my chart. He pulled a pen from his lab coat and used it to note something in my file. Once he finished writing, he tapped his pen against the corner of his mouth. “Not so fast. I would like to draw some blood and test it. Maybe some abnormality will show up that will explain why you healed so quickly. It’s important we find out why this happened. There may be another issue we need to take care of. I will send the lab technician in shortly to do the draw.”
As soon as the doctor left the room, I jumped up and quickly changed back into my shirt. There was no way I was going to hang around and be used as a pincushion so the doctor could study me like a science experiment. Sure, I was a little curious as to how and why I healed so quickly, but it wasn’t worth being poked and prodded to find out. Besides, if there was something different in my blood…I didn’t want to know. Hell, I didn’t want them to know. Who wanted to spend their days locked up while doctors ran test after test on you?
The possibility of something else being wrong with me didn’t even enter my mind. How could a disease or disorder cause an injury to heal with lightning speed?
*
I called in to work that afternoon to let my boss know I could pick up a shift that night if she needed me now that I was healed up from the attack. After a couple of minutes of me assuring her I was okay, Mrs. Potts told me to come in for the supper rush. Stephanie had called in sick earlier, so she was short a hostess.
I took a luxurious shower and marveled at how freely I could move my arms without any pain whatsoever. I hadn’t really noticed just how quickly the pain had disappeared before because I had limited my movements. A twinge or two popped up here or there if I moved too quickly, and I’d had a day of really intense itching, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized the injuries hadn’t really hurt much at all after my first night at home. Which made absolutely no sense.
Part of me wanted to go back to the doctor’s office and let them take that blood to run the tests because I’d gotten more curious on just how I had healed so quickly. However, the part of me that didn’t want to become a medical test subject won out. I would just have to be satisfied with not knowing. Really, what did it matter? I had healed.
When I got out of the shower, I heard banging around in Susie’s room. She stood in the middle of the room staring at a huge pile of crap laying on the bed. “You okay, Suz?” She turned towards me, and I saw big fat drops of tears sliding down her face. Oh crap.
“I…we…”
“Broke up?” I tried to keep the hopefulness out of my voice.
She nodded in assent. I went to my friend and let her cry on my shoulder. That’s what friends were for, right? Even if we always hated the boyfriend, we still stuck by our girl.
“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked her after the crying had calmed down.
She straightened up, wiped the tears from her face, and shook her head. “No, not now. Maybe later.”
“Are you sure?” She took a deep breath, and I saw her go from upset to pissed off in about two seconds flat. Her face turned from teary to rock hard, and fury blazed in her eyes. If she could hold onto her mad for a bit and not sink back down into the sadness, she might get over the bastard much quicker. And quicker would be better. Much better.
“Yes, I’m sure. I will tell you all about it later. Right now, I’ve got some shit to burn.” Did I mention Susie turned into a firebug after she broke up with someone? Well, not a general firebug, just a specific one. Anything ever given to her by the guy? Burned to ashes. Every single time. Who am I to question what she needed to get through a break up?
“Okay then. I’m going to work. Talk to you when I get home?”
She stopped mid-stride to the bed and stared at me. “Work? Chloe, you just got out of the hospital the other day. You shouldn’t be working!”
“Hey, calm down. I got the okay from the doctor!” I didn’t, but it wasn’t important. I was healed. What problem could there be with going back to work?
She continued to stare at me, her brown eyes clouded with doubt.
“Really, it’s no big deal. I’m fine. Besides, I’m going to be at the hostess stand tonight, so I won’t be toting around trays.” I don’t know why I didn’t tell Susie that my injuries were totally healed. I usually told her everything. I guess I just didn’t want my best friend to look at me like I was some kind of freak.
“Just take it easy, ok?”
“I will. I promise.” I left Susie to her burning and headed to my room to get changed for work.
Chapter Six
I stood at the hostess stand and tried to keep from drooling at the scent of food wafting from the kitchen. I’d eaten before leaving for work, but for some reason, I’d felt ravenous from the moment I stepped through the doors and smelled the food cooking. Apparently, my system had not yet recovered from lack of good food while I lay in the hospital.
A weird tingling shot through me, and I looked up to see Harley guy and some leggy blonde stride through the restaurant doors. Oh lucky me. I still couldn’t figure out my reaction to him. Part of me wanted to run straight into his arms and beg him to take me…in every way imaginable, but the rest of me wanted to run as far away from him as I could get. Normally, with a guy like it him, it was all about the begging. From the looks of him, it would have been a wild ride.
His dark eyebrows shot up when he spied me standing there. “Ms. Jackson. I didn’t expect to see you soon.”
“I work here.” Well duh. Score one for Captain Obvious. I was not normally a bumbling fool in front of men, but something about this guy threw me off my game.
“I know. I just meant I didn’t expect you to be up and about so soon after your accident.” He shared a worried look with his date. Like they knew something I didn’t.
“Have you found out anything?”
“Nothing concrete, though I think I’m getting closer to understanding what happened.”
“Well, be sure to let me know when you do. Now, if you will follow me, I will show you to your table.” I let my hips swing as I guided them to their seat. Hell, part of me couldn’t deny the attraction I felt for him.
When I made it back to the hostess stand, another familiar face awaited me. “Detective Andrews…I mean, Max, how wonderful to see you.” I reached out and covered his hand that was resting on the edge of the stand with my own. Heat seeped from my palm into the top of his hand. “Just you or are you expecting someone to join you?”
Max shook his head as if to clear it, and I once again saw desire smoldering in his eyes before the wall slammed into place. “Just me.” I let my eyes mirror what his had shown me, and I smiled at him.
“Right this way.” My hips took another trip down the aisle, and I could feel Max’s eyes on them as I led him to his table. When I turned to go back to the table, I felt another pair of eyes on me. Harley guy. I met his gaze and was taken aback by what I caught a glimpse of before he looked away. I swore I saw jealousy and possessiveness glaring back at me. What was the deal with this guy?
As the night wore on, I kept a watch on the two tables. Neither Max nor Harley guy seemed to be in any hurry to leave. The leggy blonde had other ideas though. Eventually, she got her way, and the two rose to leave. He started to say something to me on the way out the door, but she tugged on his arm, “Come on, Gabe,” and he left.
Max on the other hand stayed until closing time. He stopped when he approached the hostess stand. “I will be waiting in my car outside. I know you need a ride.”
I just smiled and nodded. I needed a ride alright, but it wasn’t in his car.
As the hostess, I didn’t have much to do at closing time. I straightened up my station, made sure all of the menus were in the proper place and helped out where needed. Sure enough, when I left the restaurant, Max stood beside his car, which was parked by the front door.
This time, when I got in, I scooted all of the way over. As Max pulled the car out of the parking lot, I ran my fingers over his thigh. I left trails of heat on his leg as I moved upward. “Why don’t we go to your place?” I slid my hand between his legs to make sure he got the message. From the hardness I felt, he most definitely did.
We didn’t make it to the bed. Hell, we didn’t even make it to the bedroom. At least, not the first time. Our hands fumbled with buttons and zippers and within a couple of minutes, I lay flat on my back on the couch as he thrust inside me. I wrapped my arms around his back and held on as bright lights flashed beneath my eyelids, and lust swept me away.
*
He lay on his back, his snores cutting through the air. I guessed I had exhausted the poor guy. Going at it three times with very little rest time in between could do that to a person. Carefully, I slid out of the bed and pulled on my clothes. I never spent the night. Never. I never let a guy spend the night at my place either, though we didn’t go to my place often since I had a roommate.
I crept to the door and glanced back at the sleeping detective. Good bye, Detective Andrews, and may I never again lay eyes on you. Relationships were not my thing. I always left in the middle of the night and never looked back. The guys only meant one thing to me…a hot roll in the sack to keep the memories at bay. I did not want them forming attachments. Once I hooked them and reeled them in, I used them once and that was it. I honestly never wanted to see any of them again.
Chapter Seven
Luckily, I hadn’t seen Max since our night between the sheets a week ago. Not that it was an unusual thing to happen. Come to think of it, most of my one night stands seemed to intuitively know I wasn’t looking for anything but a night of fun. However, considering how Max had appeared to be sweet on me, I was surprised I hadn’t seen him. Not that I wanted to. Like I said, me and long term relationships just didn’t go together.
Susie and I sat at the bar at Royal Lush. Unfortunately, after her fit of burning rage, she’d sunk back into sadness, so I’d talked her into coming to the bar with me. I hoped she’d find someone to take the edge off her pain. It wasn’t looking good though. She’d just sat on her stool and nursed her drink for the past hour, ignoring every guy who even thought about looking her way.
“Come on, Susie, you’re supposed to be having some fun. Look around. Find you a cute guy.”
“I’m sorry, Chloe. I’m just not ready. This was a bad idea.” She threw some money down on the bar to cover her drink. “I’m going to go. Are you coming?”
I started to say yes, but I caught the gaze of the pale blonde who’d been staring at me on and off since I’d been there. “No, I think I’m going to stay a bit longer.”
She nodded and didn’t look the least bit surprised at my response. “Be careful and make sure you find a ride home. Don’t walk through the park!”
“Okay, Mom.” Susie punched me in the arm and hopped off her stool. I felt kind of bad about not leaving with her, but I also knew that sometimes after a break up a girl just needed to be alone.
The pale blonde slid onto the stool Susie had just vacated. “I thought I’d never get you alone.” His voice rolled over me like honey, promising sweet heaven if I’d just give in. I normally didn’t go for the guys who looked like they’d stepped out from between the covers of GQ, but something about this one made me reconsider.
“How about buying me another drink?”
The blonde nodded at the bartender, and he put another beer in front of me. Hey, I’m a simple girl when it comes to liquor.
“I’m Chloe.”
“Brad.”
I ran my finger lightly across his hand and was surprised at how cool his skin felt to my touch. “Nice to meet you, Brad. I have a feeling we are going to become very, very good friends.”
He grinned. “Now that’s music to my ears, babe.”
“Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
I glanced up to see Harley guy looming over me. “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about, Mr. Denton.”
He growled low in his throat and mumbled, “Of course you don’t.” He grabbed my hand and removed it from Brad’s.
“Hey!”
“I’ll deal with you in a minute.” Turning to Brad, he spoke, his voice low and threatening. “You know better than to poach.”
“I didn’t know she was one of yours.”
One of yours? What the hell was he talking about?
“She’s not…yet, but that’s beside the point. You know to stay outside of my territory. Even if one is unassociated, they are still under my protection.”
“Excuse me, but she’s sitting right here!” Harley guy just twisted his head and glared at me, his blue eyes shooting daggers before turning back to Brad.
“It sounds like she doesn’t want your protection, big guy.”
Harley guy inched closer to Brad, his hulking form looming over the pale man’s. His muscles tensed up, and I could’ve sworn he was seconds away from throwing a punch. “She doesn’t know she needs protection. Do you understand that?”
“Ah, I do believe things are becoming clearer by the minute.” Brad slid off the bar stool and stepped around Harley guy long enough to nod at me and speak before he headed out the door. “Sorry, babe. It just wasn’t meant to be.”
When Harley guy turned back to me, I slammed my hands against his burly chest and pushed him as hard as I could. He didn’t budge an inch. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“Saving your ass.” He looked at me like I was a child who’d misbehaved.
“My ass didn’t need saving!” The nerve of this guy!
“Actually, it did.”
“Ugh!” I swore in exasperation and crossed my arms over my chest. “The only thing you saved me from was a tumble between the sheets.”
He just shook his head. “I saved you from far more than that, but you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Why don’t you just go hop on your Harley and ride away, Mr. Denton.”
“Oh, I will. But you’ll be hopping on it with me because I’m taking you home. And it’s Gabe.”
“Whatever. Do you really think I’m going to leave with you?”
He grabbed my arm and yanked me off my seat. “You don’t have a choice.”
And he made it very clear that I really didn’t. He kept a steel vice grip on my arm as he steered me out of the bar. When we got to his Harley, he didn’t let go, he simply grabbed me around the waist and hoisted me onto the bike. He climbed on behind me, keeping me encircled within his arms.
“What, no helmet?” Anger clipped my words.
“Nope, but don’t worry. I haven’t had an accident yet.”
“There’s always a first time,” I grumbled but the roar of the bike drowned out my response.
Chapter Eight
I spied the flashing blue and red lights before we reached the apartment building. When we pulled into the lot, I noticed Max standing beside Susie’s car. The door stood open. I glanced around, but I didn’t see her. Where is Susie? My heart began a staccato hammering in my chest as I frantically looked for my best friend.
Gabe stopped the bike well outside the jumble of police cars. “Stay here.” He swung his leg off the bike, toed the kickstand, and stood up.
“Like hell!” I grabbed the handle bars in preparation to maneuver myself off the cycle, but Gabe put his hand on my shoulder and pushed me back onto the seat.
“Chloe, stay here. Please.” He may have asked politely, but his tone said if I didn’t do as he wanted there’d be hell to pay later.
“Fine.” I remained on the bike and watched as he approached Max. The two men spoke for a few minutes, Max doing most of the talking while Gabe listened. The longer they talked, the faster my heart raced. I still didn’t see Susie anywhere. If her car door was open, why wasn’t she out here?
Gabe turned around, and I felt a scream bubble up in my throat. “No!” I scrambled to get off the bike, but my arms and legs wouldn’t seem to do what I told them to.
“Chloe, stop.” Gabe put his hand on my arm and gently pushed me back onto the seat.
“NO! Don’t say it. Please, don’t.” I felt a vise squeeze around my heart. It was too much. It was just too much.
Gabe put his arms around me, and drew me to him. “I’m sorry, Chloe. She’s gone.”
I fell apart in the protective circle of his arms. It amazed me how one night had changed my view of him. No longer did I fear him. I felt safe. Only, his arms couldn’t save me from this. With everything that had happened to me in my life, Susie was the one constant I could always count one. Now, she was gone. How was I going to survive without her?
I managed to pull myself together enough to ask. “What happened?”
“They aren’t sure yet. It looks as though someone or something dragged her away from her car after she arrived home. They found her in the park.”
“Why do you say some thing?”
Gabe winced. “Are you sure you want to hear this now?”
I bit my lip to try and hold off a fresh spurt of tears and nodded.
“Because the damage to her body looked a lot like the injuries you sustained when you were attacked.”
“Oh my god.” I let my head fall back against the rock hard muscles of Gabe’s chest. “She was at the bar with me earlier. She asked me to go with her when she left, but I said no. I should have left with her! She’d still be alive if I had!” Tears coursed down my cheeks.
“No, Chloe! You would probably be gone too! Whatever took her wouldn’t have cared that there were two of you. It would have taken you both!”
“But it didn’t kill me the first time!” My voice sounded muffled against the soft fabric of his black t-shirt.
“And no one knows why. It could’ve just been interrupted by the people who found you in the park. You can’t blame yourself for this. It’s not your fault.”
I heard his words, but I wasn’t so sure I believed him. All I knew was I let my best friend go home alone…and now, she was dead.
“Chloe, I need to ask you something. I know it’s going to sound weird, but it’s important. Do you still have any of the clothing you wore on the night you were attacked?”
“I don’t have the shirt. They cut that off of me at the hospital. I assume they threw it in the garbage. I have the jeans though. Why?”
“I’ll explain later. Did you wash the jeans?”
I looked up at him. “No.”
Gabe used his thumbs to wipe the tears from my face, and I twitched in surprise when he shocked me. His eyebrows shot up. “Dang, I’m sorry. I don’t know what caused that.”
“It’s okay.” I sniffled and wiped my nose with the back of my hand.
“Are the jeans in the apartment?”
“Yes. They are still in the dirty clothes hamper.”
He grabbed me underneath the arms with his powerful hands and pulled me off the bike. “Go get them, Chloe.”
I’m sure I looked at him like he’d lost his mind. Why was he asking about my jeans when I’d just lost my best friend? What difference did a ratty old pair of denim make at a time like this?
“Chloe, please. Go get the jeans. I promise I will explain later.”
Finally, I nodded and went into my apartment. I had to dig through a pile of dirty clothes in my bedroom floor because they weren’t in the hamper like I had thought they were, but I found them. I carried them out to where Gabe waited by the front door, and I shoved them at him. “Here. What do you want them for anyway?”
“I don’t have time to explain now. I will later, I promise.” He took the pants from me and hurried off without even so much as a goodbye. Another odd thing was that Max hadn’t come to talk to me, not even to question me about Chloe’s earlier whereabouts. What was it with the guys in my life and why did they all decide to abandon me at the same time?
Chapter Nine
The next week passed in a blur. I only saw Max once and that was at Susie’s funeral. Max acted like I didn’t exist. He never even questioned me about her disappearance which I thought odd considering I was the last person to see her alive. Gabe was there too and sat with me for a time and tried to talk, but I just wanted to be left alone. I spent the days either wandering aimlessly around the apartment or lying on Susie’s bed crying. The nights I spent at Royal Lush trying to drink away my sorrows. For once, I wasn’t looking for a guy to forget with.
One guy just wasn’t getting the message though. He looked vaguely familiar to me, but I couldn’t place him. It was entirely possible he’d been one of the many guys I’d spent the night with. It also could’ve just been that I’d seen him every night at the bar, and that’s why he was starting to look familiar.
I’d done everything I knew to discourage him. I kept my head down, nursing beer after beer, not looking around or making eye contact. I’d stay that way until I heard the roar of a motorcycle. Night after night, Gabe showed up to drag my drunk ass home. He never said a word. He just hauled me onto his bike and drove me to my building. Before pulling away, he made sure I had stumbled into the apartment and closed the door.
Despite my obvious do not disturb signals, the guy had been in the bar every night, and I always felt his eyes on my back. Tonight was no exception. I hunched over my beer and hoped he’d get the message for once and go away. No such luck.
“Chloe, I heard about what happened. I’m sorry about your friend.” Well, his knowing my name answered that question. I’d evidently spent the night with him at some point. But what was his name? A vague memory tickled my brain. It was something that started with an M.
“Thanks, Mike.”
I flicked at look at him as I replied, and he frowned. “Mitch.”
“What?” My beer addled brain couldn’t figure out what he meant.
“My name. It’s Mitch.”
“Oh, right. Sorry. Guess the beer is messing with my head.”
He grinned. “Yeah, it can do that to you.”
I returned my attention to my beer. Honestly, it surprised me not one bit that I couldn’t remember anything about the guy. His face blended in with the crowd and didn’t stand out in any way. His appearance and demeanor were so bland, he was entirely forgettable…and I had. I still couldn’t remember a thing about him.
He put his hand on my arm and leaned in close, so that his body brushed against mine. I felt a tremor of disgust run through me. Seriously? This guy knew I had just lost my best friend, and he was going to put the moves on me?
“You know, I find in times of sorrow there’s a perfect way to forget for a little while.” He made it very clear what he meant by flicking his tongue against my earlobe.
I clenched my hands around my beer. It took everything within me not to throttle the guy. What, just because I slept with him once gave him free rein to touch me how he liked? I leaned away from him and fixed him with a glare. If looks could kill, he’d drop dead. If only I would be so lucky. “Listen, Mitch. I appreciate the offer, but I just want to be left alone, okay? I don’t feel like having a good time right now.”
He frowned but backed off. “Sure, I understand.” Though it was clear he didn’t. “Another time then.”
“I don’t think so.”
He actually had the audacity to smirk at me. “Oh, don’t be so sure about that.” He wisely walked out of the bar after that remark. Good thing too. I only had so much self-control, and he was just asking for a beer can in the face. What was with him anyway? It wasn’t like he was God’s gift to women. Not even close.
I lost count of how many beers I’d had before I heard the roar of Gabe’s motorcycle. Honestly, I think the only reason the bartender kept serving me was because he knew about Susie, and he also knew I had a safe way home. Otherwise, I’m sure he would have cut me off nights ago.
“What the hell?” Gabe leaned closer to me and sniffed. “Chloe, who did you talk to tonight?”
“What’re you carrying on about?” I mumbled.
“Chloe.” The voice of steel was back. You know, the you must obey me voice. Too bad for him I was too drunk to care.
“Gabe.” He spun me around to face him. Bad idea. My stomach churned, the beer I’d downed throughout the night threatening to make a return trip. “Oh god, I think I’m going to be sick.”
He grabbed me up off the bar stool and hauled me outside just in time for me to throw up in the bushes beside the bar’s entrance.
“Okay, Chloe, I think you’ve had enough nights at the bar. Tonight was the last.”
I wiped my mouth off with the tail of my shirt. “You don’t tell me what to do!”
“Tonight, I do.” He grabbed me by the arm and marched me to his bike. I knew this dance. I let him hustle me onto the motorcycle and drive me home.
This time, instead of just helping me off the bike and then leaving, Gabe parked his Harley by the curb and turned off the motor. He herded me inside, guided me to my bed, and pulled the covers up over me. “Sleep, Chloe. In the morning, we need to talk.”
Chapter Ten
I woke up the next morning, my head pounding from the mother of all hang overs. I got up and stumbled into the shower. After a week of drinking heavily every night, I felt like I’d been run over by a Mack truck. The warm spray of the water felt good, and I stayed underneath it until it began to run cold. I pulled on a pair of jeans and a tank and shuffled to the kitchen for a soda. No coffee for me. I got my caffeine from the carbonated heaven of a Pepsi.
“Mother of god, why don’t you warn a girl?” I shrieked when I rounded the corner in to the kitchen only to find Gabe sitting at my table.
“I told you last night that we needed to talk this morning.” Upon seeing the puzzled look on my face, he continued, “and you were so drunk you don’t remember.”
“Not a thing. I don’t even remember you bringing me home.” I grabbed a Pepsi out of the fridge and joined him at the table. “You did bring me home, didn’t you?”
“Haven’t I every night?” He got up and rummaged through the fridge. “Lord knows you need someone to keep an eye on you.”
“What are you doing?”
“I’m fixing breakfast for you.”
I expected my stomach to revolt at the mere mention of food, but instead, it growled loudly. I wasn’t sure what the deal was, but I’d been hungry a lot lately. “You cook?” I laced my voice with as much disbelief as I could manage.
“I make a mean omelette, which is a good thing considering you don’t have much else in here to eat. Where are your pans?”
I pointed to the cabinet beside the stove and cringed at the noise of banging pots and pans as he searched for a skillet. “Don’t you have a job to get to, or other cases you need to investigate?” Having a guy in my house when I woke up was bad enough, but he was fixing me breakfast. This was unchartered territory that I frankly didn’t want to get anywhere near.
“They can manage without me for a while.” Gabe moved about my small kitchen whisking eggs and chopping up the ingredients for the omelettes.
“Is being a PI your only job?”
“No. I’m actually a specialized PI. I only work on cases when the need arises. Most of the time, I’m a mechanic.”
“Well, that fits.”
He turned away from the counter and fixed me with a hard stare. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“Well, I just meant that it suits you.” As usual, my sarcastic nature had gotten me into trouble. Just because he rode a Harley and I’d never seen him in anything but tight jeans and t-shirts didn’t mean he had to be a mechanic.
He grabbed the mixing bowl and dumped the contents into the sizzling skillet on the stove. “Just how does it suit me?”
I huffed and shook my head. I really needed an edit button between my brain and my mouth. “Can we just forget I said that?”
Once again, he turned and glared at me, and I thought for sure he was going to insist I answer him. Instead, he sighed and returned to cooking. “You get a free pass. Once. And only because you’ve had a rough couple of weeks.”
“Thanks,” I mumbled. While he flipped the first omelette, I got up and went to the cabinet to dig up some pain reliever. I poured three into the palm of my hand and grabbed my Pepsi from the table.
“That isn’t going to help,” Gabe said before I could pop the pills into my mouth.
“Well I know they won’t get rid of the headache entirely, but it should at least mute it to a dull ache.”
“I mean…never mind.”
I made a face at his back and took the medicine, washing it down with my drink. I sat back down and watched him cook. Only a dead person wouldn’t notice how his jeans accentuated the nice curves of his ass and the way his muscles flexed as he labored over the stove…and even though I was hung over, I was very much alive. I stood by the assessment I had made when I first laid eyes on him. He oozed sex from every pore.
“Plates?” I pointed at the cabinet by the sink. “So what’s the deal with you and Detective Andrews?” he asked as he slid a steaming omelette onto a plate and placed it in front of me.
“There is no deal.”
“Really? Cause you two looked kind of chummy, and I saw how he looked at you at the restaurant that night.” His voice had gone all low and growly like Max had no right to do such a thing.
“In case you didn’t notice, he completely ignored me the night…” my throat suddenly closed up, and I felt the tears build up in my eyes. I bit my lip, determined to keep them from falling. “You know which night I’m talking about.”
“Yes, I did notice that, and I found it very odd that he didn’t even question you. He should have asked you about her movements that night. Instead, he acted like he had forgotten you even existed.”
“And that’s exactly how I like it. No strings. No mess. No fuss.” Take a note of that, big guy. Relationships aren’t my thing.
“Uh-huh.” Gabe cocked an eyebrow and threw me a speculative look. “It’s still weird if you ask me.”
“Well no one asked you!” Okay, so I was getting testy, but what business was it of his anyway?
He sat down across from me with his plate, and we ate in silence. After we finished, I cleared off the table, and stacked the dishes in the sink to give myself something to do.
“Didn’t you say you had something to talk to me about?” Truth be told, I wasn’t used to being around men and actually having a real conversation. Again, unchartered territory I wanted no part of. He looked way too comfortable at my table, so I needed to move things along.
“I need to know who you talked to last night.”
I crossed my arms and glared at him. “What business is it of yours?”
Gabe slammed his hands down on the table, and I jumped in shock as his unexpected response. “Damnit, Chloe, stop being so argumentative! Everything is a struggle with you!”
“Well, sorry, I didn’t realize you had appointed yourself as my babysitter! I don’t need one, thank you very much!”
Gabe stared at me, his ice blue eyes blazing. He opened his mouth, then closed it and took a deep breath. He ran his fingers through his thick, ebony waves. “It’s related to your attack and Susie’s death.”
I opened my mouth to ask how an animal attacking me could possibly have any relation whatsoever to who I talked to at the bar, but I thought better of it. Gabe looked a little scary when he got irritated. Okay, make that a lot scary. I pulled my chair back out from the table and slid into it. “I didn’t talk to anyone.”
“Come on, Chloe, think. You talked to someone.”
“How do you know that?”
“I…just do.”
I scowled at him and cast my mind back to the night before. The memories were fuzzy and out of focus, which wasn’t surprising considering how much beer I’d had to drink. A memory tugged at the edge of my thoughts though, if I could just figure out what my brain was trying to tell me. Something did happen at the bar. What was it? I closed my eyes and thought about the Royal Lush, about the noises and the smells, about what I saw. I remembered sitting there hunched over my beer and feeling annoyed. The nerve of… “Mitch!”
Gabe leaned forward, his eyes, laser sharp and focused right on me. I squirmed in my seat beneath that gaze. I couldn’t help it. “Who’s Mitch?”
“He’s just some guy. I think I slept with him one time.”
“You think?”
The look on his face made me squirm even more. For some reason, I suddenly didn’t want Gabe to know just how many guys I’d forgotten about. “Well, he wasn’t very memorable,” I squeaked.
A sudden flare of desire sparked in his eyes. “I can promise you would not forget sleeping with me,” he growled.
I felt a throb between my legs in response. His voice held the promise of every wicked thing I could think of and then some. Warning bells blared in my head. I had a feeling Gabe wasn’t a one night stand kind of guy. Besides, didn’t he have a girlfriend? “Well, we aren’t talking about you.”
“You’re right, we aren’t…at least not yet.”
I gulped and tried to look away from the gaze he pinned me with. There was so much heat in the way he looked at me, I was surprised my clothes hadn’t melted off. It was the kind of look that said ‘you’re mine for the taking, you just don’t know it yet.’ I had a sudden urge to crawl across the table and climb into his lap. I grasped the edge of the table and shook my head to clear it. Those kinds of thoughts led to dangerous actions. Gabe was dangerous. I really needed to stay away from him. The problem was, deep down inside, I knew I really didn’t want to. I was in big trouble.
“What can you tell me about this Mitch?”
I brought my attention back to the conversation we were having before he’d run it off the rails with his loaded declaration. “Not much. Like I said, not very memorable. He has short, straight brown hair. His face is kind of plain with no mustache or beard. He’s thin but not in a skinny kind of way if you know what I mean.”
He shook his head. “Clear it up for me.”
I paused to think. “You know…not skin and bones. Skinny but you could tell he had muscles, just not the bulging kind.” I eyed Gabe’s arms. Now those were the bulging kind. I wiggled in my seat. Whoa, girl. Stop thinking like that!
“Does he have any scars?”
“Not that I noticed. He’s about three inches taller than me, so he would be just shy of six feet tall. And he smells like peppermint.” Where did that come from?
“Yeah, I know what he smells like.”
“What? How could you possibly know that? How did I even know that?”
Gabe frowned and then looked at me. I didn’t like that look. It was the confusing look that had a mixture of sadness, sympathy, and excitement all rolled into one. “Have you noticed anything different about yourself since the attack? Anything out of the ordinary?”
My immediate instinct was to say no, but I knew that wouldn’t have been the truth. “I’ve been hungry a lot more often than usual. I mean a ravenous kind of hungry.”
Gabe nodded like he knew. “What about your injuries from the attack? You returned to work awfully fast after it happened.”
“Well…” Did I really want to tell him this? I didn’t even tell Susie.
He must have sensed my reluctance because he reached across the table and covered my hand with his own. I felt a little spark, like static electricity, on contact with his skin, and I realized it wasn’t the first time I’d felt that little jolt. It had happened for the first time the night Susie died, and I’d felt it every time we had skin to skin contact since then. It was like we recognized each other. Whoa! Where did that thought come from? Part of me wanted to jerk my hand away from him, but the other part wanted the contact…even needed it. That part won, and my hand stayed underneath his.
“When I went to the doctor a couple of days after I got of the hospital to have the wounds cleaned and bandages changed, they were completely healed. The doctor couldn’t explain it. He said he’d never seen anything like it in all of his years of practice.”
Gabe squeezed my hand. “Chloe, I have something to tell you. It’s won’t be easy to hear, and it’s going to sound crazy, but I promise you, it’s the truth. I’ve waited as long as I dared to be sure before I told you, but we are getting close to running out of time, and I can’t wait any longer.”
I couldn’t imagine what he was going to say, but never in my wildest dreams did I expect what came out of his mouth.
“The creature that attacked you was a wolf, but it wasn’t just a normal oversized wolf.” He paused a moment and took a deep breath. “This never gets any easier,” he mumbled. “Chloe, it was a werewolf.”
I sat there with my mouth hanging open and stared at him. I’m sure I looked at him like he’d just suddenly sprouted two heads. “What the hell are you talking about? There’s no such thing as werewolves!”
“Yes, there is. I’m one, and now, so are you.”
I jumped out of my chair so fast, it fell over and clattered to the floor. I pointed my finger at the door. “Get out! You’re looney toons! Get out of my house!”
Gabe stood up, the look on his face saying he’d heard all of that before…and worse. “Okay, Chloe, but the full moon is coming soon. You won’t be able to fight the change. New cubs just can’t will it to happen or not happen. As we get closer to time, you’ll start feeling it more. The powers and changes that come with it come online slowly. In fact, most cubs don’t notice much difference until just before the full moon, and even then, it’s just a restlessness. Usually, they don’t feel or see much alternation in their normal life, except maybe experiencing more hunger, until after the first change. It’s interesting that you starting showing signs weeks ahead of time.”
I rolled my eyes and stomped over to the door and flung it open. “Get. Out. And take your crazy ideas with you.”
Gabe walked out the door but turned and made a parting shot. “The change is coming, Chloe, and you can’t stop it.”
I slammed the door. Just great. I’d finally met a guy who seemed to actually have a possibility of not being a monster, and it turned out he actually thought he was one!
Chapter Eleven
After a couple of days of moping around the house, I decided it was time to go back to work. One week of drowning my sorrows was enough. As much as it hurt, I had to keep going. No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn't just curl up and die. Susie wouldn't have wanted that. It just would have pissed her off.
I called in and talked to my boss, Mrs. Potts, and she told me to come in for my normal shift. As usual, someone had called in, and she was short a waitress. The restaurant just couldn't seem to find good help.
I'd been there for about an hour when my stomach growled loudly. I walked back toward the kitchen, and my mouth watered from all of the delicious aromas. How was it that I never noticed just how good this place smelled?
"Chloe, I just seated a couple in 2B," Becky, the hostess for the night, told me.
I looked over to see the couple and stopped short. It was Gabe and the leggy blonde. No way was I going to wait on that kook. Glancing around, I spotted Harmony approaching a couple of old ladies who were regulars and had just been seated in her section. I walked fast and caught up with her just before she got to the table. "Harmony, can you please do me a big favor?"
"What do ya need girl?" She flipped her brown curls and tapped her foot. Harmony never sat still. She always seemed to be moving in some way or another.
"Let me take this table and you take mine that just got seated. Please? You know Mrs. Owens and Mrs. Paul never tip worth a crap since they are on a limited income, so you won't be losing anything."
"Which table?"
"2B."
She glanced over and her face lit up. "Sure, I will take your table."
I knew Harmony was a sucker for a good looking guy. I wasn't about to burst her bubble and tell her this particular one was a freak who thought he sprouted an extra set of legs, fur, and fangs once every month on the full moon.
"Thanks." I couldn't figure out why he was here anyway, unless he was keeping tabs on me or something...like stalking me. I was pretty sure I had never seen Gabe here before the night he came shortly after my attack. He wasn't someone you'd likely forget.
My stomach grumbled again. It seemed like every time I turned around I was hungry. It didn't matter if I had only eaten an hour or two before. Honestly, I didn't see how my clothes weren't tight. I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand and went to wait on the old ladies.
"Hello ladies, it's great to see you again! Do you want your usual drinks tonight?"
Both of the ladies nodded. As I turned to walk away, Mrs. Owens spoke. "Dearie, can you ask the manager to turn the thermostat up? It's a bit chilly in here."
Chilly? I felt like I was roasting. It must have just been because they were elderly. I'd heard they had a harder time staying warm thanks to thinning blood or something.
I started over toward the drink station and overheard Harmony speaking to our boss. "I've had a few customers complaining of being cold."
"I'm actually a little cool myself," said Becky as she walked by to grab a stack of menus.
Where they serious? It was most definitely not cold in the restaurant.
Harmony came up beside me. "Are you okay, Chloe? You look a little flushed."
"I'm fine, thanks." I had to wonder if I was though. I felt like I hadn't eaten in a week, and sweat had stuck my uniform shirt to my back. Maybe I was coming down with something. I hadn't been real nice to my body over the past week or so.
I served the two ladies their drinks, and when I moved over into my section I saw Harmony at Gabe's table. I could have sworn they were staring at me. Which made no sense. Harmony was a flirt, but she never shared information about fellow employees to customers. I must be losing my mind.
I managed to make it through the night thanks to a large meal and a milkshake during my break. The food quieted my stomach, and I actually felt a little cooler after drinking the milkshake. I got a few stares from fellow employees though. They were used to seeing me eat maybe a cheeseburger on my break, not an entire entrée and an appetizer.
After Gabe and the blonde left, I felt a stab of relief. I honestly half expected to see Gabe's Harley waiting on me outside, but he wasn't there. I didn't need a ride anyway, not that I would have taken one with him. Susie's parents had given me her car. They didn't need it and said they'd feel much better if they knew I wasn't walking around town in the dark after what happened. I guess they wanted to ignore the fact that it hadn't kept Susie safe. Maybe that's why they wanted to get rid of it. A pain stabbed my heart every time I looked at it, but I had driven it tonight anyway. I didn't really want to be walking in the dark either.
Chapter Twelve
The next day dawned bright and clear, and I woke up feeling like I was on fire. It wasn't just that I was hot. My skin burned. I ran to the bathroom and stripped off my clothes before jumping into the shower. Twisting the cold knob all the way around, I stood under the arctic blast of the water as it shot out of the shower head. I sighed in relief as the frigid water soothed my burning skin.
Shaking, I stepped out of the shower and toweled off. After I dressed, I padded into the kitchen and eyed the phone. Maybe I should call the doctor? I remembered the feverish look in his eye when he'd seen how quickly my injuries had healed and decided if it got bad enough, I'd go to the emergency room. No way I was going back to that doctor. I'd have to find a new one.
I prowled about the apartment, sitting down to watch TV only to spring up again a few moments later because I couldn't be still. Every so often, I noticed I had food in my hand even though I didn't remember going into the kitchen to get anything.
About 6 o'clock that evening I felt a prickling heat in my skin. Oh no, not again! Flames danced across my skin, and I took a step toward the kitchen when a searing pain shot through my stomach. I doubled over and then collapsed on the living room floor. Darkness fell.
*
I don't know how long I stayed out, but I came to with my head pounding. Except, it wasn't my head. Someone pounded on the door. Each slam reverberated through my apartment, shaking the walls. I opened my mouth to call out, but it was so dry no sound would come out. My skin burned, and stabbing pains shot through my body. What's happening to me? I felt the darkness encroaching again.
"Chloe!"
Gabe?
His voice sounded like it came from a great distance. "I know she's in there, I can smell her. Something's wrong."
A loud crack thundered through the air, and then he was there beside me.
"Chloe!"
"Gabe," I said weakly. "I think I'm dying."
"No, you're not." He gathered me up and cradled me to his chest like I was his biggest treasure. "We have to get her to the compound." He carried me out of the apartment, and I fought against the darkness.
"Night is coming soon, and it’s the day before the full moon. She may be about to change."
I knew that voice. Who was it? I struggled to remember, but I couldn't fight it anymore. The black void claimed me once more, and everything fell away.
Chapter Thirteen
The sound of someone screaming woke me. It took me a few seconds to realize that the screaming person was me.
"Shh, Chloe, it's okay. Everything is going to be okay." Gabe sat beside me and wiped my brow with a cold cloth.
"It hurts. Oh my god, it hurts," I whimpered.
"Gabe, please get out of there! Something is wrong! You shouldn't be in there with her!"
I looked for the person talking and spied the leggy blonde through the iron bars. Bars? They surrounded me on three sides, the fourth side being a concrete wall. "Where am I? Why am I not in a hospital?"
Gabe smoothed a red curl from my face. "You're at the pack's compound. A hospital can't help you, and you being there would put you and everyone around you in danger. It's safe here." He turned and glared at the blonde. "I'm not leaving."
"Gabe, you don't know what's going on! This is not normal! Get out of there! Let Dr. Matthews handle it from here."
I saw the fury light his blue eyes and thought the blonde should've been happy she was on the other side of the bars. "I'm the Alpha! No one tells me what to do! Not even you."
"Gabe, what's happening to me?" The weakness in my voice shocked me.
"Your body is gearing up for the change, though I've never seen it happen like this before."
"What change?" I would have said my heart started hammering in my chest, but honestly, it had been trying to jump out of my rib cage all day.
"Chloe, I explained all of this already." Gabe laid the wet cloth on my forehead and took one of my hands in his. Despite the heat and the pain wracking my body, I still felt the same surge of some kind of energy when his skin came in contact with mine.
"But werewolves aren't real!"
"Yes they are, girl." That voice was the one I'd heard at my apartment, the one that sounded so familiar. I turned my head slightly, and she came into view. Surprise shot through me.
"Harmony?"
"That's right, girl. I'm so sorry this happened to you, but it means we are family now."
"She's not part of our pack! We don't know who her sire is!" The blonde was really starting to get on my nerves. What was with her?
"He is either a rogue, or he's unassociated and doesn't follow pack rules. I don't know which yet, but I'm going to find out." Gabe looked down at me and squeezed my hand. "I don't know why he let you live and not Susie. It could have just been an accident, or he might have done this on purpose."
"What difference does it make?" the blonde yelled. "She could be dangerous!"
Without even deigning to look at her, Gabe spoke. I almost felt sorry for her. Well, not really. "Beth, I think it's time for you to leave this room. You continue to forget your place. You might be one of my best friends, but I am still your Alpha, and your lack of respect in this matter dances around grounds for punishment. Chloe was attacked unbidden in my territory. It is my responsibility as Alpha to care for her and see her through the change. It also automatically makes her part of the pack, and you know it. Now get out of here, and stay out!"
The door slammed behind her. Gabe shook his head and frowned. “I'm sorry about that. I have no idea what's gotten into her."
Harmony made a hacking sound like she was choking. "Sorry, must’ve gotten something in my throat."
A sharp pain rolled through my body, and I screamed. It felt like every single muscle had suddenly seized up.
"Doc, can't you do anything for her?"
An older lady with gray hair walked up to the bars. She wore a lab coat, and she smiled warmly at me. "I'm afraid there's nothing I can do. Beth was right about this not being normal, and I don't want to make matters worse."
"Do you have any idea what is causing this?"
"Well...maybe. I remember my grandmother telling me a story about a prophecy. I never gave it much thought, but some of what Chloe is experiencing was described in her story. I'm not saying I believe in the prophecy itself, but those proclamations tend to have some truth buried in them.” She looked at me and asked, "Chloe, are you a witch?"
"A what?" I shook my head and gasped as the movement sent a stab of pain shooting through my neck. "I don't dance naked under trees if that's what you mean."
The doctor laughed, and the warmth of the sound rolled over me like a wave. "No dear, I don't mean the pretenders. I mean the real deal."
"Wait a minute. I thought witches were extinct?" Gabe asked.
"No, not extinct, just rare." The doctor looked at me, and it was obvious the wheels in her brain spun around at full tilt. "Incredibly rare."
I groaned and tried to get up off the cot on which I was lying. "I need to get out of here. You people are nuts."
Gabe put a hand on my shoulder and gently pushed me back down. Not that I'd made much progress. Weakened by whatever rampaged through my body, I could barely move a muscle willingly.
The doctor chuckled. "Your reaction is not uncommon, so we don't take any offense at what you say." She looked at Gabe. "We've never seen any other species besides human turn. As far as we know, another species might not be able to be a shifter too."
"Maybe she can't."
Thunder descended on Gabe's face. "Don't say such a thing, Harmony!"
"I'm sorry, it's just, it's almost like her body is trying to fight the change instead of preparing for it. If she is a witch, maybe she can't shift."
"Doc, did the prophecy say anything about that?"
"There are only two outcomes from a witch being bitten by a wolf. Either she isn't strong enough, and she dies, or she becomes one of the strongest shifters to ever exist. At least, that's what the prophecy says."
"This is crazy! I'm not a witch!" The effort to shout cost me, and another set of stabbing pains rolled through my body. I gritted my teeth against the scream that threatened to explode out of me. I tried to breathe, but instead of fading away like the other pains had done, things got worse. I couldn't hold the scream back. The pain intensified, and I writhed on the cot.
"Chloe!" Fear sprang into Gabe's eyes as he grabbed me in an attempt to keep me from rolling off the cot.
When his skin met mine, I felt a white-hot surge of electricity shoot through my body, and then all of the stabbing pains and intense burning sensations just disappeared. I felt glorious. I felt weird! I raised my hand, but it wasn't a hand I saw, it was a paw. I had fur! What the hell?
"Wow! That was awesome!” Harmony shouted.
"Chloe?" I turned my head and looked at Gabe. Chloe? he said again, except this time I realized his mouth didn't move.
How are you talking to me?
A huge grin broke out on Gabe's face. "She's okay," he told the others.
"You spoke to each other?" the doctor asked.
"Yes. How can we do that? We haven't held the ceremony that makes her part of the pack."
"I don't know. I can't explain anything about what happened. She had such a hard time leading up to the change and yet she went through none of the stages of transformation that the rest of us go through.”
Harmony grinned. "It was so cool, Chloe. One minute you were screaming, and then you kind of shimmered, and bang! you were a wolf. Wait, she can hear us, can't she?"
I opened my mouth to answer, but the only thing that came out was something that sounded halfway between a bark and a yip.
"I take that as a yes." Gabe's eyes sparkled merrily. “Do you feel okay, Chloe?"
I actually feel great, except for the fact that I have four legs and fur.
“Chloe, we need to do some digging into your family tree. You obviously have more than just human genes.”
I cocked my head at Gabe. Why does the doctor think that?
“She wants to know why you think that,” Gabe told the doctor. “I’ll start. Everything about your change has been different. When we change, it's a bit painful for the couple of minutes it takes to transform, and you actually can see the physical changes. You just kind of went from being Chloe one second to being a wolf the next. Instead of us seeing your muscles rippling and bones rearranging into your new form, you just…well, like Harmony said, bang! Straight from Chloe to wolf with no in between.”
“That's just the beginning,” added the doctor. “During the first few changes, cubs don't know how to control the wolves inside them. That's why we have the cage. A cub can't communicate or even think rationally at first. Gabe, or whoever is Alpha at the time, has to teach them. Immediately after the change, the animal takes over. Yours didn't.”
“And your fur is white!” Harmony looked at me in awe. “It should be reddish. Fur color always mimics our hair color.”
Gabe gently ran his fingers through my fur. You're beautiful.
Great, he thinks I'm a beautiful wolf. What about the real me? I guess as a person, I'm just dog meat.
Gabe busted out laughing. You need to work on shielding. I heard that. I ducked my head under a paw. Gabe grasped it and moved it out of the way so he could look me in the eyes. Desire flared within his. I think Chloe Jackson the person is beautiful too.
When a guy like Gabe told you that you were beautiful, the last thing you wanted to be was a creature with four legs and fur. How long do I have to stay like this?
Cubs usually don't change back until sun up.
But I don't want to be a wolf until sun up!
“Whoa!” Harmony shrieked.
Gabe stared at me in disbelief, and the doctor simply looked intrigue.
“What?” It took me a second to realize I had said that out loud. In my human voice.
“Well that's different,” Gabe remarked.
“No fair! She has her clothes on!” A pout marred Harmony's face.
“In case neither of you noticed, her clothes disappeared when she changed.”
Gabe turned toward the doctor. “In all of the commotion, I didn't notice. It's just something else to add to the weird column.”
“Can I get out of this cell now? I'm starving and exhausted.”
“I think that can be arranged. You can stay in my rooms tonight. Harmony, can you bring Chloe something after I get her settled?”
“Absolutely!”
“Gabe, Harmony, wait a minute.” The doctor stopped us before we went out the door. “It might be a good idea if we keep what happened with Chloe's transformation a secret until we figure out the cause of it. Beth has probably already spread the word that there's something different about the new cub. There's no need to rile them up any further until we have some answers.”
Gabe nodded. “That's probably wise. Since everyone has orders to stay away from this building in order not to agitate new cubs, we shouldn't have to worry about anyone discovering she didn't stay here all night. We'll take the back way into my room since I'm sure there's a pile up in the great room. Harmony, use the back stairs when you bring the food.”
I followed Gabe and Harmony out of the building. They led me on a trail that went around the back of the big house to the back door. When we entered, Harmony veered off to the left, and Gabe let me up the stairs to the right. It had been a long day, and all I wanted was to eat and get some sleep. I’d think about what had happened to me tomorrow.
Chapter Fourteen
The next morning, I woke up in Gabe's bed. No pain stabbed through my body, and my skin didn't burn. I felt marvelous…until the events from the night before crashed through my mind. Oh shit. I wanted to run and hide, but I had nowhere to go. I was already with the only people who even had an inkling of an idea of what I was experiencing. Even if none of them understood why my change was so different, they still knew what life was like as a werewolf. Oh my God, I'm a werewolf.
There were several times through the previous night where the pain sliced through me so horribly that I thought I would die. Now that I knew what kind of creature I’d become, I wasn’t so sure that not dying was a good thing. I was now the same kind of animal that had attacked me and killed Susie. How could I live with myself knowing that? I had been turned into a killer, and I didn’t even know why. Why did I get live while Susie died? Big, fat tears rolled down my cheeks, and I curled up in a ball under the sheet. I missed her so much!
I wanted to run away and hide, but I had nowhere to go. Susie had been the only family I had known for most of my life. How was I going to survive this without her?
Having been so caught up in my tortured thoughts, I had not heard the noises from the adjoining room. Gabe strode out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist while he used another to dry his shaggy black hair. Quickly wiping tears from my face, I sat up in the bed and eyed him speculatively.
“Forget your clothes?” Water beaded on his broad, bronzed chest.
“Morning, Chloe.” He dropped the second towel and ran his fingers through his thick mane. “Did I wake you? I’m sorry if I did.”
I just shook my head.
“I’m used to not worrying about how many clothes I have on around here. Not that I walk around naked, but it’s just not a big deal. So, I wasn’t thinking about grabbing clothes before I went into the bathroom to take a shower.”
I remembered how shocked Harmony had been about my clothes magically reappearing on me when I shifted back to human form last night.
“So I’m guessing your clothes don’t magically disappear and reappear when you shift?”
I watched Gabe saunter over to the double closet doors. “Nope. We have to take our clothes off before we shift, otherwise, we’d spent a fortune on them. I usually warn new cubs to strip down to underwear or maybe to underwear and shirt before an imminent shift.” His ice blue eyes clouded over momentarily. “But yours was so unusual, and you were suffering so much from the pain, I didn’t have the heart to say anything. Turns out, I didn’t need to.” He rummaged through the closet and pulled out a pair of jeans. He pulled them on, keeping the towel at his waist until he’d pulled the zipper up.
Hmm, I guess he goes commando. I tried to sit there and act like I hadn’t noticed his lack of underwear, but I couldn’t help it and felt a responding warmth between my legs. It amazed me how quickly this man affected my emotions. One minute I was a sobbing mess, and the next, I wanted to leap out of bed and ravage him. I shook my head. Gabe Denton presented a complication in my life I really didn’t need.
Gabe walked over and grabbed a t-shirt from a drawer in the dark, wooden dresser and pulled it over his head. He made it very difficult to keep my raging hormones in check. “Why don’t you get dressed and come downstairs for breakfast? I’ll introduce you to whoever is around.”
“Do we have to do that today?”
Gabe walked over and perched on the edge of the bed. “Chloe, I know yesterday probably frightened you and left you with a lot of questions. But you can’t hide yourself way from the world and everyone in it. Whether you like it or not, the attack changed you. Your life will never be the same…and that’s not necessarily a bad thing. You’re one of us now, so give us a chance, okay?”
I blew out my breath. “Okay. You’ve made your point. I’m just not that good with people.” More like I wasn’t that good with building relationships with people. Susie had really been the only person I ever let get that close to me. Now, it seemed life had thrown me another curveball. The attack turned my life upside down and dumped me in the middle of a group of people. I needed to learn how to at least interact with them.
“You’ll be fine. You’re more of a people person than you realize.”
Now what the hell did that mean?
Gabe stood up, and he left the room. Grateful for the privacy, I climbed out of the king-sized sleigh bed. After my shower the night before, Gabe had given me one of his t-shirts to wear to sleep in. The only clothes I had with me were the ones from the day before. I really didn’t want to wear them again, but I didn’t see that I had much choice. Padding over the chair where some had laid them after neatly folding them, I picked up my jeans. It surprised me to discover they smelled fresh and clean. Apparently, a member of the pack had washed them while I slept. I pulled the clothes on and went downstairs. If it wasn’t for the fact that I was famished, I would’ve found a reason to avoid going downstairs. Despite what Gabe had said, I wasn’t sure I was ready to meet any of the others. My growling stomach told me to get a move on. Looked like I had no choice.
*
“There she is!” Harmony jumped up from the stool she sat on and ran over to me. I braced myself for the impact as she slammed into me and threw her arms around me. Harmony had always been a friendly girl, but this took things to an entirely new level. I frantically looked at Gabe, silently begging him for help, but he just laughed, his blue eyes sparklingly merrily.
“Everyone, I’d like you to meet Chloe!” She kind of shoved me towards the kitchen island where a few people sat on stools. “You’ve already met Beth,” Harmony said as she pointed to the leggy blonde, who gave me what amounted to a death stare. What on earth is wrong with her? “Beside Gabe is Emily. She’s kind of like our housemother.”
Emily looked like somebody’s grandmother. This little old lady was a werewolf?
“What does a housemother do?”
“Oh, I just try my best to take care of everyone. I do most of the cooking, and I make sure the laundry gets done and the house gets cleaned.”
Gabe smirked. “Notice she said gets done and cleaned. She’s a harsh taskmaster, which you will soon find out.”
Emily smacked Gabe on the arm. “Stop it, you’re gonna scare the poor girl.” Emily patted the empty stool that sat on the other side of her. On the counter in front of it sat a steaming plate of eggs, bacon, hash browns, a biscuit, and gravy. “Come sit, child. I’ve got a hot plate of breakfast waiting on you.”
While I climbed onto the stool, Harmony continued the introductions. “On the other side of you is Emily’s mate, Hector. He takes care of the grounds and fixes stuff that gets broken.”
Hector patted me on the arm. “Welcome to the family, Chloe.”
Beth scoffed. “She’s not part of the family, yet.”
“Beth, we’ve talked about this already. What has gotten into you?”
Beth just glared at Gabe and didn’t answer.
“Don’t mind her, she just woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning. I’m Jacob.” Tall and lanky with surfer blonde hair, Jacob stood up and put his plates in the sink. “It’s great to meet you, Chloe.” He nodded at Gabe. “I’m headed to the shop. You coming?”
“I will be along later. I need to stay here with Chloe for a little bit.”
Jacob headed out of the kitchen, and I noticed Beth shooting me another death glare. I was beginning to figure out the source of her animosity. Apparently she thought I was trying to edge in on her territory. I knew from experience there wasn’t any point in trying to convince her otherwise. She’d never believe me. Besides, I wasn’t so certain that I wasn’t edging in on her territory.
She got up and slammed her dishes into the sink. “You break those, and you’ll be buying a whole new set,” Emily scolded.
Beth had the sense to look sheepish. “Sorry, Emily.” Without another word, she stalked from the room.
Harmony popped up and cleared away her dishes. “The rest of the pack has already left for the day. You’ll get to meet them later. Speaking of which, I’m off to get ready for work. I have the lunch shift today.”
Oh, crap. “I forgot! I was supposed to work breakfast this morning!”
“It’s okay, girl! I called the boss and told her you were under the weather.”
I smiled gratefully at her. “Thanks.”
“No thanks necessary, girl! Like I said last night, we’re family now. I’ve got your back!” Harmony grinned and patted me on the back like she needed to reinforce her statement, and then bounced out of the room.
Gabe got up and cleared his place as well. “Emily, will you show Chloe around while I make a phone call?” Emily nodded, and Gabe strode from the room. Even though Emily was considered the housemother, it did seem she had everyone trained well. Not one person had left their dishes behind for her to clean up. Determined not to be the slob of the bunch, after I finished eating, I cleared my space as well.
“Come on dear, and I will show you around.” Emily led me out of the kitchen and into a huge room paneled in rich, dark wood. A gigantic stone fireplace adorned one wall. “This is our Great Room. Most of our pack meetings occur here, and often pack members will sleep here in front of the fire.” Large, plush rugs covered the hard wood floor in front of the fireplace. I noticed several big pillows adorning the two leather sectionals that sat in two corners of the room.
“Why don’t they sleep in their rooms?”
“You’re a new cub, so you haven’t experienced much of how being a wolf affects most of us. We’re pack creatures. We crave the closeness of each other. Most of us don’t like being alone. So usually there are at least a few of the pack who sleep in a big pile on the floor.”
“Oh. Is that what Gabe meant by there being a pile up last night?”
“I’m sure it was.”
I hoped I hadn’t let too much slip. Surely by saying that I hadn’t given anything away? Gabe could have easily said that to me this morning.
Emily showed me around the rest of the house, the first floor mostly being made up of common rooms like a bathroom, pantry, laundry room, and even a gym. There was even a conference room for formal pack meetings. Bedrooms made up the majority of the second floor. Single pack members lived there while the married ones in the bunch had their own places. There were also two bathrooms and a library. The third floor consisted of Gabe’s rooms. According to Emily, being Alpha gave him the best suite. His rooms also included a gym and an office.
After the tour of the main house, Emily led me out onto the front porch, which actually wrapped around the entire house. Rocking chairs sat in groups here and there along with tables. Potted flowers hung from the porch beams and benches lined up along the rails. The homey atmosphere made me want to grab a book from the library and rock away my worries.
She pointed to the farthest away building, which remotely resembled a small log cabin. “That’s what we call the cub house. It’s where they had you last night.” She pointed out the other buildings that dotted the landscape. “That’s Hector’s shed, the guest cottage, the caretaker’s cottage where Hector and I live, and the garage.”
“Guest cottage?”
“Sometimes packs we align with will come to visit, and when they do, that’s where they stay. Other times, pack family members that live out of town may come to see one of us, and when they do, we usually put them up in there. They aren’t always comfortable with the relaxed atmosphere of the big house.”
“Relaxed?”
Emily just laughed. “You’ll see.”
Chapter Fifteen
“Did Emily give you the big tour?” Gabe walked into the library on the second floor where Emily had left me after asking if I liked to read.
“Yes. It’s a really nice place. Does the entire pack live here?”
Gabe nodded. “Yes. Most of the time, new cubs start out wanting to keep their own places and insist they can just continue on like they had before, but they soon come to realize they need to be with their family.”
“Are all new cubs like me?” I perched on the edge of an ottoman, and Gabe sat down in the big recliner across from it. If I noticed one thing about the compound, it was that comfort played a huge role in the furnishings.
“You mean they become a werewolf because they were attacked?”
I nodded.
“No. Usually a new cub becomes one voluntarily.”
My mouth dropped open in shock. “Why would anyone choose this life?”
“There are many reasons. Sometimes it is because the one they love is a wolf. Other times, the request comes due to health reasons.”
“What do you mean, health reasons?”
“We are immune to disease. Something about what we are fights them off. The majority of us don’t even catch colds. Doc thinks it’s partly to do with the fact that we have a higher than normal body temperature. So, if a human contracts a disease of some kind but is changed, then the disease disappears.”
“You mean, I can’t get sick any longer?” Not that I ever got sick much anyway, but at least there were some benefits to what I’d become.
“Nope.” Gabe scratched his chin. “At least, I think not. We are venturing into untested waters with you. After last night, I don’t know if we can apply the norms to you. Hopefully, that’s what it means, but I guess we won’t be sure until you stop getting sick from stuff.”
Well that’s just great. I get to be a big, hairy creature, and I might not get any of the benefits from it.
“Is there anything else you want to know?”
My mind was actually swimming with questions, but I wasn’t sure how many of them I really wanted to ask. “You said most cubs can’t change at will. Does that mean you can?”
Gabe nodded. “Yes. Everyone that is part of the pack can do that. You’re the first new cub we’ve had in a while.”
“Except I’m not really your cub.” I grumbled, the jab made by Beth still fresh in my memory.
“That’s not true. It’s like I said last night, you were attacked in my territory, so that makes you part of us. The ceremony would just be a formality. It’s mainly for wolves who wish to change packs. For you, it would be primarily so you could be officially welcomed as part of the family. Every new cub has one.”
“Would I not be a member of the pack of whoever attacked me?”
A dark look passed over Gabe’s face. “No one should ever be turned against their will. If any of my wolves ever did something like that, they’d likely not live to see the next sunrise. The attack in itself is grounds for not joining the pack of your sire. The fact that you were attacked in another pack’s territory strengthens it. You don’t have to belong anywhere you don’t to.”
I knew that meant I didn’t have to belong to this pack either, if I didn’t wish to. But even with Beth’s animosity, I knew I couldn’t handle my new life alone. As much as it pained me to admit it, I needed help.
“I want you to be a part of my pack, of my family. You belong with us even if you didn’t choose us.”
I raised my eyebrows at Gabe. “Why do you say that?”
He leaned forward. “I know you feel it.” Reaching out, he ran a finger down my arm. The shock that always accompanied his touch leapt to my skin. “That right there.”
I licked my lips and swallowed. “What about it?”
“It means something, Chloe, and you know it.”
My whole body grew warm and tingly. I jumped up from the ottoman and away from his touch. “I don’t know any such thing. For all I know, every woman you touch feels that.”
Gabe clenched the armrest of the chair so hard, his knuckles turned white. “No other woman affects me like you do.”
I didn’t want to have this discussion.
“You can’t run away from this forever, Chloe,” Gabe said as I made a break for the door. “You’re going to have to face it sometime.”
Maybe, but not today.
*
Racing down the backstairs, I hit the landing for the kitchen and practically ran over Beth. Oh, great.
“Watch where you’re going!” she growled then she noticed who she had just collided with. Her face darkened.
“Chloe, what excellent timing. I was just thinking about you.”
Yeah, right. Thinking about all of the ways to murder me in my sleep maybe.
“We need to have a little talk.” She motioned for me to follow her. I had absolutely no desire to be alone with this woman, much less talk to her, but I felt like I didn’t have a choice in the matter.
She led me into the pantry and shut the door. “We shouldn’t be bothered in here since most everyone is gone for the day, and Emily won’t come to fix lunch for the rest of us for a couple of hours at least.”
Oh lord, please don’t let me be stuck in this room with her for that long.
“Now I know it’s perfectly normal for new cubs to be entranced with our Alpha. After all, he exudes power and comfort, and he’s always there to help them through the change. However, you need to understand right from the beginning that any attention he pays to you is only because he feels responsible for you. He believes he needs to take care of you. Since he thinks you belong in our pack, then he will do what he can to make you feel welcome. Don’t mistake that for something it isn’t.”
I nodded. I doubted Gabe’s parting shot as I left the library had anything at all to do with welcoming the new cub, but I decided the smart thing to do right now would be to keep my mouth shut. No need in rattling blondeie’s cage.
“We aren’t officially a couple…yet. But everyone in the pack knows that Gabe and I belong together. It’s just a matter of time. Do you understand?”
“Perfectly.” Just what I needed. Like I didn’t have enough complications in my life already, now I had a pyscho bitch wolf watching my every move.
“Good. Make sure it stays that way.” Beth sauntered out of the pantry, satisfied she’d made her point. I wondered if Gabe knew of her proclamation that they belonged together. Something told me he didn’t feel the same way that she did. What he’d said to me in the library was a big clue.
Chapter Sixteen
After the run ins with Gabe and Beth, I decided it was time to get out of Dodge for a bit. Luckily, I caught Emily as she was getting ready to make a run into town for groceries, and I hitched a ride after assuring her that I just wanted to get my car and some of my clothes before returning to the compound. She reminded me that I needed to be back well before nightfall so as not to get caught by the change. She also warned me that Gabe would likely come looking for me if I didn’t show up.
After I promised her that I would come back well before nightfall, she dropped me off at my apartment. I had a moment of panic when I realized I didn’t have my keys, but the door was unlocked. Now, that was odd. I could’ve sworn the sound I’d heard like thunder the night before had been Gabe breaking down my door. I stepped back and took a closer look.
Upon further inspection, I noticed both the door and the frame looked like it had been freshly painted. I’d have to ask Gabe about that the next time I saw him. I entered my apartment and headed to my room to pack up a few sets of clothes. Because of the direction the conversation Gabe and I had earlier had headed, I hadn’t had a chance to ask him how many nights the change might force itself on me before I was in the clear for a bit. As much as I hated the idea of what had been done to me, I didn’t want to chance hurting anyone. I’d go back to the compound as promised.
I hung around the house for a while, spending a lot of time in Susie’s room. Her parents had cleaned out and taken most of her stuff, but they couldn’t take the memories. I lay down on her bed. Tears slid down my cheeks. Oh, Susie. I wish you were here. I need you right now. My life is so messed up. I stayed in her room until late afternoon. I didn’t even eat lunch. Surprisingly, I wasn’t very hungry.
I shuffled out of her room and went to my own. After I packed my bag with the items I thought I might need, I grabbed my keys and headed out to Susie’s car. The sadness I felt at her loss once again threatened to overwhelm me. I knew I still had a couple of hours before sunset, so I figured it wouldn’t hurt anything to make a pit stop at Royal Lush. I needed a beer…or three.
I was on my fourth beer and wondering why I still wasn’t feeling a buzz when I felt a weird tremor of awareness shoot through me. The scent of peppermint wafted through the air to my nose. My heartbeat sped up, thumping against my ribcage. It’s him. I didn’t look around. I didn’t want him to know I had noticed him. I cursed my habit of never getting close to anyone because it meant I didn’t know how to contact anyone in the pack, not even Gabe, to let him know my attacker and Susie’s killer was once again in the bar.
Deciding my best course of action was to high-tail it back to the compound, I threw enough money down on the counter to pay my tab and attempted to walk out of the bar like nothing was bothering me. Just as I reached the door of my car, I felt my skin prickle again. Hurriedly, I stabbed the key in the lock and twisted it and then yanked on the handle and jumped into the car, slamming the door shut. Shoving the key into the ignition, I started the car and backed out of the space. In my review mirror, I saw Mitch standing in the door of the bar, watching me.
I sped down the road toward the compound, tears leaking from my eyes as fear caused my heart to thud in my chest. All of the way to the compound, I kept checking my mirror, looking for anyone following me, but I saw no one. By the time I’d made it back, my heart had slowed to its normal beat, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I pulled up close to the big house.
Gabe waited for me on the front porch. “Cutting it kind of close, aren’t you?”
Glancing at the sky, I shook my head. “I still have time to spare, but that’s not what’s important right now.”
“Putting yourself and others in danger isn’t important?” A dark look passed over his face, but before he could say anything else, I interrupted him.
“Gabe! He was at the bar!”
Immediately, Gabe straightened, and a feral look sprang into his eyes. “Did he approach you?”
“No, I didn’t give him a chance. The minute I realized he was there, I left, but I saw him watching me when I pulled out of the parking lot.”
“Go to the building you were in last night. Doc is waiting for you. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
Gabe went back into the house, and I grabbed my bag from the car and walked down to the cub house. Before I entered the building, I heard the revving of motorcycles and looked towards the garage to see Gabe and two other guys I didn’t recognize tearing out of the garage on their bikes. I hoped they caught him, but I couldn’t help but worry about Gabe. I had already lost Susie. Despite my conflicted feelings, I didn’t know if I could survive losing Gabe too.
Chapter Seventeen
“Come on in, Chloe.” The doctor stood in front of the cell door. “Isn’t Gabe coming?”
“Not yet. I stopped by the bar for a couple of beers before returning to the compound. While I was there, I smelled the peppermint scent which seems to cling to my attacker. I ran out of the bar before he could approach me, but I saw him staring at me as I pulled out of the parking lot. When I got back, I told Gabe what had happened. He and two other guys went roaring out of the garage.”
“Ah, I see. He took the enforcers to try and catch the guy.”
“The enforcers?”
“Yes. Brady and Benjamin. They’re twins. Almost as tough as Gabe. When there’s trouble, they are the ones Gabe looks to for help.”
“Oh. I haven’t met them yet.”
“You will, soon enough. Now, as much as I hate to do this, I need you to get in the cell. Just because last night’s changed occurred without any violent incidents, we can’t just assume tonight’s change will be the same way.”
I sat my bag down on a bench near the cell and walked through the barred door. “I understand, I guess. Better to be safe than sorry.”
“That’s right, Chloe. Hopefully, there won’t be any problems, but we need to be certain. How are you feeling? Any pain or burning sensations? Anything unusual?”
“No, not really…except I had four beers and didn’t feel a thing.”
The doctor laughed. “That’s normal, dear. It’s one of the perks of being a wolf. You can drink a lot before it starts having any effect on you. I guess it’s only a problem when you want to get drunk.”
Lucky me. No more drowning my sorrows in beer. Was there anything still sacred? “Do you think I will definitely change tonight?”
The doctor frowned. “Dear, to tell you the truth, I am not sure of anything when it comes to you. I tell you what, while we wait on Gabe to come back…or for you to change, why don’t we talk a bit. I need to get some information from you in order to do my research anyway and now’s a good a time as any.”
“Okay.” I settled onto the cot inside the cell and waited for the doctor’s questions.
“What do you know about your family?”
“Not much. I don’t know anything about my father. He was long gone by the time I was old enough to remember anyone.”
“What about your mother?”
“I was with her until shortly after my 13th birthday.”
“Did she die?”
I snorted. “As if. No, she just went crazier than usual, so they locked her up in a mental institution.”
“Did she have periods of instability often?”
“You mean did she go nuts a lot? It was here and there. Sometimes she was fine. Normal even. Others, not so much. Toward the end, she seemed to be having longer periods of being crazy than she used to.”
“Was there anything specific you noticed about these times? Anybody in particular around? Or was there something she did that led up to them?”
“Not that I can remember, but I was just a kid and didn’t really pay attention to those things. I just knew enough to stay out of her way.”
“What was her name?”
“Amelia Jackson.”
The doctor stiffened and frowned. “Chloe, I’m going to ask you something that may sound very strange, but it’s important.”
“Okay.”
“Did you mother age?”
“What do you mean did she age? I mean of course she did!”
The doctor rose from the bench on which she’d been sitting, and walked closer to the cell. “Chloe, think about it for a minute. Close your eyes and go back through your memories of your mother. Did she get older as the years went on, or did she seem to look the same?”
I did as the doctor asked and closed my eyes and tried to remember. Try as I might though, I couldn’t really answer the doctor’s question. All I could see was someone who didn’t look very much like me. My mother always joked that I looked like my father…whoever that was. I didn’t find the joke funny. I just remembered her being tall and beautiful, exotic even, with flowing black hair and dark eyes. She seemed to never change. My mother was just…my mother. “I’m sorry Doc, I just keep seeing her the same way, but I can’t say it’s because that’s really how she always looked. It could just be that it’s how I want to remember her.
“It’s okay, Chloe. I understand. Just knowing her name is a big help.”
“Why did you ask me if she aged?”
“I don’t want to say anything now in case I’m wrong, and I very well could be. Let me make sure first, okay?”
I nodded my head. I couldn’t imagine what could be so bad that she didn’t want to tell me. If it was that terrible, maybe I didn’t want to know.
The next hour or so passed with the doctor and me just making small talk while we waited for something to happen. The more time that passed without Gabe’s return, the more I began to worry. Surely, he was okay. I mean, Gabe was a tough guy, and he had two other guys watching his back.
Suddenly, I felt a flare of heat flicker along the surface of my skin. “Uh, Doc, something’s happening.”
“What is it?”
“I’m starting to feel hot.”
The doctor nodded. “The change may be coming.” She tapped her finger on one of the bars as she stood there in thought. “Why don’t we try something? Last night, you changed back because you didn’t want to be a wolf all night. I know it wasn’t a conscious effort, but an instinct, but let’s see if we can recreate something like it. I want you to try to keep from changing. Can you do that?”
“I can try, but I don’t know if it will work.” My skin grew hotter by the minute, but luckily, I didn’t feel any stabbing pains yet.
“But Chloe, if it gets to be too much, if the burning is too intense or you start hurting, just try to relax and stop fighting it, okay?”
“Okay, Doc, but I don’t know how much I will be able to relax if there’s a repeat of yesterday. I seriously thought I was dying.”
“I know, Chloe. Hopefully, tonight won’t be as bad.”
I lay down on the cot and tried to concentrate on not shifting. I thought the burning might have lessened, but I couldn’t be positive. It could have been just wishful thinking. I concentrated so hard on not shifting, I must have missed the sound of the motorcycles, because I didn’t know Gabe was back until he walked through the door.
“How’s our little cub doing?”
“Still human,” I quipped. I sat up on the cot and admired the view. Hey, some part of me was still human and appreciated sexy when I saw it.
He stuck a key from the ring he held into the door’s lock and twisted it. “How are you feeling?” Opening the door, he entered the cell, letting the door clang shut behind him.
“I’m fine outside of being a little hot. Did you find him?”
Gabe shook his head. “I’m afraid not. He didn’t park at the bar because we were able to trail him through the park, but he must have had a bike or a car parked on one of the paths because we lost him about mid-way in. He probably left right after you did. He might have even followed you here.”
“I don’t think so. I kept an eye on my rear view mirror all of the way here, and I never saw anyone.”
“There are a lot of hills between here and town. It’s possible he trailed you without you seeing him. I’ve got the twins out doing a sweep. If he’s out there now, they will find him.”
Gabe settled beside me on the cot. “So, no pain tonight?”
“No. I'm just feeling a little warm but no pain.”
“That's good. Usually the pain that accompanies a change lessons to some degree after a few times, but your situation is so unique, frankly I'm not sure what will happen for you.”
“Speaking of unique situations,” the doctor broke in, “Chloe and I are trying an experiment. I asked her to try to stop the change if she can. She's to stop though if the pain starts up.”
Gabe cocked an eyebrow. “Do you think she will be able to do that at this stage?”
“Honestly? After what we saw last night, I say anything is possible.”
“But the effect of the moon will be at it strongest tonight.” Gabe shifted his weight on the cot. He seemed a bit restless, some part of his body was constantly moving.
“Gabe, are you okay?” This was the first time I seen Gabe when he didn't appear to be in total control.
“I'm fine, Chloe. The full moon rises, and its influence flows through my blood, urging me to shift. The pack will soon gather outside for the run.”
“Don't you need to go with them?”
He smiled and patted my leg. “No, as Alpha, it's my responsibility to stay with you. I can shift at will and even though my wolf longs to run and howl at the full moon, I can do so another night.” He turned and looked at the doctor. “You, however Dr. Matthews, can go run free. If I need you, I will call.”
The doctor hesitated at the cell door. “Are you sure?”
“I know Chloe's differences intrigue you, but they will still be here in the morning, and the full moon will not. There's no point in both of us missing it.”
“Good point!” The doctor hung her lab coat on a hook by the door and left the building.
“Gabe, when you came into my house yesterday, didn’t you break down the door?”
“Yes, why?”
“Because when I went back home today, the door was fine. It even looked like it had been painted.”
Gabe laughed. “That’s because Hector hung a new door and painted the door and frame to match.”
“He hung a new door?”
He shrugged. “The old one kind of got messed up when I crashed through it.”
“So I wasn’t imagining things?”
“Nope.” Gabe shifted on the cot. “So, Chloe, you want to tell me why you're so afraid to be involved with a guy for longer than one night?”
The question rocketed out of left field and smacked me into stunned silence. How did we go from talking about my busted door to my busted heart? He’d warned me that I couldn't run from him forever, but catching me when running was impossible shocked me. I never imagined he would do such a thing.
“Didn't see that coming did you? See, here's the thing, I know we have to come to terms with what is between us in order for you to truly feel like you belong here. And there is something getting in the way of that. We need to deal with whatever it is.”
I crossed my arms and twisted my body so that my back faced Gabe. “I don't know what you're talking about.”
Gabe gently grabbed my arm and twisted me around to face him. I gritted my teeth and tried to ignore the shock that always accompanied his touch. “Yes, you do, Chloe. What happened to you? Who hurt you so badly that you treat men like we are throwaways?”
“I do no such thing!”
“Chloe, when was the last time you spent more than one night with the same guy? Have you ever?”
“That's none of your business!”
Despite the fact that I was yelling at him, Gabe remain calm. Why is he asking all of these questions? Why can he just leave me alone?
“Yes it is, Chloe, and do you want to know why?”
If I could have shaken and nodded my head at the same time, I would have. I had an idea of what his answer would be, and it scared me. No, it terrified me. “No,” I croaked.
“Too bad because I'm going to tell you anyway. I'm falling in love with you, Chloe.”
Oh God. He said it. He really said it. I opened my mouth to speak, but he stopped me by placing his finger on my lips. They tingled where he touched me.
“That's not all. I think we are mates. I believe it's part of why we feel that little shock every time we touch.”
“Wouldn't being in love make us mates?”
“Not necessarily. You can fall in love with someone and not be their fated mate. We can fall in and out of love just like other humans, unless we’ve found our mates. Wolves mate for life.”
“So Emily and Hector?”
“Are mates, yes. They are the only mates in our pack. We have couples who have married and even have children together but they are not actual mates with each other.”
I hoped if I could keep talking about everyone else he would forget about attempting to get me to reveal what happened in my past. “Well, what happens if they find their mate? Do they divorce the person they are married to?”
“They are very careful about trading blood with anyone. Those couples are perfectly happy with things exactly the way they are and do not wish to find their mates. They don't want to give up the love they share with their spouses.”
“So you and Beth aren’t mates?”
Gabe laughed. “Of course not! Beth is like my sister. We've been friends since we were kids.”
“How can you be sure?”
“I just am. I feel absolutely nothing when I am with her. Mates usually sense each other in some way even before they get confirmation.”
I started not to say anything, but I just couldn't help it. Maybe it was mean and petty of me, but after the dirty looks, pointed remarks, and the conversation in the pantry, I just couldn't resist. “You might want to tell her that.”
“Oh Chloe, she already knows.”
Damn, sometimes men were just plain dumb. “No Gabe, I don't think she does. Haven't you noticed how she's been acting?”
“She has been a little strange lately.”
“A little? She can't look at me without glaring. She hasn't said one welcoming word to me since I met her. And this morning, she pulled me into the pantry and informed me that you were not available.”
“She did what?” Irritation turned down the corners of his mouth.
“She told me in no uncertain terms that everyone in the pack knew the two of you were meant to be together.”
“Oh boy, that presents a problem.”
“You think?”
“We've always spent a lot of time together because we were friends, but I never intended to give her the impression we were anything else. I mean, I've never even hinted at the possibility.”
“So you never even kissed her?”
“Absolutely not, and I’ve never wanted to.”
Part of me wanted to jump up and down for joy. There was still a part of me though that wanted to get as far away from Gabe as I possibly could. I had sensed that day in my kitchen that Gabe was dangerous, I just hadn't realized how much.
A sudden pain stabbed through my Belly. Oh shit.
Concern clouded Gabe's eyes. “What's wrong?”
I took a deep breath and willed the pain to go away. “Pain.” The breath didn't help, and the pain spread. I clenched my fist, my nails digging into my palm. “I don't want to shift!”
Gabe put his fingers beneath my chin and tilted my face towards his. “Stop fighting it, Chloe. The wolf is part of you now.”
Tears welled up in my eyes. “But I don't know how to do this! I don’t know if I can!” And I didn’t just mean shifting at this moment. I didn’t know if I could be a werewolf and still live with myself.
“Chloe, werewolves aren’t evil. We are people too. It’s not the wolf that makes us what we are. It’s the person inside. If a wolf is vicious, it means the person himself is that way. The majority aren’t snarling out of control beasts. You saw that yourself last night. You were still you...just furry. Let your wolf guide you. She has great instincts.” He stood up and pulled the t-shirt over his head. “I'll go first so you can see what it's like for me. Then you relax and let yourself shift. Let my wolf comfort yours.” He unzipped his jeans before I remembered he wasn't wearing underwear. I averted my eyes just before he tugged down the denim.
He chuckled as a red flush crept across my face. “You may as well get used to it, babe. You'll be seeing the entire pack in the flesh at least once a month.”
I looked back at Gabe, but I kept my eyes above his waist, even though I was so tempted to take a quick peek.
“You ready?” He asked.
I nodded and gasped as the muscles on his body began to ripple. Pain stabbed through my arms and legs as though they were the ones going through the change while I watched Gabe’s bones and features rearrange. The beauty of the fluid motion of his transformation from Gabe to wolf astounded me. In less than a minute, he completed the shift. A huge black wolf with blue eyes stood on four legs before me, and I could have sworn he was grinning. Another pain swept through me, and I doubled over from the strength of it. Gabe’s black snout nudged against my leg, and then he laid his head on my knee and looked up at me.
“Okay, okay. I will try to relax, and let it happen, but I don't know if I can.” I scratched him between the ears and then stood up. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and willed myself to relax. I imagined a snow-white wolf running through the woods. I felt something inside me shift and opened my eyes to find myself staring at Gabe face to face.
Why couldn't it have been that easy last night?
You made a conscious effort tonight to accept your wolf, and it allowed you to stop fighting the change.
Will pain always signal my need to shift?
For your sake, I hope not. But like the other cubs, I'm hoping you will be able to shift or not shift at will, though it may take you one or two more moons. But then again, considering you shifted back to human last night before dawn, it may not.
I wish we could get out of this cell. My wolf whined, and I paced back and forth across the floor.
Gabe nuzzled his nose against my neck. I know it's difficult to stay in this cramped space when your wolf yearns to be free, running wild in the woods. However, even though you show no signs of loss of control while shifted, I think it's best if we play it safe another night.
This bites.
I heard Gabe’s chuckle in my mind. Why don't we see if you can shift back to human at will?
Nodding my head, I pictured myself as Chloe. In my mind, I saw red, flowing curls and green eyes. I thought about my pale skin and the scar on my knee from a bike ride as a kid. And I felt nothing. I was still Chloe the wolf.
Damn.
Keep trying, Gabe encouraged.
No matter how hard I tried, no matter how I pictured myself in my mind, I couldn't shift back. I growled in frustration. Why is this so hard? I did it last night without even thinking about it!
Maybe that's the problem. You're trying too hard.
This is going to be a long night if I can't shift back to human, and I'm stuck in this damn cell.
Then we can get back to our earlier conversation.
Oh great. Gabe's chuckle clued me in to the fact that he'd heard what I’d thought. I really had to find out what he meant by shielding. How about we talk about something else? I settled onto the floor, my head lying on my front paws.
I'm serious, Chloe.
I know you are, Gabe, but I don't want to have this conversation while I'm covered with fur.
Gabe sighed. Fair enough. I always forget, it's different for cubs. You haven't yet come to terms with what has happened to you, so the wolf doesn't feel like a natural part of you yet. He settled down on the floor beside me. What else do you want to talk about?
Okay, so I still would be treading on dangerous ground, but curiosity about something he said earlier had peaked my interest. How do you know when you have found your mate? You said there was something else to it besides falling in love. Something about receiving confirmation?
Yes, wolves made for life. We believe mates are fated to be together no matter what. Most of the time mates suspect they are mates even without confirmation. They just have a feeling. Something is different. A blood exchange confirms or denies it. If a couple are fated mates, a blood exchange will cause a surge of what feels like electricity running through them for about a minute. Hector explained they felt like a mild, electric shock, like static electricity but longer and through the entire body.
And if they aren't mates?
They feel nothing. Now do you understand my suspicion we are mates?
See? Dangerous territory. I guess I was asking for it. Yes, but it could be something else entirely.
Maybe, but I don't think so.
But what if they aren't wolves? What if one of the set of mates is human?
Then we don't find them. We can still fall in love and be happy without our mates. But we believe that anyone who is fated to be our mate is fated to be a wolf.
Are all wolves created like me?
Actually, no. Some wolves are pure born. Others are like you. Normally, it takes a bite to pass it to a human, but sometimes a scratch will do it.
What type are you?
Pure born.
So where are your parents?
I don't really want to talk about that.
Hah, so you want me to open up and tell you why I run away from men, but you don't want to tell me about your parents?
Gabe growled. Damn, I see your point. I will make a deal with you. After we shift back, I will tell you mine if you will tell me yours.
I will think about it.
Chloe, you can't keep running from whatever it is.
I said I’ll think about it.
Gabe sighed. It's getting late. We need to try to get some sleep. Gabe stood up and trotted over to where I lay. He settled down behind me so that my back laid against his.
Maybe if I had stayed Chloe Jackson, human one night stand, I could have kept running. But so much had changed in such a short time. I lost Susie and thought I was truly alone only to discover the attack on me had changed me into something else with a built-in family. Maybe Gabe had a point, and it was time to stop running. Running meant leaving Gabe behind, and I was pretty sure that was something I could no longer do. He’d snuck into my heart when I wasn't looking, and I didn't want to kick him out. And it scared me, probably more than anything else ever had.
Chapter Eighteen
The next day, Gabe decided to call a pack meeting to introduce me to the remaining members and explain some of the differences I experienced. He hadn’t brought up continuing our conversation from the night before. I hoped he stayed busy enough that he put it off for a bit longer.
Before the meeting Dr. Matthews pulled me and Gabe aside. “I found out some interesting information about Chloe's family. I need to discuss it with you both before the meeting.”
“Let's go up to my office. We won't be disturbed there.”
What could Doc possibly have to say about my family that is so important that we need a private meeting?
When we reached Gabe's office, he perched on the edge of his mahogany desk, and I sat in an overstuffed wing chair located near it. Doc shut the heavy wooden door behind us and then leaned on it.
“So what did you find out, Doc?”
“As you know, my family has journals going back hundreds of years that chronicle the lives of my ancestors and tells about events that happened during those years.”
“Doc’s a pure born too,” Gabe explained.
“When Chloe told me her mother's name, it rang a warning bell, but I thought at the time, it had to be a coincidence. So I dug through the journals. Between those and some extensive research, I discovered it wasn't a coincidence after all. Chloe's mother is in one of the journals. She pops up in several of them actually. Between the description given in them and pictures and information I dug up in my research, I determined they had to be the same person.” Doc looked at me, her eyes filled with sympathy. “Chloe, your mother was a witch and not a nice one I'm afraid. And she's over 300 years old.”
“How is that possible?”
Gabe answered. “Most supernatural beings live an extended life... much longer than the average human. We age much slower once we reach a certain point.”
“Supernatural beings? You mean there’s more than just witches and werewolves?”
“There’s lots more,” answered Gabe, “but we will talk about that some other time.”
Doc Nodded in agreement. “Your mother was rather infamous for a time. Everyone feared her. Apparently, she started out innocent enough but fell in love with a dark warlock. He twisted her until her evil outshone his. For over 100 years, she created destruction and mayhem and always managed to escape the Witches’ Council. But her lust for power caused her undoing. The Council laid a trap and caught her and put her in a magical prison. At that time, witches were already teetering on the brink of extinction because the majority of them appeared to be infertile. Eventually, it was discovered the only way for a witch to breed was with another supernatural creature, and then the results weren't guaranteed. More often than not the baby would have no magical powers.
“So, if my mother was in prison, how am I here? I know I've only been alive for 25 years. I've lived every one of them.”
“The members of the Council died out one by one. Each death weakened her prison until she finally escaped. That was the last mention of her in the journals. My mother wrote of her escape. Surprisingly, Chloe’s mother actually birthed her in a hospital, or I wouldn't have been able to track her after her escape. I used the information from the hospital records to track her.
“It seems about 30 years ago, she decided to try to fully integrate herself into the human world. She somehow managed to get documents in her actual name. Odd occurrences popped up around her here and there but nothing major. It may have been that her power was weakened by the prison stay. However, on the night of Chloe's 13th birthday, the entire town suffered a power outage. When I went back and double checked, I found that over the previous several years, blackouts in Chloe's part of town happened frequently, increasing in number leading up to the night the power went out in the whole town.” Doc stopped and took a deep breath. “Chloe what I'm about to tell you won't be easy for you to hear.”
“None of this has been easy. You might as well go ahead and tell me the rest. I know you have to be close to the end of it because she was locked up not long after my birthday.”
“I can't be 100% positive on what I'm about to say. I'm basing it on what I learned from the journals and research but it seems it's highly probable your mother intended to hand you over to some dark creature in exchange for more power and possibly immortality. Considering what happened, I suspect whatever creature she bargained with decided her existing power was a better treat and stripped her of it. Without her power, your mother was nothing, and my guess is that knowledge hastened the breakdown already heading her way from her involvement in the dark arts. No witch survives that unscathed.”
“So basically, my mother was some evil witch so horrible the Council imprisoned her and when she got out, she hatched a plan to have a baby just so she could sacrifice it to something worse than her?”
“It looks highly likely.”
“That explains a lot. So does that make me a witch? And if so, why do I age and not have powers?”
“Honestly? I think you are a witch. From what little I know about witches, they always have power, and it shows up in small ways here and there, but most witches don't come fully into their magic until their 30th birthday. It would explain the differences leading up to your first shift and why you shift differently.”
Gabe broke in, “So what else is she then if a witch has to procreate with another supernatural being?”
“That's another weird thing. I couldn't find any abnormalities to indicate Chloe's father was anything other than human.”
By this time, I had risen from the chair and was pacing across the floor. “Well that explains a lot, like why she never really paid attention to me. Why birthdays and holidays never got celebrated. Why she didn't do anything when I told her…never mind. Suffice it to say, she was a horrible mother in every possible way.”
Gabe stood and walked over to me. “I'm so sorry, Chloe.” He pulled me into his arms. Somehow, even after the terrible things the doctor had just told me, I still felt okay. Being in Gabe’s arms made me feel safe and secure. Nothing she said had changed the way he felt about me. I didn't know how I knew it, but I was certain of it. Still, something held me back, and I wasn't quite ready to admit I was falling in love with him too.
The door clicked, and I realized the doctor had left us alone. Gabe let go of me and stepped back. “The pack doesn’t need to know about your mother tonight. They can be filled in on all of the details later. For now, all they need to know is that you're a witch, and it's made your change different.”
I nodded my head in agreement and followed him down the stairs. A large group gathered in the Great Room. The pack numbered around 30, including children, who weren’t present at the meeting. Gabe introduced me to all of them, but I knew it would take a while for me to be able to remember them all. Most of the single ones lived at the compound while the families lived in houses nearby. Everyone seemed very friendly and welcoming. I wondered if that would change after Gabe revealed his suspicion I was a witch.
“Okay everyone has now been introduced to Chloe. The date of her ceremony will be announced soon. I've asked you all here because over the course of Chloe’s transformation, we discovered she's different. She shifts almost immediately, and her clothes disappear and reappear when she returns to human form. No doubt some of you were already aware of a potential problem from her first night here.” Gabe shot Beth a pointed look. “Through research of Chloe’s family line, Doc discovered that there is a probability that Chloe is a witch.”
Some pack members gasped in shock. Others just took in the news with a nod. Emily, who stood next to me, patted me on the arm. I found her touch very comforting.
“How do we know she's not dangerous?” shouted Beth.
“Because I say she isn't. Chloe wasn't aware of her heritage. With the exception of her altered change, Chloe has yet to manifest powers. According to Doc, it could be five years before she does.”
Doc spoke up, “Or she may not ever get any. As of right now, this is all speculation due to her parentage. It's entirely possible that the slight differences in her DNA due to her bloodline could account for the unusual way she shifts. Now we all know witches are incredibly rare. However, history teaches us that the majority of witches are white witches and are only dangerous to evil creatures or to those who wish them harm.”
“Unlike other cubs,” Gabe continued, “Chloe was completely coherent both nights while in wolf form and showed no signs of violence or aggression. Because of this, I'm not putting her in the cell tonight. I will shift and run with her, showing her the pack’s land. Any who wish to join us are welcome.”
A few members whispered to each other, mostly Beth and a couple of women around her. The other members appeared to accept Gabe’s statement.
“I will run,” said Emily.
“As will I,” added Hector.
“Me too!” shouted Harmony. I knew Chloe before she joined us. We work together at the restaurant, and I can tell you she's not dangerous at all. She's a sweet girl.”
A chorus of “I will run” followed Harmony’s proclamation.
Gabe smiled at his family. “The moon rises!”
Excited chatter broke out in the room. Gradually, most of the pack filtered out into the front yard. Only Beth and her cronies remained behind in the Great Room.
“Are you sure about this?” I asked Gabe.
He reached over and took my hand, giving it a squeeze as a pulse of energy leapt between our hands. “You'll be fine. It's up to you whether you want to disrobe like everyone else since you don't have to.” I looked out into the front yard and noticed most of the pack were beginning to undress.
“What if I don't change?”
“Then you and I won't run. But I think you will shift.”
I followed him off the porch and out into the yard, my face growing hot at the sight of all of the naked people. Halfway through the throng of pack members, pain stabbed through my gut, and I doubled over.
“It's time!” yelled Gabe. “Just relax and let it come,” he said to me. He yanked his t-shirt over his head and dropped it to the ground, and his jeans followed. His body was perfect. He saw me staring and smirked. Thin his features rippled, signaling the change.
Another stab of pain lanced through my body. “Okay, okay.” I closed my eyes and breathed in the earthy smell of the forest. For the first time, I actually felt my wolf rising, and I handed control over to her. When I opened my eyes, I stood on four legs and a jumbled of voices filled my head.
She’s white?
I thought she’d be red!
Quiet! Gabe’s voice boomed through the cacophony. Please keep your conversations limited to each other and not broadcasted to the entire group. Let’s all remember we have a new cub in our midst, and even with all of her differences, she is still a new wolf, and hasn’t yet learned to shield.
I heard several pack members say sorry in my mind and then one by one they came to me, nuzzled their noises against my neck and whispered their names in my mind so I could start learning to identify them as wolves.
After all had passed by, Gabe trotted over to me. Are you ready?
My wolf pranced around, eager to run and be free. Yes.
Follow me, Gabe said and took off. The pack responded to their leader taking off and as a group loped off into the trees.
I fell in behind them, quickly passing the pack until I nipped at Gabe’s heels.
You’re fast, he remarked. That’s good. I’m running at full speed. Very few wolves can keep up with an Alpha running at a full tilt. The only ones in our pack that can are the twins. It’s why they are my enforcers.
We ran for a while without talking. Being a wolf felt nothing like I had imagined. I wasn’t a snarling vicious beast intent on violence and destruction. Instead, I was this magnificent creature who ran like the wind. Everything seemed brighter, smelled more intense. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad after all.
Chapter Nineteen
The next morning, I managed to sneak out of the compound while Gabe was in the shower. I ran into Harmony on the way down the back stairs, and I told her I needed to go to my apartment to pay some bills and to go to the restaurant to check my work schedule. So it wasn’t technically a lie. I did have bills to pay, and I did need to check my schedule, but the main reason I needed to get out of the compound was I suspected Gabe would want to finish our talk…and I just wasn’t ready for that yet.
Back at my apartment, I wrote out checks to cover what bills I could pay so if Harmony asked about it, I wouldn’t have to lie. I kept expecting Gabe to pound on the door, but he never did. Maybe he understood that I needed some space to think before we had that conversation.
My emotions jumbled up in a big mess inside me. IK still felt conflicted and afraid. Fear of getting close to anyone had been a constant companion for years. How did I know a monster didn’t lurk inside Gabe, and I just hadn’t seen it yet? The answer popped into my head. I thought about the pack members and how each one seemed happy and secure under his leadership. They all treated him as a friend, not just their leader. His insistence that I was his responsibility also spoke well of his character. And he didn’t just throw me in the cell and leave me there alone, but he stood by me every step of the way. Gabe Denton was no monster. He was a good man with a big heart.
The epiphany allowed peace to fill me. I finally belonged somewhere. The pack, well most of them anyway, willingly accepted and welcomed me. I had a family, and better than that, I had Gabe.
Gathering up the bills, I stopped by the post office to mail them on the way to the restaurant. Once I reached work, I ran in and picked up my schedule. Due to everything that had happened over the past month, the boss hadn’t scheduled me for many hours, but she told me to call in if I wanted to work, and she’d use me if she could. Before I left, I grabbed a quick bit to eat for lunch.
On the way back to the compound, I passed by Royal Lush. On instinct, I jerked the wheel at the last minute and pulled into the parking lot. In a sense, I was saying goodbye to my old life. Even though I would never forget her, I knew I needed to say goodbye to Susie. Since the bar was the last place I’d seen her and also one of our favorite hangouts, I decided to go in and have a drink in her honor. It didn’t matter that it was a little early in the day. Royal Lush had a steady clientele, and it technically operated as a bar and grill so it opened at lunch time. Besides, this was important.
As I sat on the stool sipping my beer, I wished the circumstances had occurred differently. If the attacker had not killed Susie, she could have been sitting right here beside me. We would be quietly talking about the strange turn our lives had taken, or maybe we would be talking about Gabe. I finished my beer and threw some cash on the bar to cover my tab. I realized that not only was I saying goodbye to Susie, but I was also saying goodbye to Royal Lush. My nights of trolling for one time sex partners were over.
As I stuck my key in the lock on the car door, I heard a crunch of gravel behind me. Spinning around, I spied Mitch stalking toward me. My heart slammed against my rib cage.
“You disappointed me, Chloe.”
“I don’t know what you mean.” Gabe! I had no idea if he could hear me. I didn’t know how far his range was, or if it even worked in human form. I backed up against the car.
“Don’t play coy with me. Instead of turning to me, your sire, you ran off to join Denton’s pack. You don’t belong there, Chloe. You belong to me.”
I thought if I could keep him talking, it might give Gabe time to get to the bar…if he even heard me. “You’re my sire?”
“Of course I am! None of the nitwits in Denton’s pack would ever think of turning someone against your will.”
“Did you kill Susie?”
Mitch nodded. “Yes.”
I wanted to rage at him. I wanted to find something large and beat him to a bloody pulp. I thought, for a moment, that I felt my wolf rising within me, but even though I concentrated, I couldn’t shift. “Why? Why would you do such a thing?”
“She was in the way. If she lived, you would never sever your ties with her. You needed to be completely alone. She wouldn’t have understood what you’ve become.”
“Yes, she would have. I’ve known her since I was a kid. She stood by me through everything.”
“It doesn’t matter. I had my orders.”
What did he mean orders? “Orders?”
“You were promised to me, Chloe. In exchange for turning you, I would be given you as a mate.”
“But it doesn’t work that way!”
“It works any way I want it to. I can promise you will never have the chance to blood bond with your true mate. Besides, I’m certain it’s me anyway.”
“You’re crazy! I’m not your mate. And you never answered me! Who ordered you to turn me and kill Susie? Who thought they had the right to give me to you?”
“Your father.”
“I don’t even know my father. And he’s human anyway!”
“It doesn’t matter if you know him. And I can assure you, he isn’t human.”
My mind couldn’t wrap itself around the idea that my father was alive, and that he was a werewolf. “If my father is a werewolf, then why did you have to turn me? Why didn’t I shift on my own?”
“It had something to do with your mother. He didn’t explain it. As Alpha, he doesn’t explain much of anything. You are his blood, and I am your sire. You belong to our pack.”
“No! I will not go with you.” I heard the rumble of a bike and saw Gabe’s Harley pull into the lot. Mitch was so occupied with his obsession of me that he either didn’t hear the motorcycle or didn’t realize who it belonged to.
“I’ve had enough of this!” Mitch took a step toward me, and as he moved, his clothes began to rip, and his body transformed into a brown wolf. He leaped toward me, and I threw my arms in front of me. Pain ripped through my arms as he slashed them.
“Hey dogface!” Gabe yelled as he ran toward us. “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size!”
Mitch roared and spun toward Gabe.
“Watch out!” I sucked in a breath as Mitch bounded toward him. Gabe side stepped him, and as he twisted so that he faced Mitch, I saw the seams of his clothing come apart. By the time Mitch skidded to a stop and spun to face Gabe, he had shifted. The two wolves clashed together with snarls and slashing claws. They tumbled to the edge of the parking lot. Gabe swiped at Mitch with a huge paw, and Mitch flew backwards. He growled and then turned tail and ran into the trees.
Gabe leaped and flew after him. “Gabe!” I ran after them, cradling my injured arms to my chest. In human form, I couldn’t keep up, but the broken branches and scuff marks on the ground led the way. I caught snatches of growls and howls as I followed them. A few moments later, I realized I hadn’t heard any more sounds. Only the wind whistling through the trees reached my ears.
“Gabe!” I kept running toward the last sounds and suddenly stumbled into a clearing. Two naked, bloodied men lay in the dirt. “No!” I ran to Gabe, and knelt by him. “Gabe! Oh please open your eyes.” Tears ran in rivulets down my dirt streaked cheeks. “You have to open your eyes. I haven’t told you yet.”
His eyes opened with a flash of blue. “Haven’t told me what?”
I breathed a huge sigh of relief. “That I love you.” I smoothed a lock of hair from his battered face. “We have to get you to Doc.”
“I’m okay, Chloe.”
“No, you’re not! You’re bleeding!”
“So are you.” Gabe sat up and pulled me against his chest. I winced as the embrace pressed my injured arms against his chest. Suddenly, I felt as though a thousand bolts of electricity were shooting through me. My body stiffened, my muscles tensing against the alien sensation. As quickly as it came on, it disappeared, and I slumped against Gabe.
“What the hell was that? Did you feel it?” Gabe’s body started shaking, and I looked up in fear. When I saw he was laughing, I wanted to smack him. “What’s so funny?”
“I told you we were mates.”
My mouth dropped open. “That’s what that was?”
Gabe grinned. “Yep.” He grabbed my upper arms and pushed me away from his chest. “Let me see those arms.” He frowned. “You need to shift, Chloe.”
“I can’t. I tried when Mitch snuck up on me.” I had been so worried about Gabe, I had forgotten about Mitch.
Gabe saw the fear flash across my face. “It’s okay, Chloe. He’s dead. I broke his neck.”
“Good riddance.”
“We both need to shift, Chloe. That’s how werewolves heal. If you don’t shift, it’s going to take longer.” He groaned and moved away from me. “I have an idea.” He grimaced and then his skin rippled. It took longer than the other times I had seen him change, but Gabe shifted, and his wolf stood before me.
He howled loudly, and I shivered. Come to me, mate. You are mine, and I am yours. Come run with me.
I felt my wolf leap up inside me in response to Gabe’s words, and I let go. The pain in my arms disappeared when I shifted. Gabe nuzzled against me, and I leaned into him.
We can run home from here. The twins can bring me back to pick up the bike, and one of them can drive your car.
What about Mitch?
We will leave him here. The authorities will think it’s another animal attack. The only weird thing will be that he’s naked. They will just think he was some naturalist out for a hike in the woods, probably.
Okay. Let’s go home.
Chapter Twenty
While Gabe was gone with the twins, I used his shower to clean up. By the time I finished, he was back and waiting on the bed. His hair glistened, and there were no traces of the blood and dirt that had covered him earlier. Apparently, he’d taken a quick shower in another bathroom. My heart did a little flip at seeing him sitting there in nothing but a pair of jeans.
“Damn, you make my shirt look good.” I had just grabbed the t-shirt I had worn the night before as a sleep shirt before getting in the shower. I thought I’d have time to actually dress in my own clothes before he made it back.
“We have some unfinished business,” he said as I padded over to the bed.
I sighed. “Yes, I know.”
“You’re not going to weasel out of it this time by sneaking away.”
I sat down on the bed beside him. “I’m not going to try.”
“Good.” He ran his fingers across my cheek. I shivered at the jolt of his touch. “You scared the shit out of me today.”
“How did you know where I was?”
“I heard you. I didn’t know that was possible. Usually at least one of the two communicating in that way has to be in wolf form.”
“Not even mates can do that?”
“Not that I’m aware of. I’m at the shop working on a bike when suddenly you scream my name in my head. It took me a minute to realize you weren’t standing nearby. I don’t know how I found you. I just immediately knew. I don’t know if you sent it to me somehow or I just sensed you.”
“I went there to say goodbye to Susie.”
He nodded in understanding.
“I did a lot of thinking today, and I realized it was time to stop running.”
Gabe grinned. “I kind of figured that when you blurted out that you loved me. Did you mean it?”
“Of course I did! I know you might not have been expecting it considering how hard I’ve been trying to keep you at arm’s length. I’m sorry I fought it so hard. I’m not used to men who aren’t monsters on the inside.”
Gabe put his arm around me. He didn’t say enough, but that gesture was enough.
“When I was a little girl, my mother had numerous boyfriends. It was like our house had a revolving door. One in particular was a nasty piece of work. She dated him when I was ten years old, and it lasted for months. The second time he spent the night, he came into my room.” Gabe’s arm tensed around me. “He…hurt me. Every night that he stayed with my mother, he paid me a visit. After the third time, I tried to tell my mother what was happening, but she just laughed. It didn’t stop until their relationship was over.”
“I’m so sorry, baby. I was afraid it was something like that, but I hoped with all of my heart, it wasn’t.”
“Susie knew about it. She helped me work through it. Mostly, I was okay. Except for the whole, couldn’t be with a guy except for a one night stand problem.” I gazed up at Gabe. “That’s over now. I know you are not a monster, and I have nothing to fear from you. I already felt that before, but when our blood mingled, it snapped tight inside me. I belong here with you. I always have.”
Gabe bent down and gently pressed his lips against mine. I groaned at the buzzing sensation sparking through them. He pulled me closer to him, and the kiss intensified. It felt like nothing I had ever known. My heart soared as Gabe held me, and I knew that I was no longer broken.
“No fair,” I teased when he pulled his lips away from mine. “You can’t use a kiss to get out of telling me about your parents.”
“It was worth a try.” A grin split his handsome face. “I’m a bastard child. My father was Maxwell Carrington.”
I gasped. “The Maxwell Carrington?”
“The one and only.”
“Wow.” Several years back, Maxwell Carrington had been a high powered lawyer who had an office in the big city a few miles away. He had entered the politics game and entered the Governor’s race. Everybody loved him. Then two weeks before the election, he mysteriously disappeared.
“Yeah. He was the Alpha of this pack. My mother also belonged to it. He believed as Alpha, he had a right to bed any of the women he chose, no matter whether they were married or not. He took every advantage of that. I grew up in the pack, but my father didn’t acknowledge me. I spent years watching him run the pack based on his selfish and power lusting principles. He was cruel. Pack members defected to other groups. I took his punishment time and time again for imagined infractions.
“Pack rules dictate that any member can challenge the Alpha. A few of the others tried, but my father played dirty, and no one could ever beat him. Challenges didn’t have to be a fight to the death. When it was obvious one wolf could not go on, the winner could be called. My father never allowed that. He killed all of those who challenged him.
“I knew if he continued to run the pack, we would disintegrate and the pack would be no more. As he gained power in politics, he grew crueler in the pack. I couldn’t let him continue, so I challenged him. He laughed in my face when I did. Said I was still too wet behind the ears to even make the challenge, but I stood firm and insisted. Maybe his pompous arrogance caused him to underestimate me enough for me to beat him, or maybe I just knew all of his tricks. I beat him…and then I did what he had done to all of the others. I showed him no mercy.”
I squeezed Gabe’s leg. Gabe and I were more alike than we knew. I had a bitch of a mother, and he had a horrible father. It’s a small wonder we weren’t both scarred so badly that neither of us could survive.
“The cops eventually gave up on the search and declared him dead. I received a shock when his will was found. He’d left me everything. I own the compound and all of the land as well as the bike shop.” He turned and grinned at me. “So you don’t have to work at the restaurant anymore. You are my mate, and it’s my honor to take care of you. I understand if you want to work, but you don’t have to.”
My heart swelled in my chest. No one had ever really taken care of me before, except for Susie. This was going to take some getting used to. Gabe pulled me into his lap. He buried his face in my hair.
“I love you, Chloe Jackson.”
I leaned back into him. “I love you too, Gabriel Denton.”
“You know we’re going to have to get married.”
I groaned. I had never imagined myself in a white dress. “Do we have to?”
“Emily will make us. And you can’t go against Emily’s wishes. Trust me.”
I sighed. I guess I’d have to wear that dress after all. “Okay, we wouldn’t want to face the wrath of Emily.”
“And in the meantime,” Gabe grasped my chin and tilted my head upward. My pulse sped up in response to the jolt as his lips pressed against mine. His tongue swiped across them, and I opened to allow him inside. Heat spread through me as our tongues danced together. The kiss took my breath, but I whimpered when he moved away. He wasn’t stopping though. He planted a glistening trail of kisses down my neck, and I shivered.
His hand slid up my side and cupped my breast. I arched my back, encouraging him to continue upward. I needed him to touch me. I moaned when he grazed his fingers across my nipple. “Oh god, Gabe. That feels so good.”
He stopped nibbling on my neck long enough to say, “You like that, huh?”
“Oh yes.”
“How about this?”
He gently pinched my aching peak between his finger and thumb, and I groaned. “Yes.” Desire flowed through me. I wanted him to touch me skin to skin. I wanted to feel that shock of pleasure when his fingers touch my bare breast.
As if he read my mind, Gabe grabbed the hem of the shirt and yanked it over my head and tossed it to the floor. I reached back and ran my fingers through his hair as he kissed my shoulder. When he once again cupped my breast, this time with no clothing to get in the way, I gasped. Little shocks flickered through me. I felt warmth pool between my legs.
“You are so fucking beautiful,” Gabe growled. He played the fingers of his other hand along my thigh. Every touch of his skin to mine sent jolts scattering through me. My body had never felt so alive.
He pinched my nipple again, a little harder this time, and I cried out with pleasure. I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted a man in my life. And from what I felt pressing against my bottom as I sat on his lap, he wanted me just as much.
“Fuck, you’ve soaked your panties,” he groaned when he dipped his hand between my legs to rub my mound.
I opened my legs wider to his touch. “That’s all your fault,” I gasped. “Your touch makes me so wet.” When he slid his hand beneath the leg band of my panties, I thought I would come undone. Tremors raced through me in response to his electric touch upon my nether lips. “Oh god, Gabe, I need you. Please.”
He scooted backwards and laid me on the bed. Grabbing the waistband of my panties, he yanked them down past my hips. I cried out and raised up to his touch when he slid a finger between my lips and into my wetness. “Gabe, please!”
He settled between my legs, and I reached between us, searching for the button on his jeans. When I found it, I quickly unfastened and unzipped them. He groaned when I shoved them down his hips and grasped his hardness in my hand. Considering how blissful it had felt when he touched me, I could only imagine the sensations running through him at my touch.
I guided him inside me. We both moaned as he pushed in deeper. My whole being lit up, and I felt as though I would explode from the sheer intensity of it. Every movement sparked a wave of pleasure. Every touch shoved me closer to the edge. We moved in tandem, and when release took me, I screamed from the strength of it.
“Oh fuck, Chloe,” Gabe gasped, and he collapsed on top of me. Electricity still sparked between us as we lay skin to skin. He was still inside me, and I felt as though I was burning up from the inside out.
He kissed me, his lips pressing against mine. “I can’t get enough of you,” he murmured. He spent the rest of the night proving it. We didn’t leave the room until morning…not even to eat.
*
“Good morning, beautiful.” I rolled over to see Gabe lying on his side with his head propped up on his hand and staring at me. It felt a little weird waking up with a guy still in the bed, but it also felt right. God, I love this man. The strength of the emotion overwhelmed me.
I reached out and stroked his face, his stubble feeling rough against my fingertips. “Good morning.”
He took my hand in his and brought it up to his lips and kissed the back of it. “As much as I’d love to stay in bed all day with you, there's a matter that needs to be addressed immediately. We have to tell Beth.”
“What do you mean we?”
“I will do all of the talking, but I want you there. She needs to see we are a united front as a couple. Besides that...you are my mate, which makes you second in command.”
“What?” Panic gripped me. How could I be second in command? There was still so much I didn't know.
Gabe squeezed my hand. “Don't worry, the second in command is generally only needed if something happens to incapacitate me.”
“Don't even say such a thing!”
“There's always the possibility. Some of Mitch's pack may seek retribution, or another pack could start a war. Anyway, you don't have to shoulder it alone. The twins would be there every step of the way to guide you if you needed help if events such as those arise, and Emily is a fountain of wisdom when it comes to settling pack squabbles. More than likely, it's not something you have to worry about, but I wanted you to know.”
“There's something I need to tell you before we deal with the issue with Beth. Before Mitch attacked me, he said he'd been ordered to do so by the Alpha of his pack. He said that his Alpha is my father.”
“But Doc said your father was human.”
“I know, but Mitch was very clear, and he had knowledge that my mother was a witch. I asked why I needed to be attacked to be turned if my father was a werewolf, and he mentioned that it had to do with my mother's bloodline. He said he didn't know all of the details. He also said my father promised me to him as a mate if he turned me and brought me back. My father also apparently gave the order for Susie to be killed.”
“Why would he order her death?”
“So would I would no longer have any ties to my old life.”
Worry clouded Gabe's face. “We will need to check into what he said. It could just be the ramblings of an obsessed and deranged man, or you could be in danger. I will get the twins and Doc to check the story out.”
I nodded. If I had a father out there somewhere ordering people to be attacked or killed, he needed to be stopped. Hopefully, it was just a delusion, but the fact he hinted at knowing the secret of my heritage worried me.
“Okay babe, I'm going to fetch Beth. Get dressed and meet us in the office.” He got out of bed, and I admired the view as he sauntered to the closet to pull on a pair of jeans. I learned the night before just how much of a benefit it was that he went commando.
I tore my eyes away from his sculpted body and rolled out of bed. I dreaded the confrontation with Beth, but I knew it had to be done. After Gabe put on a black Harley t-shirt, he strode over to me and pulled me into his arms. He kissed me hard, and I felt warmth coil in my belly. “If you keep that up, we are going to end up back in bed,” I teased when he let go of me.
“Which is why I'm leaving the room right now before I reach the point of being unable to resist temptation.” Desire smoldered in his eyes, and I seriously considered grabbing him and dragging him back to the bed, but before I could, he turned and left the room to find Beth. I finished dressing and beat them to his office.
“What is she doing here?” Beth scowled when she walked into the room and saw me leaning on the desk.
Because what we need to talk about concerns her.” Gabe brushed against my legs as he moved to lean on the desk beside me, and I shivered at the contact. Since the blood exchange, every little movement and action between us felt more intense. “Beth, we've been friends for a long time and because of that, we've spent a lot of time together.” Gabe ran his hands through his thick hair. I could tell he struggled with how to say what needed to be said.
Beth stood in front of us with her arms crossed and glared at me. “Yes, and we've grown very close.”
Gabe sighed. “I'm sorry, Beth, if you read more into our time together than what it was. I love you like a sister. If I led you to believe anything different, I'm sorry. It wasn't intentional.”
Anger darkened Beth's face, and if looks could kill, I would have fallen dead to the floor. “Why are you telling me all of this? Especially in front of her?” Venom dripped from her last word.
“Because we've been such good friends, and because it has come to my attention that you might have misinterpreted our relationship, I wanted to set things straight. I wanted you to hear the news directly from me and not another pack member.”
“What news?”
Gabe covered my hand with his, dwarfing my hand with his much larger one. “I've found my mate, and it's Chloe.”
Disbelief flashed across Beth's face. “But that's not possible!”
“It's already happened. During the fight last night with her attacker, we were both injured, and we exchanged blood. The exchange confirmed we are fated mates.”
“It can't be!”
“Blood doesn't lie, Beth. You know that.”
“I don't believe you! She put you up to this. She's cast a spell or bewitched you in some way. She's a witch after all! Who knows what enchantments she can spin?”
I opened my mouth to respond to her preposterous accusation, but Gabe restrained me by squeezing my hand. “Beth, you're being ridiculous. Chloe hasn't put a spell on me.”
“Then prove it!” Beth held out her hand, palm facing up. “Exchange blood with me.”
Gabe looked at me, the question on his face. I nodded. As much as I detested the idea of Gabe sharing any bodily fluid with that woman, I knew it was probably the best way to shut her up.
“Okay, Beth.” Gabe pulled a switchblade from his pocket and flipped it open. He slashed it across his palm, and I winced at the sight of his blood welling up. It reminded me too much of the moment of panic I’d had the night before when I saw him lying naked and bloody on the hard ground. Gabe reached out and grabbed Beth’s hand, slicing a red line across her palm. After cutting them both, he clasped her palm against his in a bloody version of a handshake.
Beth stood there, her eyes knitted together as she waited for something to happen. I knew she thought the whole thing with Gabe and me was a ruse, and that she expected lightning to strike. After a moment, she frowned. Then tears welled up in her eyes, and she jerked her hand from Gabe's grip. “I...I don't understand! I was so certain!” Beth turned and ran from the room.
Gabe took a deep breath and blew it out. “She'll be okay. She has a couple of close girlfriends in the pack. They will help her get over this.”
I didn’t know who he was trying to convince most, me or himself. I hoped for both our sakes, Gabe was right. Exchanging blood and feeling nothing should have helped, but I feared we hadn't magically caused all future problems with Beth to disappear. The heart wants what the heart wants.
No matter what happened with Beth or what we found out about the Alpha who claimed to be my father, I knew happiness and peace had finally come to me. I belonged to Gabe, and he belonged to me, fated mates. Right now, that was the only thing that mattered. In the future, whatever came at us, we would face together.
A CHANGE TO BEAR
LAST OF THE SHAPESHIFTERS
BY A.E. GRACE
PROLOGUE
Terry Spencer stormed down the street, each forward step building up her confidence. A drop of cool water rolled down the bridge of her nose and then dropped straight off it. This was the right thing to do. She told herself that over and over as her flats slapped against the pavement.
With her hair worn in a high ponytail of wavy chestnut-brown, it bobbed up and down with her steps, every bit as turbulent as the tremors of doubt and insecurity she had welling in her stomach. Hearing the rain-smudged grumble of a car behind her, she flicked her umbrella to the side, angled it against the wind, and all just in time to catch a filthy spray of drain water. She had saved herself the boredom of being cross and unable to do anything about it, except of course for her wet feet and shoes. But that was why she had worn the oldest, grubbiest flats she had, ones she reserved for the Sundays when she helped her father weed the small back garden.
With a rush of victory at having shielded herself against the driver’s inconsiderate broadside, she wheeled around, focused on the blurred red brake lights of his car, and put up her middle finger.
“Prick!” she yelled. She resumed her course, feeling quite happy with herself, and saw a young mother holding her toddler in one arm and an umbrella in the other barely two meters away. Terry bit her teeth together, exchanged an embarrassed glance with the woman, muttered a quiet apology as she put her head down and sidled past her. Terry was no stranger to foot-in-mouth moments, and so her well-practiced ego recovered with ease.
She rounded the corner at the end of her street, saw a great corridor of gray mist kicked up by the traffic, and ducked her head down and crossed the road. She could almost imagine that she was tasting the tarmac, garnished with a bit of tire.
Her feet, now completely soaked, squelched all the way up the high street. She found the nearest (and only) travel agent, and proceeded to whip herself inside as quickly as possible. She stepped onto a mushy carpet, felt it depress like a half-flat tire, and in a flurry of movement, her coat was off, the umbrella was in a blue bucket placed near the door, and strands of her hair that has loosened themselves were tucked behind her ears.
“Horrible outside, isn’t it?” a young man said, walking toward her with his hands clasped together. He looked underfed in a bad way, which distorted his ill-fitting suit. He looked too young, and Terry, consequently, wasn’t too convinced.
“Yes,” she agreed, smiling. She looked around the small office, but all she saw were empty desks. “Where is everybody? And why is it so warm?” The heating was on, but someone had fiddled with the temperature controls with excessive bravado. It was a rainy day at the tail end of spring, not mid-January.
The young man – boy, to be fair – scanned around, and paused, unable to think up a suitable explanation to either question. “Is there something I can help you with?” he asked, apparently deciding to abandon the attempt altogether.
“I need to book a flight, after which I’ll be switching onto a couple of trains,” Terry said. No, she stated. She nodded afterward once, a bold and decisive punctuation point. It was more for her own benefit. She was about to turn her life upside down, after all. She had to at least look and sound confident, if only for herself.
“Okay, that should be fine. If you would please?” The boy gestured at an empty seat at one of the desks. She peered at him for a moment. He did look young. His voice was a little high-pitched and tinny, too. If she bumped into him wearing a school uniform, she wouldn’t blink.
“Are you an intern?” Terry asked. She noticed that the boy recoiled slightly, and she decided it would be best to soften the question a bit. “I only ask because it’s very urgent, and I need to make sure that everything is done correctly.”
“I understand,” he said, putting up his hands a little below his chest. “But you’re in very good hands. Trust me.” He smiled at her, blue eyes wide.
“Okay.” Terry took a deep breath, tried her best to calm her nerves, but found that she couldn’t manage to do so. She pulled out the black metal chair, sat down on a cushion that did little to soften the seat, and put her elbows on the desk. She leaned forward, resting her chin onto her two balled fists, and peered at her unadorned fingers. “Well, you see,” she began, speaking first at her hand, before looking up to direct her speech at the young travel agent. “I’m planning on going to Vietnam by way of Hong Kong, Guangzhou, and to then walk across the border at Pingxiang, which should plop me out pretty much right into Hanoi. Does that sound like a good idea?”
The young man blinked. “Yes,” he said. “Miss?”
“Spencer. But call me Terry.”
“Tom,” he said, and he pointed at himself. “Is my name,” he added, realizing the unnecessary clarification a step too late.
Terry offered a brief smile. “Okay, so what do I need to do to make this happen?”
“Well,” he said, switching into work-mode. “Let me take a look here. When were you planning on leaving?”
“Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” he echoed in surprise. “Okay, well, I can get you on a flight to Hong Kong tomorrow evening, but it’s a late flight, last one out of Heathrow.”
“Great.”
“And you wanted to get to Guangzhou by train?”
“Yes.”
“And how long were you planning on staying in Hong Kong for?”
“I don’t know,” Terry said. She extended a finger toward him, her chin now resting on her two thumbs. “What do you suggest?”
“A few days might be quite fun. Lots of shopping to do?” he tried.
“I’m not going to shop, but thanks for the thought. I’m going to be backpacking through Vietnam, so the less I carry, the better.”
“Ah, I understand. Well, then, I would suggest a couple of days, take in the sights, and then you can move on.”
“Wonderful. Let’s do that.”
Tom paused for a moment, humming. “And what sort of accommodation did you have in mind?”
Terry looked at him, and was beginning to realize she hadn’t really thought this through. “Something cheap, not too far away from everything-”
“Nothing’s too far away from anything in Hong Kong,” he interrupted.
“Oh, you’ve been?”
“Stopped off on my way back from Melbourne, which was where I went to university.”
“Ah,” Terry murmured. So the boy was at least twenty one. It didn’t fill her with confidence. “Well, something two star-ish would do. My budget isn’t huge.”
“Okay,” he replied, pecking away at his computer. He presented a tablet to her, and on it was a glossy digital world map. Hong Kong was highlighted in a vibrant red, barely a pinprick, a dot on the south eastern coast of the enormous mass of land that was China. A line extended from it leading all the way to London. It was almost like a tether, Terry thought, and that was something she didn’t want. “This will demonstrate to you your route.”
“Is that all it does?”
“Well, you can see reviews of hotels we pull up and things like that. It’s quite fancy, but newly introduced, so we’re all still getting the hang of it around here.”
“Right,” Terry said, ignoring the thing. “And after Hong Kong I’ll be catching a train up to Guangzhou where I won’t spend any time, as I want to get on a connecting train straight to Pingxiang, so I can be in Vietnam the same day.”
Tom clicked about on his computer for a bit. “Well, the good news is that getting to Guangzhou is easy, and there’s no particular need to make advanced bookings, but you can if you want.”
“I do.”
“But getting to the border will take you on an overnight train. So you won’t be in Vietnam the same day.”
“Really?” Terry asked. She hadn’t remembered reading that bit.
“Well, it is quite a long way.”
“Can I get my own cabin?”
“Well, singles aren’t available. There are two-bed cabins and four-bed ones. You could always buy both beds in a two-bed room if you want the privacy.”
Terry thought about it for a moment. Did she want to share an overnight train ride with a stranger in a foreign country? The answer to that came quickly to her. “Let’s do that,” she said, nodding.
“Right. Well, that leg will be from Guangzhou to Nanning.” He pointed down at the tablet, and Terry could see the red line extend up into southern China, and then weave west toward Vietnam. “From there, you’ll catch a connecting train to Pingxiang – and that’s only a couple of hours – from where you’ll be able to walk across the border. So you’ll be in Vietnam one day after you leave Hong Kong.”
“Fine,” Terry said. “Let’s book it.”
“Did you want to arrange accommodation for Vietnam, too? I presume you’re going to Hanoi first?”
“I am, but I don’t,” she informed him. “I’m going to organize that when I get there. You know,” she added, smiling. “Have a bit of an adventure.”
“That sounds fantastic,” Tom said. He looked at her for a moment too long, and Terry rapidly blinked at him a few times. “Oh, yes,” he said, snapping out of whatever thoughts he was having. “Were you planning on flying back to the UK from Vietnam? Do you want to book those tickets now?”
“Eventually,” Terry said. “But I don’t know when that will be.” She noticed that she stumbled over the words a touch.
“Oh,” Tom murmured.
“Yeah. So can we do all of that?”
“Of course, that’ll be no problem. I’ll just need to go over some things with you, including our policies, insurance, and of course our fee, which is the lowest of the five major-.”
“Yes, alright.”
“We can also arrange traveler’s checks for you here,” he said, recovering from the interruption well enough.
“Sounds good.”
“We can’t do currency conversions-”
“Obviously.”
“But we can recommend certain banks or converters with the best rates.”
“Perfect.”
“Alright,” he said, smiling at her. “I’m just going to get all the relevant information printed, and we’ll go through it together.”
“Good,” Terry chirped, watching him as he got up from his desk, his suit hanging awkwardly off his meatless body.
“I think what you’re doing is very brave,” he said a moment later.
“Sorry?” She looked up at him and then back down at the nail she was nibbling on, seeing its roughened edge.
“Leaving like that, just going away.”
“How do you know that’s what I’m doing?”
Tom shrugged. He waited for the printer to finish. Terry tapped her foot to the sound of the printer’s ink cartridge zipping across the paper, stopping every now and then to gather itself. It sounded a bit like her brothers when they reloaded their paintball guns.
And when everything was sorted, relief coursed through her. She knew she wanted to do this, but she didn’t think she’d have the guts to actually see it through. Now she had her one-way ticket booked. Now she had her train tickets booked. Now she had paid for it all. The simple truth was that now she just had to get on with it. The sense of direction calmed her turbulent doubts, and she smiled at the young man.
“Thank you for your help, Tom.”
“It’s no problem at-” The sound of the door to the back office opening cut him short, and out walked an older woman, hair graying, and a severe face dotted with freckles. She was obviously the manager.
“Tom, you were supposed to buzz back here if someone came in.”
“It’s alright, Mrs. Peterson, everything is sorted.”
“Everything is sorted?” the woman repeated. She was quite annoyed, and Terry figured that it was probably time to step in.
“Everything is fine,” she said, looking between them. “Everything is actually sorted.” She nodded at the woman.
The manager stopped her warpath-like advance on Tom, and forced a strained smile at Terry. “Are you sure you don’t want to go over everything with me?”
“Quite sure,” Terry replied. She wasn’t going to give herself the chance to cancel it all. “Thank you again, Tom. You did wonderfully.” She looked at him as she turned, put on her coat, picked up her umbrella, and opened the glass door.
Beneath the howl of the wind, and the drum of the rain, she could hear the manager scolding the young boy. The last thing she heard before the door swung shut behind her was: “You’re just an intern!”
*
Liam felt a stab of revulsion for the umpteenth time as he looked at the grotesque form of Leon before him. The thing, Leon, existed in mid-shift, and only barely resembled something human. And no matter how often he saw him, Liam could never get used to the sight. At nearly seven feet tall, Leon looked like a monster straight out of fiction. His muscular, vast, and naked body was long, almost stretched, like he was the walking reflection of a carnival funny mirror. His stringy, vein-riddled arms ended in large and padded palms with dagger-length claw-tipped fingers. Out of his narrow waist jutted a wide hipbone, and extended two muscular thighs, oval in shape, and beneath perpetually-bent knees were rhomboid lower legs with an odd curve just before the ankles, which was broken-bone body horror enough to make anyone gag. Long, matted and shaggy gray hair growing down the back of his entire body gave off the impression that he was wearing some kind of camouflage suit, or that he was a vagrant who had chanced upon a designer fur coat. The half-snout jutting out in front of diminutive yellow eyes, high pointed ears which each had chunks of missing cartilage, was the visage of a wolf.
Unmistakable, but grotesque.
“Don’t look so disgusted,” the creature said with a slight lisp. His voice was deep and hissy, more of a snarl than proper enunciation, and Liam had to struggle to make sense of the words. He continued to be surprised that the half-wolf, half-man was able to form the sound of words at all, especially the common, everyday clusters of consonants. It seemed highly unlikely that that Leon’s tongue could work properly like a human’s, especially not with the inch-long shards of yellow killing enamel that protruded from his gums.
The hot and sticky jungle humidity seemed to hang thicker than usual, as though the air itself was congealing. “You look disgusting,” Liam responded. “So I look disgusted.”
“You think so?” the beast asked him. “I think I look quite fantastic, myself.” He strutted toward Liam before executing a playful pirouette. For such a large and hulking thing, the creature had surprising agility. Even grace, Liam had to admit.
“Did you really forget how to change?” he asked. His narrow eyes grew narrower. “Or are you just doing this for my benefit?”
“Your benefit?” Leon said, shaking his wolf-head. “You spoke to Keegan yourself, did you not?”
“I did.” Liam had met the angel-faced boy in Brunei, had seen him party it up in one of the city’s most happening bars. Keegan had told him that night, through a fog of blacklight-stained cigarette smoke, above the din of thumping dubstep, and amongst the throng of drunk and high half-naked men, that in the jungle, wandering aimlessly up and down the border, there lived a monstrous thing, half a man and half an animal. The drunken rambling had, of course, been of great interest to Liam. He had set off the very next morning, ignoring the warnings of a stubborn typhoon approaching.
“And didn’t he warn you of my appearance?”
“He did.” Liam had no problem remembering, all those years ago, that he hadn’t believed Keegan.
“He was my lover.”
“I already suspected that, from the way he spoke of you.”
“Oh?” Leon’s was quite interested. “And what did he have to say about me?”
“That you were worse on the inside.”
“Ha!”
“I saw him in a bar. He was drunk.”
“Yes? And what were you doing in there?”
“Research.”
“Research?” Leon repeated, before a look of understanding broke across his face. “You were asking about someone, though I suspect it was not me. Am I right?”
“Yes,” Liam admitted. He was surprised that even though Leon had a half-snout, and a wolf’s eyes and ears, he was still somehow capable of emoting, and not just the basics, either. There was a remarkable degree of facial expression.
The beast spoke after a pause. “It is the truth. I have been like this for longer than you know. Trust me, dear Liam. I am not putting on anything for you.” Leon’s eyes twinkled.
“Right.”
“But I am a little saddened to say that it is not the same, being like this. In some ways, it’s better. But in many ways, it is also not. Such is the way of life, am I right, boy?” He didn’t wait for Liam to respond. “But I suppose you could say there are some regrets, yes.”
“So if you could, you would remember the shift?”
“I have been this way for longer than you can fathom,” Leon said. “The people here tell legends about me. They carve my grandness into the bark of trees, as warning signs that I’d been sighted, maybe a glimpse through leaves and vines, maybe a blur in the blackness of night.”
“Yeah?” Liam murmured, nodding at the boastful beast. He remained unimpressed, however, and even felt a pang of pity. The man had forgotten how to shift. Liam believed that something like that must have been due to a terrible trauma. It simply didn’t seem possible unless a part of Leon’s brain or psyche had been damaged, and from the way he spoke of time frames, it might be something quite permanent.
“I’m a celebrity around here,” Leon continued, his voice like two knife sharpeners grinding against each other. “I’m the thing that goes bump in the night.”
Liam kept his eyes level with the beast. “Yeah,” he said quietly.
“So, no, I wouldn’t want to be able to shift again. Being a man or a wolf? It doesn’t appeal to me. Nobody would talk about me!” He laughed, but it sounded like more of a series of rapid exhales and wheezes. “I do miss it, though. I miss the freedom sometimes. I definitely miss the smells, and all the information they held. I miss being unable to process it all. And yes, I miss the prowl, the hunt, the kill. But that is all lost to me now.” The wolf-man sighed. “Forgotten to time.”
“It’s not something you simply forget,” Liam pressed. He had interrogated the half-wolf before, and many times at that, but the creature’s story always remained the same. “That’s like forgetting how to ball your fists, or how to jump.”
“How would you know?” Leon asked, extending a yellow-brown claw toward him. The finger trembled. “Have you forgotten?”
“No,” Liam said. “That’s how I know.”
“That’s how you don’t know, boy,” Leon growled. He blew out air, turned and walked away. Though his back was muscular, it curved, and Liam was surer than ever of his trauma theory. The wolf-man was obviously carrying an invisible weight. The foliage crunched beneath Leon’s feet, and Liam was once again amazed at the silence in the rainforest. There was not the chirp of an insect, the call of a bird, the croak of a toad, or the cackle of a monkey.
“How are you even still alive?” Liam asked. He struggled to imagine what Leon looked like on the inside. “How is everything still connected properly?”
“You think anything ever disconnects?” Leon asked. The wolf-head shook, and from his snout he choked out a raspy laugh.
“How old are you, anyway?”
“I’ve also forgotten that. I attribute my longevity, however, to this.” Leon lifted up his arms, gesturing at the lifeless rainforest around them. “She gives us life, Liam. She restores; rejuvenates. I am stronger than I look, and I could kill you in a heartbeat.”
Liam didn’t know what to make of the threat, and so he said nothing.
“Want to test me?”
“No,” Liam said, a hard look in his eyes. He sensed a wildness in Leon, something unhinged. “Why would I want to do that?”
“For fun?” Leon mused with a chuckle.
“You are a strange man, Leon.”
“It’s been a long time since I was last a man, Liam, as you can plainly see. And I mean that in more ways than one.”
Liam wasn’t sure what he meant, and so he studied the beast for a while. He couldn’t place why Leon made him uneasy, outside of his physical appearance, trapped mid-shift. It wasn’t just that. There was something more to it. Liam’s instincts told him that Leon was up to something, though whether or not it was simply the pointless plans of a lunatic, or something else, he wasn’t sure.
“I’m leaving,” Liam said. “I’m leaving Borneo.”
“Good.”
“I’ve been hearing talk of someone looking for me.”
“Marcus. That’s why you were in the bar.”
“Yes. I asked Keegan, too, but he said he hadn’t heard anything.”
“That was years ago,” Leon said, sounding bored. “Marcus could have come between then and now.”
“He probably did. I only just heard from one of the fishermen yesterday.”
“Ah,” Leon murmured with a slow nod. He turned back to face Liam, framed by two trees. He looked up toward the forest canopy, and Liam followed his gaze, seeing nothing but small patches of blue sky through the dark green thicket. “That news is old. It takes a long time for rumors to reach this deep into the jungle.”
“Yeah, and that’s why I’ve got to leave. He might be close already.”
“But you are safe in here,” Leon said. He touched a tree next to him, ran his clawed fingers up and down its trunk, peeling off light brown shavings of bark with ease. “He’ll never find you in here. He lost your scent at the edge of the rainforest, most likely. Many trails end in this jungle”
“I expect so.”
“So you have nothing to worry about, then.”
“He’ll stick around, try to find me. So I’m leaving. I don’t want to see him, and I don’t want to fight him.” Liam wasn’t sure why the beast was trying to convince him to stay. But almost immediately Leon proved that little theory wrong.
“Do what you must,” Leon said, waving a dismissive hand at him. “I don’t care.”
“Really?” Liam asked. “Sounds about right.”
“Go,” the wolf-man growled. “I am fine here with Her.”
Liam shook his head. Her was Mother Nature for Leon. He often blabbered about having ‘returned to the womb’. Senility had gotten the better of him.
“Watch yourself,” Liam said. “Marcus is dangerous.” He turned, beginning to leave. He’d go to the river, get a ride with one of the fisherman to the nearest town where he’d pay for passage on a barge going to Kuching, the coastal capital of Sarawak.
“Where are you going?” Leon asked him.
“I can’t tell you that.”
“Why?”
“If Marcus finds you-” Leon erupted into laughter, cutting Liam off. “You don’t know him like I do,” Liam said, his voice steady but with the hard edge of anger. “You don’t know what he did to me.”
“Don’t know?” Leon bellowed. “I know everything! Do you think that I never knew? Did you think you were hiding it from me these past years?” The wolf-man spat, and then growled. “And I know Marcus. Don’t worry about me. If Marcus comes to me, and he won’t, he’ll have a safe place to stay.”
“He’ll kill you,” Liam said. “You’re a blathering idiot if you don’t see that. If you know what he did to me like you say, then you’ll know he won’t stop until you, I, and the rest of our kind are dead.”
“He won’t kill me. He can’t.”
Liam shook his head in disbelief. “How can you possibly know that?”
“I should rephrase,” the beast growled. He chuckled then, but descended once again into a fit of gravelly coughs. “He won’t kill me yet.”
“Goodbye, Leon.” Liam left. He didn’t want to hear any more of the contradicting crap that came out of Leon’s mouth. As he walked away, brushing to the side bushes that stroked him, he quieted the turbulence of his emotions. Talking about Marcus had awoken old and unwanted memories he thought he had purged a lifetime ago. He wondered if what Leon the half-man, half-wolf had said was true. Why wouldn’t Marcus kill him if he found him? That didn’t make any sense.
But it didn’t matter anymore. The breadcrumbs would end in the jungle, and with Marcus off his trail, he’d leave. He already had a place in mind. It would be tricky to get there, and he’d have to stow away on a trawler to get across the sea border, but once he got to Hong Kong, he’d have no trouble moving across the land into southern China. From there, it would only be a couple of train trips, and then he’d be in Vietnam.
Liam smiled as he left the crazy old thing behind him. He figured he would stay in Vietnam for a while. Possibly for longer than he’d stayed in Borneo. He’d been before, and had loved it back then. He wondered, idly, if Sammy was still around. It had been a long time, but there was a chance that he might be.
And that was enough.
CHAPTER ONE
The air smelled like crap, and that wasn’t in the least bit surprising to Terry. At the front of her train carriage were two pigs, two sheep, what looked like a young buffalo, and a dog. She wrinkled her nose, and turned to her neighbor. She was an old Chinese woman, her life spelled out in the bend of her spine, with lines carved so deeply into her face she looked like she might be a thousand years old.
“Yuck,” Terry said, gesturing with her head at the animals populating the front half of the carriage. She made a face, then smiled. The old woman’s expression didn’t change one iota. She simply looked away, disinterested.
Great, Terry thought, shifting sideways so that she could look out of the window. The train carriage, nothing more than a wooden box on the verge of falling apart, was narrow, and only three people could stand shoulder to shoulder comfortably across its width. There were no seats to speak of, but lining each side were benches made out of rotting planks of wood, and supported on uneven logs of wood with rusty metal brackets securing them to the floor.
The train was filled to bursting with people (and livestock), and Terry sighed, wondering why on earth they were crammed in the same carriage. Being one of the first to climb aboard, she had managed to secure herself a space on one of the benches, but it meant that her back was against the window and she was staring into the crotch of a man she guessed was a farmer. He looked a little less ancient than her neighbor, but seemed to only consist of skin and bones, and she wondered how he even managed to lift the wicker basket at his feet filled to the top with unusually large turnips.
The man looked down at her occasionally, she had noticed, as though she were an odd smell that he continued to sniff. It wasn’t a curious look, or even a judgmental one. It was just a look, vacant eyes every now and then meeting the top of her head, flicking briefly down to her face, before returning to their previous position, looking out of the window.
Terry grew used to it as the minutes rolled by. She was, after all, a foreigner, and one who stood out at that. Her carriage was full of local people only, and she wondered if she’d missed some kind of first-class carriage that all the other backpackers and travelers were riding in. She fumbled for her train ticket, but saw no indications that she had paid for anything special.
It was about twenty minutes into the two hour journey that Terry decided it would be better if she could look out of the window. It would at least offer more interesting scenery than the sea of waistlines in front of her. But the window was behind her, and though she could get up and stand, leaning over her bit of the bench, it wasn’t ideal, and she had the distinct impression from a couple of people eyeing her that if she did, they’d squeeze in beneath her and knick her seat.
Aha, Terry thought, coming up with a great idea. She reached down in between her legs, and picked up, with some difficulty, her large backpack. Sidling off her bench, she put her backpack where her bum was, and then swiveled on the spot so that she was facing out the window. Green whipped by in a blur while she struggled to get her knees onto the bench, straddling the backpack.
It was awkward work, and she felt a little embarrassed doing it, but swatted that silly feeling away. She was stuck in a train carriage in the middle of rural Guangxi, southern China, jammed in with about a hundred people, not to mention a collection of farm animals. Any sting she felt about her behavior, or by simply being a tourist doing something a little unorthodox, was worth it.
“Mei guan xi,” she said, knowing that her Mandarin tones were probably awful. It directly translated to ‘no problem’, but apparently could also pass for ‘excuse me’. At least, that was what her travel guidebook told her. “Excuse me,” she said in English automatically as she shifted her right knee a little, digging it into the old woman beside her. After a bit more shuffling, scooting, wriggling, and writhing, she accomplished what she had set out to do. With her backpack on the bench, she was straddling it, leg on either side, knees pressed up against the wall of the carriage, and her head out of the window, the wind roaring past her ears. She got her elbows up and over the half open window, forced it down a bit into its sheath so that she could lean on the edge of the dirty glass comfortably. She lay her head down, cradled in the nook of her arm, and watched the countryside and farmland whizz by.
Grinning and feeling rather pleased with herself, her quiet moment of victory was nullified by a distant wondering of what the rest of the passengers were thinking about her. Were they thinking that she was ill-mannered? Well, judging by her experiences so far in rural southern China, she wasn’t particularly convinced that manners mattered all that much.
A stray thought, rogue and evil, flitted through her mind, and Terry grew cross with herself. Were they contemplating her size? When she had landed in Hong Kong, her first ever visit to China (though people had been quick to point out that though Hong Kong was technically part of China, they were entirely different culturally, and she had blamed her guidebook), she had become extremely aware of how slight everybody was, especially the women. Terry was a big girl, even by standards back home, and standing at nearly five feet and eight inches, she was also a couple of notches past the ‘healthy’ range of the BMI chart. She reconciled that particular factoid with the knowledge that the BMI chart put body builders in the unhealthy range, too. Still, drunken lads had called her names while they sped by in their cars many times before, and her memories of school were not as fond as she would have liked.
Terry reprimanded herself internally for letting such a harmless little worry prick her like that. She was a confident woman, and ninety-nine percent of the time she didn’t suffer from self-esteem issues. But even then, sometimes her mental toughness wavered. Nobody was tough all the time. Everybody had a little downtime.
Forget it, she thought to herself. For years now she had been perfectly at ease, and very comfortable with herself. She felt sexy, and knew that men found her sexy, too. She summoned up that self-confidence she knew she had, even though it had been weakened the last few days.
Arriving in Hong Kong, and seeing that she wasn’t actually much shorter at all than the average guy, and almost certainly bigger and heavier than the average girl, had done a number on her self-esteem, and all that confidence she had molded simply didn’t fit into the slot presented anymore. She found it hard, at first, to plug that hole, to stop worrying so much because of the sudden change in relativity. It was a ridiculous comparison to make, too. Ethnic genetic differences alone meant that it couldn’t possibly be apples to apples, it couldn’t be useful in any meaningful way.
Those dark clouds of insecurity had faded quickly, though. If there was one thing Terry was proud of, it was her resilience. She was strong mentally, and she had to be, growing up with crazy parents, crazier brothers, getting a crazy job with an even crazier boss. Yeah, it hadn’t been all peaches and cream back home in London.
But even being as strong as she was, even having the mental fortitude to beat her inner demons most of the time, it didn’t always immunize her against that waifish, random thought, the one that somehow made it past all her psychological defenses, snuck past the mental barricades, and flitted its way right into the center of her consciousness where it then proceeded to chirp and screech and call attention to itself. Those were the kind of doubts and worries that were the hardest to eliminate.
Terry sighed. This was a hurdle that she was going to have to clear – and the sooner the better – if she was going to spend any considerable time in Asia. She laughed for a moment, considering the thought. Asia. That giant continent full of dozens of countries, and yet, until she had arrived in Hong Kong, it had all sort of seemed the same to her.
Her encounter with a man quick to tell her that Hong Kong was not the same as China had been the first time Terry had really come to grips with the idea that within Asia – heck, even within China – the cultures were diverse, different, individual in their own ways, and, most importantly, proud. The last thing she wanted to do was leave a trail of people offended by her ignorance as she traveled from place to place. She didn’t want to be that kind of tourist. It mattered to her, not because she was easily harmed by the barbed words of others, but because she held herself to a high standard. Tourists were often ignorant of the complex culture back home, and they always came across worse off for it.
Terry awoke from her brief moment of reverie, looking up the front of the train. It was rattling on its rails, only five carriages long, each one sounding as barebones as hers. The engine car was huffing out great, leathery plumes of smoke, and there was enough of a crosswind to pull them to the side, so that they did not spoil the view on her side.
The weather had changed overnight, from grumbling clouds and annoying intermittent showers to clear skies, humid heat, and harsh sunshine. Far off in the distance, back toward the city of Nanning, she could see the city’s gray smog hanging in the air, and it looked like a murky plastic bag floating on the surface of the sea when seen from beneath.
Terry grinned when she remembered that she had thought that the train ride would be like ones she had seen photos of in India, with mountains of people holding on for dear life on the sides and tops of the cars as the train sped loudly along its way. But that again had been just another assumption, something she was quite glad to be wrong about, especially since the train wasn’t stable at all. People would be falling off left and right. It would just be a total disaster.
In front of her, four windows up, she saw a hand poke through the gap. She desperately hoped that the person wasn’t going to open the window. But the person did. The hand shot down as the window slid into its recess (but not without making a creaking complaint), and Terry’s nostrils were flooded with the smell of manure again.
“Fuck,” she said quietly to herself. Oh well, it was better than having her head inside the train. A small farm shot by, and Terry got a brief glimpse of a young girl picking vegetables out of the ground. She couldn’t have been more than seven years old. Having spent the last two days in cities, she hadn’t really been confronted by the staggering poverty in China yet, though it was unlikely she would ever get an accurate sense of its scale. Hong Kong had been rich, prosperous, civilized, and easy. Guangzhou, a little less so, but the city planning had done a good job of hiding the impoverished, relegating them to the outskirts. Nanning was a little direr, a little less glossy, but was still nothing like the bleak image of a child picking vegetables when she should really be in school.
It made her reflect on her own fairly well-off upbringing. Growing up in the same small townhouse just outside London, she’d never before even seen a proper vegetable farm, let alone a child worker. With no relatives in the country, Terry and her family were oddly provincial, in their own little suburban way. She hadn’t even really left the city, except for school field trips to the potteries and things like that. Her family had been pretty good earners, too. It was a two car household, and her and her brothers had all gone to quite good schools.
When people talked about culture shock, they often mentioned food, religion, and in some cases, hygiene. But this was something that Terry had been unprepared for. The reality that she had it so much better off than so much of the world, and that, for most of her life – heck, even all of it – she had taken it for granted, was a little crushing. And it didn’t help that the smell of animal shit seemed to envelop the entire train carriage!
“Ugh,” she griped, pulling her head back inside the window. She climbed down as gracefully as she could – she was climbing down backward – off the bench, picked up her backpack, mildly grunting with exertion as she did so, and began to push her way through the throng of people toward the door at the end of the carriage. She figured there would be somewhere to stand outside where the two carriages were joined, and she could at least be out of the crap-current.
“Excuse me,” she said, remembering then that probably nobody understood her. “Mei guan xi, mei guan xi.” She pushed her arms in between bodies and pried them apart so that she could get through. It was sort of amusing at first, until she realized that she was going to have to get through about thirty people, standing so close they could all probably smell each other’s breath. Terry couldn’t help but laugh. And she thought the tube was bad!
“Sorry.”
“Excuse me.”
“Mei guan xi.”
Eventually she made it to the door, exhaling with relief. She twisted the handle, pulled the door, and heard a dull metal thud. Shit.
“No, you’ve got to be joking,” Terry said, twisting the handle again and rattling the door in its frame. “Why would they lock it?” She could feel the frustration welling inside her, and in a momentary outburst of irritation, shook the door again. This time it slid open, and she looked to her side to see that somebody standing nearby had pulled a latch which had unlocked the door.
“Thank you,” she said, blood rushing to her face. “Xie xie.” She hoped she had said it right in Mandarin, and quickly slid the door shut behind her. All of the people looking at her were blocked out of sight, and she felt immeasurably better.
“Thank God,” she muttered. She reluctantly conceded that her ultimate getaway, her great escape, wasn’t going as fantastically as she had planned. But it was only the beginning.
In front of her, across a small bridge with no handrails, was the door to the next compartment. Though it had no window in it, she was fairly certain that the carriage was just as crowded as hers had been, and probably contained just as many animals, too. Instead, she moved toward the side, along the small ledge that protruded, as though the carriage was sticking its tongue out, and where there was a railing. Moving toward the edge, she poked her head out from in between the two carriages, felt the sudden rush of wind against her face, the roar of it drowning out even the sounds of her own breathing.
Fantastic, she thought. She couldn’t smell the manure here anymore. Happy with that simple pleasure, she leaned against the railing, watching the countryside whisk by, a blur of dark green, brown, and the gray-blue of the sky. The sight was framed by the edge of the carriages that she was in between, making it seem brighter than it really was.
Again, another one of those thoughts snuck past her mental barricades. This time, though, it was a doubt: What are you doing?
What are you doing?
*
The sound of the door to the adjoining carriage sliding open made Terry jump. She assumed it was a guard, walking up and down the train, possibly even checking tickets. Though how he would squeeze through all the people, she didn’t know.
Looking over her shoulder, she saw someone obviously very tall, well over six feet. He had his back toward her as he closed the door to the carriage behind him. The v-shape of his back was pronounced, and his well-fitting dark-blue jeans and white t-shirt informed her that, beneath them, was the olive-colored body of a swimmer.
This was definitely not a guard.
“Hey,” she said, for a moment forgetting that she was in a foreign country, and that it was extremely unlikely this person would know English.
The man barely turned, but Terry instantly knew that he was a looker, despite managing to only see the side profile of his face. It was also immediately evident that he was a traveler, too, and that he might very well speak English.
Her eyes and his locked for the briefest of moments, and it felt like she had passed a finger through a candle’s flame.
He nodded at her without speaking, turning to face her now, his tawny eyes hard and icy, as though they had never expressed any sort of emotion before. He clenched his jaw, sharp as an axe, and then seemed to will himself to speak. “Hi.” It was a quiet voice, deep and disinterested.
Terry tried to find his eyes again. She wanted to feel that jolt of electricity again, that charge of static. It was a rush, and she wasn’t sure if it was a fluke or not. But even though he looked at her, she felt that he was not looking into her eyes. When gaze traveled up and down her body, slowly and with precision, the temptation to be indignant about it was overwhelming. But she realized that she’d done the same to him.
She opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t think of what to say, and so she smiled instead. His tussled dark brown hair looked as though it had been punished by the wind, blown back like he’d had his head out of the carriage window. She saw a hairline oddly straight, like his give-or-take thirty years of age wasn’t doing what it had supposed to by now.
When he didn’t smile back, and instead walked across the small bridge between the two cars, an unexplainable readiness in his stride, his strong and stringy arm outstretched to open the door to the carriage she had been in, Terry spoke, unwilling yet to let the striking man go. If anything, he was something of interest on a train ride where she found little else interesting.
“You don’t want to go in there,” she told him, pointing at the door.
“Why not?” he asked, turning his head to the side to look at her. His words were accented, but like nothing she’d ever heard before. The emphasis he put on the ‘h’ sound was a little strange, and there was a hint of something approaching an Australian accent, or a Kiwi one. Terry certainly couldn’t tell the difference.
Their eyes met again, and while Terry felt the same quickening of her heart, he didn’t seem to feel anything at all. He looked solemn and serious, and even weary, though not in a stand-out way. Almost like the tiredness was buried in his bones. He immediately gave off the impression of a man weighed down by something, and Terry’s imagination took off on its own, so much so that she had to blink and bite it back, reign it in.
“Um,” she said, unable to stop herself from grinning. It struck her that this was actually pretty damn lucky. Here she was on what she would politely describe as a train lacking in any kind of comfort, speeding through rural southern China, and just in the neighboring carriage to hers there was not just another person who she could communicate with, but one who was also a total fucking stunner.
She swallowed, and jerked her head at the carriage she had been in. “There’s animals in there.”
“What?” he asked, his eyes growing impossibly harder for a moment, like windows to a terrible temper that might flare.
“Uh, animals? You know, like livestock. Sheep, and I think a buffalo? Maybe there were goats. Or was it pigs? Maybe there was a dog, too. I’m not sure.” She became aware that the words were just spilling out of her mouth, and so she clamped her teeth together.
“In there?” he asked, pointing with his thumb toward the carriage door.
“Uh huh. Yes.”
“In there, too.” He jerked his thumb the other way, and his lips curled into the tiniest of smiles.
“Oh yeah?” Terry said, wishing she would stop smiling like an idiot, but she was completely unable to. She knew she must look like a buffoon. She felt like she was a schoolgirl again, and she had just locked eyes with the hottest guy in school. She couldn’t shift her gaze even if she wanted to. “I think this train was originally meant for animals only.”
“Except for the benches,” he replied, leaning his shoulder against the door and looking at her. He seemed to be studying her, and so Terry took that as a license to study him back. She’d already taken in his face, handsomeness that teetered on the edge of prettiness but was saved from that boy-band look by hard angles, and now that she had an opportunity to pay more attention, a collection of scars. So instead she studied his body, broad rounded shoulders, tapering to a narrow waist, almost as though he belonged in a magazine. His collar bones jutted out, and beneath his dark and brooding eyes, they reminded her of a pirate’s skull and cross-bones.
His long body, not stretched, seemed locked in a state of flex, as though ever ready to pounce or sprint. He didn’t look uncomfortable, but he looked as though he held his body to a high standard of efficiency, right down to his movements. She noticed that, while she wiggled her foot, clenched her toes, and bit on loose strands of skin from her cuticles, he had no wasted movements, and as a result, made her feel uneasy.
“I’m Terry,” she said, extending a hand. She pushed it quickly out at him, thumb pointing toward the sky.
“Liam,” he answered, without taking it.
“You’re pretty terrible at introductions, Liam.” She looked at him, her head titled to the side. As though it were the hardest thing on earth, he extended his own arm and took her hand, shaking it. “There we go,” Terry said, her hand swallowed up in his. “Was that so hard? Wow, you, uh, have really big hands.”
“Your hands are just small.” He let go of hers and she looked at it, fingers extended.
“No, I think it’s yours that are big. Mine look pretty normal.”
“Yeah,” he said, giving her a slow nod. “Okay.”
“So what are you doing out here?”
“Where?”
“Um,” Terry said, wondering if she should ask what he was doing in China, on the train, or outside the train in between two carriages. She shrugged, and pointed down at the ledge they were both standing on.
“Smells like shit in my carriage.” He did his best impression of a smile again. The corner of his lips moved about a millimeter, and yet there was a charm to it. She wondered what he would be like if he really did let loose, break out a full smile or laugh. It would be disarming.
“Yeah, in mine as well,” Terry said, nodding. “So, why are you on this train?”
“It’s going to Pingxiang.”
She blinked, unsure if it was a question or not. “Yeah?”
“So am I.”
“I see.” Terry couldn’t help but laugh. What the hell was wrong with this guy? It was like he had never had a conversation in his life. “Are you going to Pingxiang for any particular reason?”
“Walking over the border into Vietnam.”
“Really? So am I!” Things were going pretty well already, she thought. “Well, we could walk across together.”
“Why?”
“Why?” Terry echoed, leaning her head forward, her brow furrowed. “I guess because we’re both going that way, and so we can, I don’t know, keep each other company.”
He nodded at her backpack. “You a backpacker.”
“Not professionally, no.”
“So what are you doing out here?”
“Smells like crap in there,” Terry said, jerking her head to the side.
“In there, too,” he replied, and this time he actually did smile. It was just a quick flash, as though momentarily a happy emotion had broken past his otherwise dour demeanor.
“So, why Vietnam?” Terry asked, leaning on the railing beside her. He leaned back against the door, and folded his arms across his chest. He wasn’t beefy, but he was definitely big, a lean strength to him. Even at an angle, feet out and upper back against the door, he was still far taller than her. The man was simply huge.
“I’ve been before, and I liked it. So I’m going back.”
“Yeah? You liked it?”
Liam shrugged. “Yeah, I did. It’s a nice country.
She nodded. “That’s why I chose it.”
“Chose it?”
“Yeah. Like, when I was picking a place to go. I wanted to see Asia-”
“Asia,” Liam interrupted. “That’s a pretty general want.”
“It is, isn’t it? So I had to narrow it down,” Terry said, nodding at him. “So I asked around, looked on the internet, read a few books, and chose Vietnam.”
“Why?”
“Well, I guess because they say that the people are nice. Food’s supposed to be great. I mean, the baguettes in Hanoi are said to be amazing. Isn’t that weird, that they do French bread?”
“No,” Liam replied, his tone matter-of-fact. “They were occupied by the French before.”
“But it’s still weird, right? You just don’t expect to find a baguette in a country where the main dish is rice noodles.” Terry shrugged at him.
“It’s not really that weird to me.”
The impression that he was doing his best to kill their conversation was nearly impossible to ignore. “When was the last time you went?” she asked.
“During the,” Liam began, before stopping.
“During the?”
“It was a while ago.”
Terry wondered what he had meant to say. During the what? Was there a festival or something he had went to? Perhaps the lunar new year? “A long time ago?”
“You could say that. But to me, it doesn’t feel that long ago.” He looked up at the sky, and beneath the shadow that darkened his lower face and neck, she saw a thick vein, and tendons.
“Yeah? How old are you?”
“Sorry?”
“I’m not being rude, am I? Come on, you’re a guy. You can tell me your age.”
“How old do you think I am?” Liam asked.
“Hmm, late twenties or early thirties, probably.”
“Bingo.”
“How old do you think I am, Liam?”
“Hmm,” he sounded, before pausing. “You must only be nineteen.” His eyes smiled, but his lips did not.
Terry grinned. There was a flash of character! “Ha! I wish. I’m twenty eight.”
“So,” he said, gesturing at her. “What brings you out here?”
“I took an impromptu holiday.”
“Why?”
“Argh, why,” Terry repeated, running her hand through her hair. “Lots of reasons. Bad job, bad boss, crazy family, and I just couldn’t take it. That’s the short version, want to hear the long one?”
“Not really,” Liam said. He shrugged at her, but it didn’t seem like he’d said it to be cruel.
She compromised. “Good, because I don’t want to tell it. But basically, I was being overworked, and asked to do things that were dubious with regard to their legality, and so I quit.”
“I thought you didn’t want to tell it.”
“I don’t,” Terry said. “But, come on, I was being asked to possibly break the law. I had to quit.”
“Where was this?”
“London.”
“I’ve been,” he said, nodding. “A long time ago.”
“Somewhere else you’ve been a long time ago,” Terry mused. “You must have done a lot of traveling in your youth.”
“Yes,” he said.
“So,” Terry said. It was becoming quite clear that she was going to have to handle brunt of the conversation. “When were you there?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Liam murmured. “Anyway.” He didn’t finish the sentence. Instead, he straightened up, turned, and began to slide open the door to the carriage she had come from.
“No, wait,” Terry blurted. “I’m serious, it smells terrible in there, and it’s so full of people you won’t even get in.”
“Well you got out, right?”
“I only barely got out,” Terry said. “And that seat is most likely gone.” She put her hands up in an exaggerated shrug.
“You had a seat?”
“Yeah.”
“Better than I managed.”
“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” Terry said.
Liam stopped opening the door then, and he let go of it, letting it slide back shut of its own accord. He folded his arms again, looked at her, a very slight expression of curiosity in his features.
Eventually, he spoke. “What do you want?” It was accusing without sounding harsh.
“Nothing,” Terry said. She felt like she was having a confrontation with him, only the emotion on his side was vacant.
“So you just want to go across the border together?”
Terry grew frustrated. “You know,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t really care.” She turned, and looked back at the scenery sweeping past her. More muddy green fading into a blurred line which turned into bright blue. She peeked over her shoulder a few minutes later, just to see what Liam was up to, if he was even still there. He was sat down on the ledge, his legs hanging off the side of the train, staring out toward the horizon.
And Terry smiled.
CHAPTER TWO
“It’s hot today,” Terry chirped, and Liam looked at the girl he’d just met. There was a quality to her that both attracted him, and irritated him, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on why that was. She was striking, that was undeniable. With curious sea-green eyes, and a seemingly infinite repertoire of expressions, he found himself watching her face more than anything else. She was a bigger girl, curvy and sumptuous. It was just the sort of body he liked, but that was a pleasure he could no longer allow himself. Even though time had cooled his furnace, and loss had quietened his urges, he found himself entertaining thoughts that hadn’t surfaced in his mind for a very long while. And it worried him in a distant sort of way, like he were on a ship at sea in a thicket of fog, with a shadowy, uncertain mass looming ahead.
Standing now, on the nearly empty platform which was nothing more than bare concrete and a few rotting wooden benches, he watched her as she walked around, took a photo or two on her phone, and all with a focused look of interest on her face. The rest of the train’s passengers had long since disappeared, but she had insisted that they wait for the throng to disperse before they made their way to the border. In that time she seemed quite happy to simply explore the crappy old train station in a gentle, if a little methodical manner. With caution, too. Her steps were short, and she looked first around corners before going around.
The behavior seemed to conflict with what he had gleaned from her, personality-wise, in their short conversation aboard the train. Where there it was fire and confidence, a willingness to take the lead, here she seemed a little reserved. He was not so blind as to overlook that it might be his presence that was affecting her. He knew that he was difficult to get along with, and he knew that he generally made people feel awkward.
Liam put his hands on his hips, fingers outward with thumb on the bone, and looked, a hint of impatience slithering through his thoughts. A guard was half-asleep in his chair at one end, cigarette burning close to his fingers, and down the other end was a homeless person, wrapped in more clothing than the weather warranted, and hunched over against a pillar, likely asleep. The floor of the platform was cracked, one side of the station sinking into the wet earth beneath.
“Yeah,” he said, wiping beads of sweat from his upper lip. “Hot.”
“And humid,” Terry remarked.
“Let’s go.” He looked at her, watched as she regarded him briefly before nodding.
“You’re travelling light,” she said to him as she approached, pointing at his bag. “What’s that hold, like a pair of jeans and two t-shirts? Can you even get a bottle of water in there?”
“Clothing is cheap in Vietnam,” he replied. It was the truth. “Besides, it’s all I got.” He set off, not bothering to look back to see if she was following him or not.
“All you got? What do you mean?” she asked, jogging to catch up, and then falling into step beside him.
Liam shrugged. “What I said. It’s all I got.”
“Like everything you own?” she persisted.
“Pretty much,” he replied, looking at her. He didn’t smile or offer any expression of modesty. He simply looked at her.
“Oh,” she croaked. The discomfort was obvious in her face, and it even extended into her walk. She stiffened up, held the straps of her backpack with her hands, and looked away as though there was something more interesting to look at. But on the edge of a run down, depressed, and sad town, there was nothing else to look at.
Liam wondered if her spunk was an act. He’d met enough people like that in his lifetime. They weren’t bad, but they could be grating. But he knew himself well enough to realize that he hadn’t gone into the next carriage on the train for a reason. He couldn’t deny what he longed for, even if he wouldn’t confront the thought head-on. It was a long time ago that he had given all that up. It was not worth it. It was never worth it.
“God, it’s filthy around here,” she said.
He looked down at the pavement, saw litter scattered about, piling in the drains. “Yeah.”
“You’d think they’d do a better job when it’s such a tourist hotspot.”
“The tourists don’t bring money to this town.” He looked at her, the sun behind narrowing his eyes. “They simply walk straight through it. Transients.”
“Someone must buy something.”
“Yeah, but the guy selling drinks in his cart probably came over on the first train. This place,” he said, looking around. “There’s not much going on here. We’re on the edge of the city, too.” Silence encased them for a while. “What were you saying about your illegal job?” he asked. They had a long walk ahead of them, and it would probably best to make it as smooth as possible.
She waited for a moment before answering him. “Yeah,” she said, her voice flat, and her eyes still roaming across the boring scenery of a town that had seen better days. “My boss wanted me to print something and it could have amounted to being illegal.”
“What was your job?”
“I edited for a publishing company.”
“A publishing company?” he echoed. “For what, the web?”
“No, we were print only. You know, like, we handled some property and tech magazines, a couple of free newspapers. One hairdressing quarterly.”
“There’s an industry without much life left.”
“I disagree,” she said, and she stopped. Liam didn’t, and he kept walking. She continued: “Print publishing will never go out of fashion, no matter what all the tech-heads say.”
“If you say so.”
“It’s too ingrained.”
“So was the abacus and counting frame.”
“A digital calculator is just a modernized form of the abacus.” Liam could hear the roll of her eyes in the tone of her voice.
“Digital media is just a form of print media. The words are the same, aren’t they?”
“Do you own an e-reader? Or a tablet?”
“No,” Liam admitted. “But I don’t read the newspaper, either.”
“There’s a surprise.”
Now Liam stopped. He turned and looked at Terry who was walking a few steps behind him. He grinned at her. “Tell me more about your illegal job.”
“There was a new magazine,” she said, missing his grin, her eyes glued to a rusty shovel that was lying on the ground. “It’s a spade.”
“Yeah.”
“Why leave it out here to rust?” She looked up and down the empty street. On the road beside them were two cars stopped at a light, but otherwise the area was barren. “God, that’s weird.”
“Not really,” Liam said, shrugging. He kept walking.
“Anyway,” he heard her say. “There was a new magazine that we were contracted to handle. It was a bit different from our usual stuff.”
“How so?” Liam pointed toward a pothole in the ground where the concrete pavement had sunken in. He looked around, saw the dead stump of a tree not far away. It was probably a large root that had rotted, and the soil beneath had caved. “Watch out,” he added.
“Thanks. Um, well basically it was a gossip mag.”
“That sounds boring.”
“Well, it can be boring,” Terry said, and Liam nodded. “Anyway, libel laws are pretty weird back home, and I wanted to edit some stuff out that could get us in trouble, but he told me to keep it in. He being my boss, I mean.”
“So? That’s his call, right?”
“Right, but it was a lie.”
“So?”
“That’s illegal.”
“You can go to jail?” Liam asked, stopping and turning. He had walked a little ahead, and with the sun high behind Terry, he had to squint.
“You should get some sun specs.”
“Yeah.”
“You sure you don’t have one in amongst all your worldly possessions?” She nodded at his bag.
“Yeah.”
“You’re not that good at communication, are you?”
Liam chose not to respond.
“Well, anyway, yeah, I’m not sure if you can go to jail or not. I remember researching it briefly, but all that I really found out was that though technically you can go to jail, it’s archaic and no judge will do that.”
“So your main concern was being sued.”
“No, that wasn’t it,” Terry said, shaking her head. She sped up and walked past him, and Liam fell into step beside her. “It would just be the company that got sued, not me. I’d be protected from all the fallout.”
“Unless they put the blame on you. Use you as an out.”
“Yeah, there is that,” she conceded. “I hadn’t thought of that.”
“No?”
“No,” she said. Liam watched her as she mulled the thought over in her mind. “They probably would have, you know.”
He smiled. “Probably.” He waited for her to speak, but she didn’t. “So?” he prompted.
“I just didn’t want to be a part of it, you know? Lying about someone just to sell a few copies of a goss magazine? It just didn’t sit right with me.”
“Well, it’s not like you wrote the lie,” Liam said, looking at her sideways. He liked her profile.
“No, but it passed through me. Anyway, I think that was more the last straw, you know. The company had changed ownership not too long ago, and things were going in a different direction than I wanted to go. Plus, with everything going on at home, it just felt right to leave.”
“Good,” he said. “Change is good.”
“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “No regrets.”
“Good.” Liam wasn’t entirely convinced by her, but he mirrored her nodding anyway.
“What about you? With all your worldly possessions in that tiny thing? You know, you still haven’t told me what you’re doing out here.”
“Just visiting.”
“Okay,” Terry said, and he heard annoyance in her voice.
He looked at her, and relented. He may as well be fair. “It’s nothing really that interesting,” he said. “I’ve just got a bit of savings, and so I’ve been doing some traveling. I like to travel light. I don’t care about possessions, and I go where I want.”
“You know,” she said, looking ahead. “I’m not forcing you to tell me stuff. We don’t have to talk about it. Or at all.”
“Nah, it’s not like that,” Liam murmured. He looked at her again, waited for her eyes to meet him, and then he smiled. “I’m not trying to spoil the chat.”
“If you say so,” she said, breathing out. “We’re nearly at the crossing, right?”
“Yes. Got everything ready?” He asked her the question, ignoring that she probably thought he really had spoiled the moment.
“Yes,” she said, tapping her chest. Two strings disappeared from around her neck into her top.
“Keep everything there?”
“No,” she said. She smiled, pursed-lipped, and Liam found it quite disarming. “Everything important is hidden away somewhere on my body.”
“Nice.”
“Nobody’s stealing my shit,” she said, laughing.
But Liam had already stopped listening. The border crossing was close, and he was thinking about what he was going to do. Past the small building that regulated human traffic, Liam could see a wide cement road lined on either side by a tall fence topped with barbed wire, behind which was the kind of thick sub-tropical vegetation native to the region.
“Hey, Terry,” he said.
“Yeah?”
“I’ve got to use the toilet. Meet me on the other side.”
“Of what?”
“The building,” Liam said, pointing at it and already beginning to walk away. “It spits you out right onto that big road and that’s where you walk across to Vietnam.”
Terry looked at him for a moment, before agreeing. “Sure,” she said. “See you there.”
“Cool.” He turned and made for the stall of what he knew would be filthy toilets.
*
The border crossing was heavily guarded, with armed soldiers, trained dogs, and outgoing x-ray machines for baggage. Terry was queuing up with mountains of people, many of whom were travelers and backpackers. A man in the line next to hers, rake thin and tall as a basketball player, smiled toothily at her.
“Traveling alone?” he asked. He leaned over her a little.
“No,” Terry said, but she nodded her head, blinking. “I mean yes, I am.”
“You sure?” The man’s smile was mitigated by his gaunt, sunken cheeks, and jutting jowls.
“Yeah,” Terry replied, nodding. She looked away from him, thinking that he definitely had the appearance of a seasoned backpacker. Long shorts that looked like they were once upon a time baggy cargo trousers; they had definitely been through better times. A black t-shirt with a stretched neckline and fraying edges that hung off his sunburned collar bones completed the look. Despite herself, Terry couldn’t help but roll her eyes a little (mentally, of course). She understood the allure of backpacking, in theory anyway, but she’d never get so careless with her appearance. It wasn’t a vanity thing, it was a pride and respect thing. If she was going to be traveling through foreign countries, she was damn sure going to represent herself, and by extension where she had come from, well, rather than leave a trail of onlookers gawking in disbelief.
He also wasn’t getting her signals. “Where are you from?”
“Um, that’s complicated,” Terry said, giving him a ‘sorry’ smile. She wasn’t going to get into that with a stranger. “But if it matters, I started off in London.”
“Ah, London. Love London. Miss London.” He looked away, as though lost in reverie. “Was there last month.”
“Is that right?”
“Sure is. Went to a sick party.”
“Sounds fun.”
“You have no idea,” he blurted through a laugh.
“How about you?”
“Me?”
“Yeah, you. Where are you from?”
“Oh, I’m from everywhere. A citizen of the world, you could say.”
Terry wanted to groan. “Cool,” she said through a forced smile. A large family at the front of her queue all went through at once, and she was glad to move forward enough to make conversation awkward, and therefore to put an end to it.
“Well, enjoy your travels, citizen,” she said, putting on a serious face.
“Like you know it.” He clicked two fingers together.
She shook her head, and looked up the other side of her line to see where Liam was. He was still nowhere in sight, and she wondered – no she hoped – that he hadn’t just bailed. He didn’t really seem like the type, but it’s not like she knew him.
Oh well, she thought. Another one gets away. It’s not as if she hadn’t watched them come and go as they lost interest before, or as her job kept her schedule packed with work time, and totally devoid of free time.
Her queue began to move quickly, and the radio attached the guard’s hip at the front of her line went haywire with overlapping shouting voices. He rushed out, and the lone officer left at the desk began to let people through with more haste. Terry looked behind her, and saw two guards shutting the doors to the border crossing building, firing off Mandarin at each other that she couldn’t understand, but she could certainly tell from their tone that something wrong was going on.
“This way, please,” she heard, and she turned around to see that the five or so people in front of her had been let through surprisingly quickly. The skinny tall man was already at the neighboring desk. She stepped up and gave the officer her passport. He gestured for her to turn around, to get a look at her backpack, and she turned to her side, beginning to take it off.
“No need,” the officer said. “Okay. Go.” Two quick stamps on her passport, one on the visa, and she was through. She had officially left China, and in a hurry, too.
“Is something going on?” she asked the officer, but with nobody left in his line, he was already getting up off his chair. Ignoring her, he darted outside, speaking frantically into his radio. “Great,” Terry said to herself, following him out of the building and back into the sunlight. She hadn’t noticed that the building was air-conditioned – it certainly hadn’t felt that way on the inside, but now that she was outside again, the heat was close and clammy.
“Over here.”
Terry turned and saw Liam standing with his hands in his pockets. “How did you get through so fast?”
“I was in the line next to you,” he said. “You didn’t see me? I walked right past you when they started letting us through quickly.”
“No.”
“Oh. I saw you.”
“Do you know what’s going on? They’ve closed the crossing. I saw them shutting the doors.”
“Not sure. They’re all over there now,” he said, and he pointed. She turned and followed his finger, and she saw a gap where the crisscrossing mesh didn’t distort her view of the shrubbery behind it. There was a pretty big hole.
“See that?”
“Wow. Somebody cut through?”
“Who knows? Could be. It looks rusty as hell to me. Probably would be pretty easy. You could do it with a pocket knife with enough dedication.”
“Yeah, but why? If they came back out onto this path, they’d just have another border check at the other end in Vietnam.”
“It’s probably the other way around,” Liam said. She noticed that he had stepped beside her. “Someone got through Vietnam’s end, but couldn’t get through this end, and so somehow managed to cut a hole in the fence and sneak in without being seen.”
“In broad daylight?”
“It’s pretty dark over there. Lots of shade from the trees. Plus, the guard tower is over there, right?” He gestured with his head. “I’d bet he can’t really see where the hole is. It’s not high enough that his line of vision can clear the roof of the building.”
“Oh.” Terry looked from the guard tower to where the guards were surrounding the fence, their radios buzzing and hissing with chatter. “Yeah.”
“Anyways, these guards are half-assing it, anyway.”
“You can tell?” Terry asked, smirking at him.
“Don’t they look bored to you?”
“I would be bored”
“Would you half-ass it?”
“Probably.”
“Well, then there you go. Anyway, come on, let’s go. This sort of shit happens all the time, I bet.”
“Yeah.” Terry walked up beside him. “So right now we’re not in any country. That’s kind of weird.”
“It’s the same thing as when you’re in an airport.
“No man’s land.”
“Yup.”
“So, technically, we have no rights here.”
“Maybe.”
“And there are no laws here.”
“I don’t think it works like that,” Liam said.
“Is the walk long?” Terry asked, before she remembered that she had her guidebook. “Never mind, I’ll check.”
“It’s about two miles, so not long.”
“Oh, good. Because this backpack is starting to get pretty heavy.”
“Over-pack?”
“How dare you!” Terry cried, grinning at him. “But probably, yes.” She reached to the back of her bag and pulled her water bottle out from its slot. She drank nearly half of it in one go. “It’s really hot.”
“Yeah,” Liam agreed, glancing up at the sky. “I’ve been hotter, though. Was once in the desert in central Australia. That was hot.”
“Yeah, but a desert is dry. I feel like I could drink from this air.” Terry wiped her forehead. “I’ve never sweated this much before in my life.” Looking down at herself, she felt a pang of embarrassment at seeing that she had sweated through her top along her belly, and in between her breasts.
“Yeah, you’re pretty sweaty,” Liam said, his voice completely devoid of any humor. She looked up at him. Was that a joke? Was he finally starting to warm up, unstiffen those socializing skills? She watched as he wiped his brow, saw the glisten on his neck and forearms. He actually had really nice forearms. She’d never really been an arm kind of girl before, but she knew a friend who swore up and down that a guy’s arm could be super sexy. She also thought that a guy’s arms could be a deal-breaker, too, which took away from her credibility.
“You don’t sweat much, do you?” She asked it because it was on the same track of conversation they’d been having: perspiration. But it seemed to be a big day for firsts, because it was the first time she’d ever had a conversation with a guy she’d just met – and kind of fancied – about the differences in the activity levels of their sweat glands.
“Not really,” he said, and he offered her a half smile. “Don’t know why. Genetics, I guess.”
“So it must be difficult for you to lose heat?”
“Why are we talking about this?”
“I don’t know,” Terry admitted. She laughed. It had definitely gotten awkward. “So, did you walk the border the last time you came to Vietnam?”
“Yes,” he said. “But things were different then.” He gestured vaguely at the fences. “All this was much less,” but he trailed off, apparently uninterested in finding the word. “So, you just quit your job,” he said, tacking, “and left your home to go backpacking? That’s a pretty big step. Not many people can just do that, leave everything behind.”
“Yeah,” Terry murmured. “Actually, I’ll tell you, I didn’t realize how much stuff I had until I had to pick through it and decide what to take.”
“I don’t have that problem.”
“No, I imagine you don’t. I had this clarinet – I used to play – and it was all losing its coat, and I’d left the reed in there so it had expanded and gotten stuck, and some of the keys were rusting, and, I mean, I’d never given it any thought before. It was always there, in the corner of my bedroom. And I just didn’t want to not take it with me, you know?”
“Not really,” Liam said.
“Ha. Okay. Well, it was weird choosing what to take and what not to. I figured I was going to be gone for the better part of a year, or perhaps more. What I took would be my everyday things, you know. Necessities only. But now, here, walking in this heat, I’m starting to think I probably took too much.”
“I’d say you did,” Liam said. “If you have more than one sweater or jacket in these parts, even in winter time, you’re doing it wrong.”
“Oops. But, you know, a girl’s got to have a selection. What do you do, wear the same pair of jeans and the same t-shirt all the time?” She grinned at him, but doubted it. The jeans fit too well and didn’t look old at all, and his t-shirt was practically tailored for his admittedly rocking bod.
“No,” he said. He looked at her, waiting for her to respond, but had given her nothing to respond to.
“Like I told you before, I needed to get away. I can get rid of stuff easily, anyway. And, besides, you don’t understand my family. I mean, I’ve lived in the same house for most of my life. I never moved out. Neither did my brothers. I don’t know why, we’re all old enough. Part of it was an underpaid job, and, honestly, the only time I tried housemates, I didn’t like it at all. Yeah, it got bad. It was time to leave, see the world. I’ve got savings, so I thought why not?”
“The way you talked about it on the train, it seemed like it was the job that tipped you over.”
“Yeah. Kind of. It was everything, to be honest. Plus, I wanted to see Asia.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. It’s just different. It seems somehow more vibrant.”
“There’s definitely more people.”
“There are more interesting noises, and smells, everything, you know?”
“Yup. There’s lots of sadness, too.”
“Vietnam’s history?”
“For starters.”
A silence settled between them, and as they walked along the wide concrete road that connected two neighboring countries, Terry used the opportunity to read more about Hanoi in her guidebook. She had foregone her usual meticulous handling of books and folded the spine over so many times that the book flopped open all on its own.
Hanoi was the first place anybody went if they walked across the border, it being the most logical stop, as it was not only the capital of Vietnam, but one of the biggest cities as well. It was also very close to the border.
“The book says we’ll be getting into a town called Dong Dang.”
“That’s right,” Liam said. He looked over his shoulder, and she mimicked him. The guards were still standing around the hole in the fence.
She continued speaking. “Anyway, we’ll need to take a taxi from Dong Dang. It says here that we’re probably going to be overcharged.”
“Overcharged? That depends on what you expect to pay.”
“Something reasonable, of course,” she said. “That doesn’t bother you?”
“We need to get from one place to another, and unless you want to wait hours and hours for a bus, taxi is the only way. They charge what they charge. There’s nothing ‘over’ about it. So, no, it doesn’t bother me.”
“What, are you secretly a millionaire or something?”
He laughed, and in that moment his whole face brightened up. He looked cute when he laughed, and she noticed that he had one dimple on his left side, low on his cheek. It made him look younger, more boyish, but only for a split second. Then the smile faded, his face straightened, and he looked grave again. “Yeah,” he said, nodding. “I’ve got a million Dong in my pocket.”
“Ha! Me too, actually, in my bag.”
“We’re both millionaires.”
Dong was the local Vietnamese currency, and Terry had stared in disbelief at the stack of filthy bills she had gotten in exchange for one hundred US dollars. She’d never thought she’d be carrying around a million in any currency before.
*
“Oh my God.” The unmarked taxi drove away after depositing them in what she had read was the center of Hanoi. The wide one-way road beside her was filled with people on mopeds, mostly two or three to a single vehicle. Stacked shoulder to shoulder, handlebar to handlebar, across the entire width of tarmac, there seemed to be little, if any, semblance of order.
“How the hell are we going to cross?” She looked up and down the road, but didn’t see any formal crossing or traffic lights.
“Easy,” Liam said. He grabbed her hand and yanked her out into the road behind him, each of his strides two of hers.
“Wait!” Terry shrieked, pulling back, but his grip was too strong, and he didn’t let her hand go.
“Look,” he said. She did. The mopeds were making their way around the two of them. “You just walk into the street. Everyone does it. Nobody wants to hit you. Come on.”
“Okay,” Terry mumbled, feeling mildly embarrassed about reacting so strongly. She walked with him, and watched as all of the motos made their way around them. It was as though the two of them had a force field or aura that was deflecting all the traffic. They had a little island of road that moved with their feet. Nobody was beeping angrily, or shouting at them. She looked at the sea of heads without helmets and saw that nobody was even really looking at them!
A surge of adrenaline seared her senses, and she laughed without knowing why. When they got to the other side, Liam let go of her hand.
“That was fun.”
He knitted his brow at her. “You must have had a boring life.”
“Well, I’ve never walked out into a stream of traffic before, that’s for sure.”
She stretched her fingers. There was a residual feeling left, no doubt psychological, on her hand. Her heart had not just quickened because she’d bucked her survival instinct, but because he’d taken her hand into his, and it was stirring.
“That was some scream,” he said, grinning at her.
“Shut up!” she replied, swinging at his shoulder. She hit him open-palmed, feeling his hard muscle beneath his t-shirt. The brief touch was again charged; it was like an emotional static shock.
The two stood on street, just outside a small restaurant. “So,” she murmured.
“Where are you staying?”
“I haven’t figured that part out yet.”
“Really?” Liam asked. He looked surprised. “I figured you would have had it organized ahead of time.”
“I thought about it, but decided not to. Going to wing it instead. Where are you staying?”
“Same guest house I stayed at last time. I’ll show you.”
“No, it’s-” Terry began, before stopping herself. She was planning on going to the tourist center and asking there, but why not stay in the same guest house as Liam? At least, she could check it out. “Actually, you know what? Why not? Show me, and I’ll see if it’s up to scratch.”
“What do you mean?”
“You know, like if it’s clean enough. What’s the name of the guest house?” He had set off, and she was following a little way behind, looking at the signs on all the buildings they passed. Most of the signboards contained both English letters and Vietnamese script.
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, so you’ll just have to read it yourself.”
“Why? What is it called?”
He told her, and Terry blinked. “Lucky Fuck Guest House?” she repeated. “Are you serious?”
“Yes,” Liam said, smirking. “I am.”
“It’s really called that.”
“I wouldn’t lie about it.”
“Must be one of those lost in translation things,” she murmured. “You’re not taking me to a sex hotel, are you?”
“Nope. They charge by the night, not the hour. At least, they did when I was last here.”
“You’d better not be taking me to a sex hotel,” Terry said, shaking her head. “Because I’m not having sex with you.” The last bit had just slipped out, and she fought the instinct to put her hand over her mouth.
Shit, she thought.
“That’s alright,” he said, “because it’s not what you think. We’re here.” He walked down an alley, and turned and pointed up at something. Terry followed down, saw a narrow building, six or seven floors high. She followed his finger, saw the name on the sign: Lucky Phuc Guest House.
She laughed. “The Vietnamese word.”
“Yup. It means happiness.”
“How do you know?”
“I asked the owner the last time I stayed here.”
“Think it’s still the same one?”
“No,” he said. His expression changed. It was like somebody had tied an anchor to his mood and dropped it in the ocean.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Seriously, what’s wrong?”
“It’s not the same owner.”
“How can you tell?”
He looked at her but didn’t reply. Then he opened the door for her and she stepped through, seeing a small reception area with an older woman behind the desk. “Not the same,” he said. He walked behind her.
“Hi!” Terry said, smiling at the woman.
“Want a room?” the woman asked in accented English.
“Uh,” Terry said, looking at Liam and then back at the woman. “Two rooms.” She held up two fingers.
“Okay. Twenty five per night.”
“That sounds fine,” Terry replied, putting down her backpack to find one of her various money pouches she had concealed on her body and in compartments in her backpack. “She means American dollars, right?”
“Yeah,” Liam said. He pulled out a wad of notes from the pocket of his jeans and handed her three tens and a twenty.
“You’re not paying for my room,” she said, shaking her head.
“I know,” he replied. “It’s one night deposit.”
“Oh,” Terry said, chewing on sole. “I knew that.”
“No you didn’t.”
“Yes I did.” She found a fifty and handed it to the woman along with Liam’s.
“No fifty notes,” the woman said immediately, and promptly handed it back to her.
“Okay, okay.” Terry found change and gave it to the woman, who picked up two keys from the table.
“Floor five, two of you.”
“Neighbors!”
“Yeah,” Liam said.
She looked at the narrow flight of steps, and then contemplated having to carry her backpack up five of them. She looked at Liam, who watched her.
“Well?” he asked. “Let’s go.”
“Yeah.” It was like he was daring her to ask him for help. She bent down, hoisted her backpack off the ground with a grunt, and put it on, securing all the straps around her chest. She didn’t want the thing wobbling left and right as she took the steps.
Liam set off up the steps first, leaving Terry and the receptionist alone. “And they say chivalry isn’t dead.” The woman looked up, met Terry’s eyes, and then looked back down at the magazine she was reading. “My thoughts exactly,” Terry said to herself, starting up the steps.
The rooms themselves weren’t bad at all. With air-conditioning, a double bed, a hairdryer (which she noted with surprised relief), a ceiling fan, a desk, and a balcony with two chairs on it, hers was actually quite nice. Everything appeared to be quite aged, and a lot of the furniture smelled old. Terry simply decided to consider it character.
She set her backpack down, heard the impact of her empty metal water bottle clanging on the tiled floor. Liam’s room was opposite hers, and his door was still open, so she peeked into it, seeing that it was far less nice.
“Your room sucks,” she said.
He looked around, a blank look on his face. “It’s fine. Bed, bathroom, table.” He turned around in his smaller room. “Air-con, even. Small fan here.” He put his hand on top of the little fan. “Why, what’s your room like?”
“Come,” she said, jerking her head toward her room. He followed her into it, and stared at her balcony.
“You’ve got a balcony.”
“Sure have.”
“We’re paying the same?”
“I thought you knew the owner.”
“Maybe you just got the keys mixed up.”
“Well, you’re welcome to come over and use my balcony during the day if you like,” Terry said.
“Thanks.”
Terry watched him as he looked around her room. He was standing by the door, only a foot or two in. “So,” she said. It was starting to get dark, and she’d have to think about dinner soon. She was about to bring it up when Liam spoke.
“I’ve got some things to do tomorrow, so I’ll be setting out early.”
“Oh, yeah?” Terry felt a bit disappointed, but she supposed she didn’t really expect that the two were going to holiday together.
“Yeah. So, it’s been nice meeting you.”
“Yeah,” Terry replied, nodding. She swallowed. This was it?
Liam looked at her for a moment more, and then he turned to leave.
“Wait,” she said. She didn’t want to let him go just like this. She didn’t really see a reason why they should just stop seeing each other. At the very least, she decided she would try and push for them to eat dinner together.
“What about food?” she asked. God, that was clumsy, but he didn’t seem to notice.
“I’m not really hungry. I think I’m going to crash.”
“Oh, yeah, me too.”
He looked at her, as though he wanted to say something. She was desperately hoping that he would, but he didn’t. He turned and left, closing the door behind him.
Terry flopped onto her bed, rubbing her forehead. She had no idea what had just happened, but she did know that she wasn’t thrilled about it.
Despite being hungry, she fell asleep, only to wake with a dry mouth and a groan at nearly two in the morning. Her first night in Hanoi was now over. She showered off the day’s stickiness, brushed her teeth, dried her hair, and was asleep again by half past three. Her last thought before drifting into a dream was whether or not Liam was asleep.
Banal and boring, for some reason it mattered.
CHAPTER THREE
The city was ringing. All around her were mopeds struggling to negotiate the narrow weaving roads of Hanoi. A few cars, like islands devoid of heads without helmets, were scattered in amongst the throng, occasionally beeping their horns, but being ignored. The sun was beating down, and the air was close, and already, just minutes after leaving her air-conditioned room in the guest house, Terry was sweating. She might have found it annoying if she wasn’t preoccupied with something else.
She shook her head, gazing out at the struggling mass of flesh and metal creeping by on the road. The average speed must have been only twenty, and the people never seemed to stop coming. It might have been amazing to her, or even odd, if she was paying much attention at all.
But the only thing she could think about was Liam. What was it about him that made him so strange? Why was he was actively trying to thwart any attempt she had made to get to know him? Why did he seem like a ball of dark energy just waiting to explode, or like a coiled spring just waiting to be sprung? Not only was his body whipcord lean, but it had a tenseness to it, and seemed as though it might crack or burst at any moment. She was certain he hadn’t been completely honest about what he had told her. Of what little he had told her. He had been so deliberately vague, so guarded about himself. She couldn’t stop her mind from racing through the possibilities of why he would even have to be opaque, of what dark secrets he could possibly be harboring.
Surely he wasn’t a criminal! He didn’t seem the type. But Terry reflected, and realized that maybe she was ill-equipped to make that determination. After all, she had no idea what the criminal type actually was. Her brothers Jason and Jeffery were criminals, she supposed. She knew that they dealt marijuana and sometimes ecstasy out of the taxi that Jason drove. And that was about as deep into the underworld that Terry had ever been. Her idea of what a criminal might look like was someone with too many tattoos, a mean-looking disposition, and maybe a leather jacket. It was a stereotype, she knew, but what were stereotypes if not indications of the truth?
And Liam didn’t fit that description at all! She wondered if perhaps he had been in the military. That could be the source for his lack of communication skills, she mused. Maybe he was a scarred veteran suffering from a stress disorder, had seen too much on the battlefield, experienced hell itself, and had come back a broken shell of himself. Terry groaned. It was starting to sound like the half-ass plot of a cheap novel, and on top of that, she was dealing in stereotypes again. That was one sure-fire way to make dumb assumptions.
There was, of course, another possibility, and it was the simplest one of them all. Perhaps he was just an anti-social type, one who harbored general indifference toward anyone and anything. He could certainly be one of those kinds of people, with a closed off emotional quotient, and a self-interest instinct that outweighed everything else. But again, the shoe didn’t seem to fit.
There was something else she had noticed, too, that had lurked at first in the background, difficult to see or quantify. He had a weighted weariness to him, and it was present in his whole body. It wasn’t that he had bags of black hanging beneath his eyes, and it wasn’t that he yawned, or that he slumped, or that he shuffled. It was in his motions, his movements, the kinesthetic impression she gleaned from his walk, from his facial expression, from the way he was so efficient, and seemed like he needed to be. He didn’t emote with the cavalier freedom that she did, or that most people did, and though his body always looked ready to perform, it also suggested that he was actively trying to minimize his actions, as though storing energy for some unknown thing or event.
And his eyes, the way they looked with indifference at the world around him. The only times they changed, the only times a different message was sent that went beyond mere observation, was when he looked at her. It wasn’t a large transformation, but she had noticed that he blinked less, and that his eyes stayed fixed on her. Maybe it was just natural, the difference between the way people look at people, and everything else. Or maybe it wasn’t.
The weariness extended into his ochre orbs as well. When she looked at them, she often felt like she was looking at a magazine cover whereon depicted was a person who had spent the better part of their life suffering, and as a result looked far, far older than they actually were. But Liam didn’t look old at all. In fact, he had pretty damn good skin, lacked any creases around his eyes or lips, and could probably pass for someone ten years younger if he shaved off the shadow and didn’t look so serious all the time.
Terry decided she’d spent too much time mulling over the possibilities of Liam and the secret past he appeared determined not to reveal. Wiping her upper lip with the back of her hand, she set off in the direction the traffic was going. That way was the city center, and what better thing to do on her first morning in Vietnam than to have a traditional Vietnamese breakfast, which was basically a bowl of rice noodles and thin slices of raw beef that cooked in the broth. She found it odd that there was no clear distinction between foods eaten at breakfast and lunch, and thought how polar opposite it was to back home where breakfast was cereal and toast, and lunch was simply not, unless you were a broke university student, or something of an eccentric.
Another breakfast food commonly eaten were the freshly baked baguettes, one of those odd cultural left-overs from the brief French occupation. She would definitely have to try one of those. It seemed like the day was starting to revolve around food, and coming from the nine-to-five where she ate tuna, ham, or egg salad sandwiches pretty much every day, that didn’t seem like such a bad idea at all.
Though the road beside her, was heaving with mopeds, the pavement was relatively devoid of people. It was the complete opposite of how it had been in the brief time she spent in Hong Kong, where it was often pavement warfare. Crammed uncomfortably close with others, there was no amount of shoulder-weaving, dipping, side-stepping, or opportune darting that could protect you against rubbing shoulders with at least a few strangers. Not that she really minded, or wasn’t used to it. Some parts of London were just the same. Just that stray thought of home, a bit like a mosquito that flits in and out of vision, was enough to illicit both irritation and relief from Terry. She was glad that she was not working at her old job, or not dealing with her family that were pretty much the model of dysfunction. Two drug-dealing brothers, both older than her, and both still living at home like she was. She frowned. She knew it was a little unusual at her age, but she simply couldn’t afford to live on her own on her salary, and she wasn’t going to be a commuter. Back then, she hadn’t been the compromising sort. Though now, she was willing to accept that things had already changed in just a few days. Now, compromises were almost always necessary.
She remembered her university years, and thinking at the time that it would be far better if she lived in a house full of girls. There was no way she was going to have a bloke in there with her, pissing all over the bathroom like a cat marking its territory, leaving sweat-soaked shorts on the sofa, and being a brutal font of body odor. It turned out that living in a house full of girls wasn’t actually any better. Piles of clothes, dirty dishes, and bathroom bins went unattended to, often for weeks at a time. Yeah, that had been a lesson learned. Living with people had the potential to be utter shit, and Terry didn’t care if she was jaded. She knew that from then on, she’d only be at home where the rules were clear and her space was, at least, hers, or on her own, where other people weren’t there to muck it all up.
Terry stopped dead on the street. Before her was a wide road by Hanoi standards, and absolutely teeming with mopeds. God, she thought. She was going to have to cross this. She looked around for someone to cross with, a local who knew how, but there was nobody around her. For a city so jam-packed with people on pseudo-motorcycles, it was annoying that there wasn’t one lone pedestrian on this road who also wanted to cross. She could have hid in his or her wake, clinging as close to them without actually touching them. But, instead, she was going to have to quash every one of her survival instincts, and simply step out into a road full of vehicles and walk, without dodging or changing direction, to the other side.
“Shit,” she murmured. Every instinct, honed by millions of years of evolution, was telling her not to do it. There, she might get hurt. It was all ‘DANGER! DANGER!’ announcements blaring in her mind, red lights flashing and bomb sirens wailing. It wasn’t like crossing at a red-man, either, where she waited for there to be a gap in the traffic before she darted across the road, hoping there wasn’t an overzealous police officer, new and looking to meet quota, walking that beat. Here, there would be no gap. She would simply step out, and let the traffic funnel around her.
“Okay.” Terry told herself to stop being a big baby about it, and to just do what she had done with Liam the day before. In front of her, on the other side of the road, she could see a lake, and in the middle of a lake was a small island with a building on it, perhaps a temple. On the edge of the lake was a restaurant that overlooked the lake, with yellow curtains hanging over the terrace handrail, drying in the sun. She saw a few people in the restaurant, sat at small tables, being served by waitresses in long, colorful dresses: purple, blue, red, yellow, and gold. That was where she was going. She’d made up her mind. It looked lovely. She focused on the restaurant, took a deep breath, and stepped out into the road.
And nothing happened. Standing still like a deer in headlights, she watched as the mopeds funneled around her, leaving her a small enclave of road and air. She stepped forward, and the funnel adjusted with her, and step by step, she walked across, wondering how it must look like from above as the gap of mopeds that went around her shifted laterally across the road, opening and closing to her sides in the shape of an ellipse, like an eye.
“Whew,” she whispered to herself, arriving at the other side. She looked after the train of people, and none of them were looking back. Her heart was racing, and she became aware of the shaky adrenaline that was coursing through her body. That had been… fun. Being a little afraid, a little uncertain, it had been exciting. She laughed, feeling stupid. God, people here crossed the roads like that every day, all the time, but to her, it was entirely something foreign, something so, so different.
It was definitely something she was going to remember, that was absolutely certain. She’d heard friends and colleagues talk about their traveling experiences, and they always came back with nuggets of memory, bits and pieces that stand out more than anything else, and those were always the stories they told. To the listener, it would seem like a disjointed account of the whole experience, lacking in narrative or structure. And yet, Terry was going to remember the first time she crossed a road in Vietnam alone. It wouldn’t be bookended with why she had been crossing it. She wouldn’t remember why she was crossing that particular road, or even where she was going. She would simply remember being out in what felt like no man’s land, and watching, trying to hold at bay the onset of instinctual panic, as people on mopeds had come rushing toward her before neatly dividing themselves into two temporary lanes around her, and then merging back together again. That would be what she remembered, and what she would tell people.
And that brought her back around to Liam. He was also something she would remember, if only for their chance meeting on the train, or his guarded and odd behavior. No, she thought to herself, knowing that she wouldn’t fool anyone with that. She would remember him because, truthfully, he was just really hot, and she kind of liked him.
Where was he now? What was he up to? She took in the sight of the large lake as she slowly rounded it. She took off her day bag, a ratty rucksack, duck shit green that looked like it might disintegrate into tatters of frayed fabric at any moment. She reached in for her guidebook. The spine was already peeling off its binding glue. If it was any other book, she’d care.
“Lake Hoan Kiem,” she read aloud. Translated into Lake of the Returned Sword, it was situated in the historic center of Hanoi. The city had no doubt expanded asymmetrically over time. She saw a narrow red bridge that connected to a small island in the lake, and decided that she was going to go there after breakfast. But food came first, before sightseeing, and she made her way to the restaurant with colorfully-dressed waitresses. She’d had Vietnamese noodles before in Chinatown back home, but she was eager to try the real thing.
And she was keen on returning her thoughts to Liam, and to speculate as to his secret, hidden past. She knew that his story would likely turn out to be far less interesting than anything she was about to imagine. She also knew that she probably wouldn’t see him again. It would not be surprising in the least bit if she returned back to the guest house at the end of the day to find her neighboring room vacant.
“Table for one,” she said, and the pretty young waitress in a bright blue and unadorned long-sleeved and slim summer dress showered her to a table on the balcony, overlooking the lake. She sat down, could see an old couple, maybe in their eighties, jogging around the perimeter of the body of water.
“Can I get you anything?” the waitress asked, her English fluent. Terry was a little surprised, but this was, after all, the capital of Vietnam, and probably the biggest tourist spot.
“Pho Bo?” she asked, using the Vietnamese name for rice noodles with beef.
“Of course. Any coffee?”
“Yes, drip coffee?”
“Of course,” the waitress replied. She smiled, bowed a little, and then walked off.
Terry returned her gaze to the old couple exercising, wondering how many years – or decades – they had done that together for.
*
After several hours of exploring the city, poking around the shops and stalls, circumnavigating the potato-shaped lake, and looking at tour packages she could take out to various nearby attractions, Terry was pretty much ready to call it a day. But it wasn’t even dinner time yet, and she wasn’t about to waste what was certain to be a buzzing night life. So far her travel guide had been accurate, and there was no reason to doubt it now.
With the heat been baked into her, she decided that nothing would be more soothing than a cold gin and tonic, and so she set off back toward the district around Hoan Kiem. There was a small lane where all the hippest bars were supposed to be, and she figured why not? It was a major tourist hotspot, and she was bound to see something interesting there.
Weaving her way through mopeds and alleys alike, she found herself in a narrow street lined with small hole-in-the-walls that sat beneath low-rise blocks of guest houses. Already, at sunset, the place was heaving with what she guessed were tourists. There looked to be a number of local expatriates, too, judging by the number of mopeds that were lined up outside each bar. Most of them didn’t look like the rented sort, which were often branded with bright logos that stood out, so that tourists couldn’t easily steal them, or if there was an accident, they could be easily identified.
She walked up and down the street, wondering if she’d chance upon Liam. Did he seem like the drinking type? She couldn’t really gauge that one. At least, he didn’t seem like the fun-loving type, not on the surface, at any rate. Maybe having a drink or two loosened him up a bit. She wondered what he was so tightly wound, or why he was the way that he was. She figured that it was rare that someone as well traveled as he claimed to be would be so socially closed off. Chronic travelers were usually the outgoing sort, and Liam was completely against type.
Choosing a bar without a name, but with a big yellow banana as its logo, she sat at one of the tables directly below a ceiling fan, happy for the cooling breeze and shade. She’d chosen the place because it was quite empty, save for some people at the bar and one or two nestled snugly at a back table. She asked the waitress for a gin and tonic, using her finger and thumb, spaced about an inch apart, to signal a half-half mix. The waitress told her that it would cost more, but that was fine with Terry.
One drink turned into three, and the music started, the televisions were changed to European football matches, and everything started to fill up even more. People wandered down the street, a variety of sorts, some dressed well in suits, others more casually in typical backpacker attire. She watched from her two-stool table as groups of youngsters, no more than nineteen years old she guessed, flocked from bar to bar, drawing attention to themselves. School wasn’t out yet, and so it couldn’t be a post-graduation trip.
She was content to watch them, examine the crowded night life, and otherwise while away her own evening doing not much of anything at all.
*
“Hello, darlin’.” Terry looked to her side. Three men seated at the bar were looking at her. Bomb signals were already going off in her mind, but she ignored them.
“Hi,” she said, before clearing her throat. She offered them a brief smile before returning her gaze to the street scene outside.
“Traveler?”
“Sorry?”
“Are you a traveler?” The man who was talking to her looked to be maybe in his fifties, and he definitely looked like an unsavory character. She glanced at her watch, saw that it was already quarter to midnight. The hours had just evaporated.
“Yes,” she replied without looking at him. “What’s it to you?”
“Well, it’s my bar,” he said, and she turned to him again. He was wearing a slimy smirk, and was rising off his stool. “And mostly, the tourists know to stay outta here.”
“So what, this is a locals-only bar?”
“Something like that.” He walked over to her, the swagger in his step a little wobbly, no doubt the result of a few too many drinks. The man pulled the other stool out from under her table and sat down opposite her, grinning. She saw three gold teeth in between thick rubber-ring lips.
“Is this really your bar?”
“Yes,” he said, touching his chest and laughing. “I’m the owner. Name’s Paul. What’s yours, darling?”
She ignored the question. “So why don’t the tourists come in here?”
“’Cause we don’t want ‘em in here, that’s why.” He looked at his two friends, shared a laugh.
“Why not?” The bomb sirens in her head now were wailing louder than ever. She didn’t fancy herself a girl who was easily frightened, but a quick survey of the bar told her it was only them three and her. And that was enough to arouse her sense of caution and danger.
The guy looked like he had a real mean streak to him, someone nasty. She wouldn’t be surprised if he had a gun tucked beneath the counter of the bar. She had skipped the chapters of her guidebook over things to watch out for, and was regretting it now. Was there something she had missed? She hadn’t even given an ounce of thought to the fact that the bar had remained empty while the others had filled up. After a long and tiring day, Terry had simply been happy to find a quiet place to sit and sip on a drink.
“Why not?” He looked at his mates and repeated it. “Why not? It’s not hard to figure that one out.”
“Well, okay, I get the message,” Terry said. “I’ve paid, just let me finish my drink, and I’ll leave.” She looked from the man talking to her to the other two still seated at the bar, hoping to at least appeal to them. But it was clear when she looked in either of their eyes that they were going to be playing follow-the-leader tonight.
“Oh, no, it’s nothing like that, love. You’re fine, you’re not like the rest of ’em.”
“Oh yeah?” She looked at the gold-toothed man. “How’s that?”
“Well, you’re alone, for starters. You’re not with a pack of hooligans puking and pissing everywhere. You don’t look the hippy type, either, with filthy matted locks and a pong that could down a donkey.”
Terry might have smiled if the tension level hadn’t become suffocating. “Is that what they’re all like?”
“I’ve been living here thirty five years,” he said, tapping the table with his index finger to punctuate his statement. “And I’m telling you, that’s what they’re all like.”
“Well, that’s a shame. Anyway, I need to go.” She started to get up off her stool.
“Aw, no, don’t leave. I was beginning to enjoy our little chat.” He spread his arms, nodded at her with raised eyebrows. “Come on, love.”
“It’s late.”
“It’s not even twelve! We don’t close until three, you know. And even then, we stay open longer if there’s good times to be had.”
“I’m afraid that’s way past my bedtime,” she said, forcing a smile. “Sorry, but I really should go.”
“Stay, for just one more drink,” the man said. He got up too, and stood in between her and the exit. “On the house.”
“I really don’t want another drink. It might get me started on the puking and the pissing, right?”
“Lovely lass like you? You don’t seem the type.”
“Look, guys, I’m really going to head out. You’ve got a nice bar, thanks for the good night.” She walked toward the entrance off to the side, but he shifted into her path, hands out in front of him. Terry was beginning to feel that she was heading for trouble, and she was telling herself not to panic, despite the fact that her heart was hammering in her chest. She wondered how she should play this. Should she scream? The door was open and someone on the street outside might hear. Should she make a run for it? Should she play nice with the men and chat with them for a while until they got too drunk to stand up. That might work.
It wasn’t the first time she’d had trouble with drunk men before, but all alone in a foreign country, it was the first time she felt she wouldn’t be able to handle it. It alarmed her that she actually didn’t know the emergency number for the police, and even then, she wasn’t sure if the operator would be someone she could communicate with.
Her mind went to Liam again, and not for the first time that day, she wished he was with her. She hoped he would just show up, that like in a movie he’d be in the right place at the right time. And he did. And she couldn’t believe it.
“Liam!” she called, her voice shaky and bordering on a scream. He was walking on the other side of the narrow street. “Liam!” This time, the tremor of fear in her voice was audible. He looked up at her, surprised, and then his eyes went to the man standing in between her and the door. Something in his demeanor, his stature, ignited.
“Your boyfriend?” the man asked, turning around to look at the approaching Liam.
Relief flooded through her. “Yes.” She looked past Gold-Tooth to Liam again. He was scowling. “Sorry, boys, but like I said, I’ve really got to go.” She pushed past the bar owner, and found the hot and still air outside strangely refreshing. Already, her nerves were calming, and her heart was slowing.
Liam walked quickly to her, and he took her arm and guided her away from the entrance to the bar. “These guys giving you a hard time?”
“No,” she lied. “No, everything’s fine.” They stopped just meters away. The bars were shouting loud overlapping music at each other across the street, and Terry was quickly growing sick of the din.
“I see.” Liam looked at the three men still in the nameless bar with a banana logo, and then back at her. “You sure?”
“Yeah,” Terry chirped. She looked at them, too. Paul, the bar owner, was grinning.
“You sure you don’t want to come in and have another drink with the boys, love? Your friend can come, too.”
Liam left Terry’s side before she could stop him. “Christ,” she said to herself, pinching her brow and watching him approach the bar owner. If there was one thing she didn’t want to have to go through, it was watching men act like boys.
“Liam, wait,” she said, but he waved her down. He walked toward Paul, dwarfing him. But the bar owner had his buddies, who were both squaring up. Terry started at them with every intention of pulling Liam away. She was happy that he had chanced upon her, had pretty much rescued her, however inadvertently, but that was enough. They didn’t need to do this.
“I wouldn’t,” she heard Liam say. Before she could reach him, he leaned closer to the bar owner, glaring, and said something. She couldn’t hear what he said, but the man called his two friends down, and Liam turned and started walking toward her.
“Oh good,” she breathed. “I thought something was going to happen.”
“He wanted it to.” Liam gestured behind him.
“What did you say?”
“Nothing. Come on.” He put out his hand, and it was such a natural. She knew he’d done it without thinking. But moments later he realized, and he pulled it back. “Come on,” he repeated. The two walked until the incomprehensible noise of music was just a murmur in the background.
“Did you know that guy?” Terry asked, replaying it all in her head. What had he said? Why had that Paul guy folded so quickly?
“No, but I know his type.”
“What’s his type?”
“Use your head, Terry.” Liam stopped and looked at her, annoyed. His eyes accused her angrily, and his jawline, pronounced in the low light, hardened.
“What the hell is your problem?” Terry’s emotion flared, and she knew part of it was that she had been drinking, but she wasn’t in the mood for dealing with any more shit, either. Especially from another man!
“I don’t have a problem. But you should have known better than to stay in an empty bar when every other one was full.” He didn’t say it with anger, but it was clear to her that he was rebuking her.
Terry’s nostrils flared. “It wasn’t empty the whole time.”
“What, two or three people trickle in and out? It’s a front, Terry! They’ve probably got girls in the rooms above.”
Terry blinked. “Girls?”
“Prostitutes, Terry! Look, those guys, they’re old school. I know people like them. I’ve saw people like them the last time I was here. You were in a gang’s bar.”
“So? I paid for my drinks!” Terry knew that it was a bad response, but she wasn’t about to let Liam walk all over her with words.
“So?” Liam laughed. “Look, Vietnam’s a poor country. A lot of people stayed after the war.”
“Americans?”
“Many, yes. And a lot of people came after the war as well. It’s the same all over poor countries in Asia. They attract the worst kind of people. There’s money to be made, girls to be exploited, and a shit ton of drugs to be exported. These are not good guys, and they are not nice guys. His type I ran into in Saigon were a group of white guys pimping out fourteen year olds to sex tourists. They deal drugs, and drugs earns you the death penalty here if you’re caught by the police. But the police won’t go into that bar! They’re all in on it, too. This is all entrenched, and even though they’re foreign, they are left alone. The local gangs can’t be fucked to deal with a bunch of crazies like them. I don’t really blame them. They live like they’ve got nothing to lose. You were in the wrong bar tonight. It wasn’t your fault, and I’m not trying to blame you, but an attractive girl like you, and alone? That was stupid.” He looked away briefly, and breathed slowly.
“What’s gotten you so worked up?” Terry asked, looking to turn this on him. She wasn’t about to just sit there and be scolded.
“You should have put two and two together,” he said. Still there was no nastiness or anger in his voice. Despite feeling indignant, and of course the sting of shame that she had missed something which he was making out to be so obvious, she started to see that he was so worked up because he was worried. Even if he didn’t show it any other way, even if his eyes would not betray that emotion, it was the only explanation.
He continued. “You know the signs back home, you may know the bad areas, but you’re missing all of them out here. This shit is not in the guidebook!”
“Okay, okay,” Terry said, putting up her hands. “Yeah, alright, I didn’t think about it. You don’t have to be such a dick about it.”
His eyed widened for an instant, and then they returned quickly to their normal neutrality. His face looked as though all emotion had been drained out of it. What the hell had just happened? One minute was having a go at her, worried about her, and the next his barriers were all back up. He went from fire-red to stone-cold granite-gray, and just like that, as if at the click of a button. He left her then, and she watched him for a moment. She couldn’t believe him. An overpowering urge to hit him bubbled beneath her skin.
“Coming?” he asked, turning to look at her. She almost didn’t want to go with him. She hadn’t needed a lesson from him, and she was pissed off without really knowing why it got to her so much. Maybe it was embarrassment. Maybe it was because she really had been in a tight spot, and that she had felt scared. It had robbed her of some confidence.
“I’ve come all the way out here,” she said, walking toward Liam. “On a whim, and now I feel a little like I don’t know what I’m doing.”
“Don’t feel sorry for yourself,” he said. “You won’t make that mistake again.”
“You’re right.” She calmed herself. “I won’t.”
“You’ll be fine nine times out of ten, but tonight could have been that one time out of ten, right?” She sensed a little warmth creep back into his voice.
“I’m glad you were there.”
“Yeah, so am I.”
“It’s like, past one in the morning. What were you doing there?”
“Shortcut back to Lucky Phuc,” he said. Even though he didn’t emote it, she knew he was grinning on the inside. After a pause, he clarified. “But I also was after a drink.”
“Yeah? Get up to much today?”
“Sort of. You?”
“Yeah,” Terry said. “It was actually a pretty great day. I went down to the lake, had breakfast at this gorgeous restaurant that overlooked it. Got the French bread, too.”
“Was it still hot?”
“The bread? Yeah.”
“That’s the only way to have it.”
Their chatter waned, but Terry didn’t feel award just walking with Liam without talking. They arrived at their guest house, took the steps slowly, and then it was goodbye time, and, perfectly aware of the hour, Terry still felt it was too early to call it a night.
“Did you get that drink?” Terry asked.
Liam looked at her for a moment. She didn’t know if it was the alcohol, the time, or the circumstances, but she wanted him. It was an urge, but also more. She knew she wanted him in the physical sense. That was unsurprising; he was exactly the kind of guy she found hot. But she also wanted more of his presence. It felt nice to be with him, even if he seemed a mile away in thought, or locked up tightly in a suit of armor. She’d be content to simply sit in silence on her balcony with him and while the night away.
“No.”
“Want to come in?” she asked, leaning against her door. “We could sit on the balcony. I bought this banana whiskey thing today.”
“I do,” Liam said. It caught her off-guard. She had been expecting a rejection. He turned to go into his room.
“But you’re not going to.”
“No.” Terry felt her heart sink. She wondered if he had a girlfriend. She just realized that she didn’t know. She hadn’t even found a way to ask him. Poor form, she thought.
He looked over his shoulder at her. “Did you leave the city today?”
“No.”
“I’ll take you to do Tam Coq tomorrow. It’s a river that you paddle a small boat down.” He put his hands out flat. “All along the water this bright green grass grows. It’s greener than any picture in your guidebook. We’ll rent our own boat, too. No tour guide. I know it, anyway.”
Terry looked at him for a moment. She wasn’t entirely sure if he was serious. “Yeah, that sounds nice,” she said.
“Okay.” The enthusiasm in his voice burned out like a tea light candle reaching the end of its molten reservoir. There was definitely something bothering him, and she was guessing that he might have commitments elsewhere. She figured it was now or never. She had to know. “Do you have a girlfriend or wife that would mind you doing that with me?”
Liam blinked. “No.”
“Good. So, what time?”
“Ten. We’ll have a late breakfast, do the river for a few hours, and then drive back up to Hanoi before sunset.”
“Drive back up?”
“Yeah. We’ll rent a moped.”
“You’ve got a license?”
“No,” Liam said with a short laugh. “You don’t need one. But I’m good at driving.”
“You better be!” She couldn’t help herself from beaming. “See you tomorrow.” She opened her door and went inside her room, her eyes busy adjusting to the bright celling light.
Closing the door behind her, she leaned against the door, a little too happy for her liking.
CHAPTER FOUR
Liam looked across at Terry, whose cheeks were reddened with sunburn. Night had come, and at their dimly lit table, her eyes were like fireflies. Their day had been long, but not tiring, and not uninteresting. Though they hadn’t chatted much, Liam had enjoyed her company as they toured Tam Coq by boat, paddling down a river flanked by cliffs with the kind of rounded, green, and soft shapes unique only to this part of Asia.
On the surface of the lake grass grew, roots hanging free in the water, and it was as bright green as a photo that had been touched up and plonked in a magazine. It was as breathtaking as the first time he had seen it. But back then, he had swam down the river, head above the water, with not a soul in sight. Things had certainly changed since then. Now, hawkers lined the sides, and were at every stop ready and eager to take money from travelers in exchange for trinkets, food, and water.
Terry enjoyed the trip. That much was obvious. She had snapped photo after photo on her phone, touched the grass, watched as it bobbed up and down on the surface of the water. And though they hadn’t spoken much, she never stopped trying, and Liam was beginning to feel his hard out shell peeling away, even though he knew he couldn’t possibly let it.
But there was something quite special about her. She was full of life, a boundless energy, and it made him reflect on himself. He had no energy anymore. He knew why, it wasn’t some mystery. What he didn’t know was whether or not he would ever regain in.
Being with Terry made him feel at least a little more vibrant. Her character was infectious, and while she could sometimes lay it on too thick, it was a welcome change from the life he had led for the past ten years, and the countless years before that.
They had ridden back to Hanoi, her on the back of his moped, grasping onto him tightly. She’d whispered into his ear, thanked him for a lovely day, and then, unexpectedly, rested her head against his back. The action had been oddly intimate, and Liam was left conflicted, wanting to like it, but not daring to.
And now, after returning to the guest house, showered and dressed, they were trying the local beer hoi, something of a tradition for old men, where you sat with a keg of beer and drained it with a tube connected to its tap.
Terry was wearing a light summer dress, white and long, she looked fantastic in it, and Liam tried not to look too much, because once again, memories so old he had forgotten when he had forgotten them, were bubbling upward.
“The photos on my phone don’t capture all the detail,” she said, handing the small device over to Liam. He took it, looked at the screen.
“But you’ll remember it, right?”
“Yeah,” Terry said as she took the phone back from him. “Definitely.”
“So then what’s the matter?”
“Oh, nothing. Just wanted to show my parents when I got back home.”
“Explain it to them,” Liam said. “Use words to capture the majesty.”
Terry blinked at him. “I think that’s the most complex thing you’ve said since I met you.” She laughed, and touched his hand on the table. “I’m only joking.”
“No, you’re right,” Liam admitted. He took a large sip from the keg. “It’s alright, isn’t it?”
“What, the beer?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s okay. I’m not a huge beer drinker.”
“Neither am I.”
“I’m surprised it stays cold for so long!” She took the hose from him and took a big sip of her own. “I mean, it’s really freezing. I can’t believe old guys sit around all day drinking from these things.”
“I can,” Liam said. He leaned back and watched Terry as she pushed a strand of hair from her eyes. She turned her phone off, put it back in her purse, and then looked up, catching him staring.
“What?”
Liam didn’t respond.
“What are you looking at?”
“Nothing,” he said, and he leaned forward again.
“You look nice tonight,” she told him. “How’d you get all that in your bag?”
Liam looked down at his jacket, shirt, and trousers. He still took pride in his appearance, despite everything that had happened to him. It was just something he felt compelled to do. “It’s bigger than it looks.”
“Yeah? So what was your favorite part of today?”
“Sitting in that boat and letting the current take us,” Liam said. That had been pleasant. Quiet, with the sound of water slowly moving, the odd slap and slosh as a small wave broke across their paddle boat’s bow, it had been extremely relaxing.
“Yeah,” Terry agreed. “Me too. Didn’t like the town we stopped at so much, or the temple. Too many other people.”
“It’s one of the few touristy things you can do while also getting away from the tourists,” Liam said. “Rent your own boat, pay off the guide that comes with it, and you’re all alone, undisturbed.”
“Wasn’t it funny when those kids fell in?”
Liam smiled. A group of backpackers had tried to stand on their boat, and it had tipped to one side, throwing them all in the river. “Yeah,” he said. “A little.”
“What’s up with you, Liam?” Terry asked, leaning in and taking another sip of the light, sweet beer.
“What do you mean?”
“Why are you so closed off all the time? What are you hiding from me?”
He didn’t reply. He looked at Terry, and wondered if this was the moment that the pleasantness would evaporate. He hadn’t done this in a long time. It was too dangerous.
“Come on,” she said. “Talk to me.”
But he didn’t. He just drank from the keg, sat back and watched the busy city buzz about, bicycles, mopeds, an array of sounds and smells. Terry eventually got the message. She sat back in her seat, and did the same.
“I think they brew this beer themselves,” Liam said after perhaps half an hour of silence.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. It’s got that kind of homegrown taste to it.”
“I don’t even know what that means. But it packs a wallop.”
Liam nodded. “That’s what I mean.”
“Yeah, it does taste strong.”
“Terry,” Liam said. “Are you hungry?”
“Not particularly,” she replied. “We had that cake thing at like six.”
“Good, because neither am I.” Liam paused, unsure of how to proceed. He knew what he was going to do. He had decided. “You’re right, there is something.” And just like that, whatever they were, whatever they had, was on its way down the road to its end. That’s how it always transpired. “But not here.”
She was sitting up, looking at him intently. “What do you mean not here?”
“I’d rather go somewhere quieter to talk.”
“You’re not up to anything, are you?” Terry asked through a laugh.
“No. Come on, last sip, and then we’re leaving.”
“Where to?”
“The lake.”
*
“Don’t let go of me.” Terry’s smile faded, but this time because she was surprised at herself. She hadn’t expected to say something like that to him, even though they were nearly sliding down the bank of the lake, loose leaves and shrubbery offering no purchase.
“I won’t.” The reply came just a fraction of a second too late, the pause just long enough to make it a little awkward.
“Liam,” Terry said. She softened her voice a little. “I, um,” she started, before stopping. She tried again. “We need to talk.” They had climbed over a rusty chain fence and were now at the edge of the water, next to a small jetty at which was moored a rickety rowboat.
He sighed, and looked at her, and then gestured at the little pier. “Let’s sit.”
“Okay.” Together they walked out onto it, just a few creaking planks of wood separating them from the water of the lake beneath them. Liam went right to the end, and sat, his legs hanging off the edge. They came just shy of the water’s surface. He leaned back onto his hands. Terry went and sat beside him, and, shoulder to shoulder, a film of silence coated them.
She looked out at the lake, seeing the stars and the full moon reflected in the calm water. The lake was almost completely still, save for the odd ripple that found its way to them, from an insect skipping or a bird dipping. Perhaps even a turtle that had risen to the surface to take a wide-mouthed gulp of air. She wondered if she shouldn’t have said what she just did, if maybe she should have just let it be, and see where it took her, them. But she knew she would be unsatisfied with that, too. She and Liam needed to talk. That much was obvious.
“I had a wife,” he said eventually.
“Oh.” Terry’s voice became extremely sticky. She swallowed, hoping that he didn’t notice. Her heart thumped, and disappointment clawed at her.
“She died.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It was a long time ago,” he said without much difficulty. “But I loved her.”
“How long ago?” Terry asked. It couldn’t have been that long. Liam wasn’t much older than she was. He must have married very young. He turned to her, and looked right into her eyes. She felt the same pang in her stomach and jolt in her chest that she did when their eyes first met in between the train carriages on the way to Pingxiang. It was heady, intense, and when Terry broke eye contact, and was annoyed with herself for doing so. She returned her gaze to his.
“I don’t know exactly, to be honest.”
“You don’t?”
“I stopped keeping track a long time ago.”
Gulping, Terry was at a loss of what to say. “Stopped keeping track? It must have been a few years ago.”
“No. If I had to guess, I’d say about two hundred years ago.”
Terry blinked. She wasn’t sure what was going on. Had he said what she thought he had said? Had she heard wrong? “Excuse me?” she asked with a slight shake of her head.
“You heard me right, if that’s what you were wondering.”
“Two hundred years ago?”
“Yes.”
Red flags shot up flag poles in Terry’s head. This wasn’t right. She didn’t know what was going on, but she knew that this was not right, not at all. Was he messing with her? Was this some kind of prank?
“I don’t believe you,” she said, her voice lacking in conviction. He seemed too sincere, too serious, and the subject matter wasn’t something one just joked about.
“I’m telling you the truth,” Liam said, sighing. He wasn’t irritated, but he seemed disappointed that she wasn’t taking his word for it.
“You were alive two hundred years ago?” Terry couldn’t believe she’d asked it. She felt distinctly idiotic. Her pride was hurt. She realized that she had trusted him. She didn’t anymore. He was lying, there was no doubt about that. Why would he lie about something like that? Why would he lie about a dead spouse?
“Yes.”
“You know what, I think we’ve had too much to drink. I’m going back to the guest house.”
“No you’re not,” Liam said, and Terry turned to him, wide-eyed, challenging. “Please, stay.” It was as much a request as it was an order. “I’ve learned not to tell my story. People don’t want to hear it. I’m telling you because I want you to know. You need to realize that.”
“I like you,” Terry said, “but you’re going to fuck this all up if you do this shit to me now. Don’t tell me stories, Liam. Stop lying. Stop hiding.” She didn’t bother to stop her anger from singeing her tone.
“Listen to me, Terry. There is a lot you don’t know about me.”
“And I wonder why that is?”
Liam paused. “Just hear me out.”
Terry exhaled, but nodded eventually. “Yeah, okay.”
“Everything I just said is the truth, and-”
She interrupted him. “Care to explain to me how you were alive two hundred years ago when you don’t look a day over thirty?” Irritation once again crept into Terry’s voice. “What, are you immortal? Are you a god? Did you find the fountain of youth? Did you drink from the Holy Grail?” She had fired off the questions like bullets from a machine gun.
“None of that,” Liam said, pausing again. He met her eyes, and Terry saw a sadness in the way he looked at her. “It’s because I’m not human.”
“From Mars, are you?”
“I’m a shapeshifter.”
Terry found herself lost for words for the second time since they had arrived at the lake. She simply looked at him, trying to process just exactly what he meant. Her first thought was not ‘What is a shapeshifter?’ but ‘How long does a shapeshifter live for?’ She asked him.
“Some have been known to live for nearly four hundred years,” Liam said without missing a beat. “But the average is around three-fifty.”
“Okay,” Terry mumbled, drawing out the two vowels. “So what exactly is a shapeshifter?”
“You never read books? Or watch TV?” A brief smile flickered across his face.
“Sure. Like, werewolves? Or like Dracula who can turn into a bat?”
“Um, something like that. Werewolves turn on a full moon, though, and Dracula never really existed, though his myth was probably based off a shifter. Actually, werewolves like you meant don’t exist, either. At least, as far as I know.”
Terry laughed. He had said it so matter-of-factly, and with didactic intonation as well, that she simply couldn’t hold back. She laughed, and laughed, and began to think about just how much she had had to drink. “Okay,” she said eventually, the laughter waning. Liam was simply looking at her with an amused expression on his face.
Terry’s anger ruffled, and she put a hand on her hip. “What?”
“Nothing. Just, I didn’t expect you to laugh.”
“Yeah,” she said. “And I don’t really know why I’m laughing.”
Liam said nothing to that, and Terry’s frustration only grew.
“So, anyway, what exactly can you shift into?”
“A bear.”
“Anything else?”
“No.
“That’s disappointing.” Terry knew she was being nasty, but she couldn’t help it.
“You don’t believe me, do you?”
“No.”
“What if I showed you?”
“Go on, then!” Terry had almost shouted it, daring him. She found herself once again getting angry, and she realized where it was coming from. She couldn’t possibly be with this person. Worse than rejection, it was disappointment. She had invested so much into the possibility, and now he was spouting this nonsensical bullshit. It was all just a heap of disappointment.
When Liam got up, her eyes didn’t follow him. She stared at the surface of the lake, trying to count the reflected stars. She lost count at thirty something, and so looked over her shoulder. Liam was nowhere in sight.
“Figures,” she murmured. She was busy teaching herself a lesson, chiding herself internally for liking him as much as she did, and as quickly as she did, when she heard a rustle behind her. “Piss off, Liam,” she whispered, and she looked over her shoulder and screamed.
A great brown bear was at the foot of the jetty looking directly at her. She covered her mouth with her hand, willing her voice back into her vocal chords. It was a fucking bear! Her first thought was to run, but then she remembered that running from wild animals was generally a bad idea.
It was only after interminable seconds of panic and pure dread that Terry realized the obvious: Liam had been telling the truth. “No fucking way,” she said, shaking her head. She didn’t believe it, she couldn’t believe it. That Liam, a man, had transformed into this big hulking beast was beyond the realm of possibility. Terry furrowed her brow. Where did all the extra meat come from?
Her racing thoughts were silenced when the bear took a padded step toward her. She saw the huge paw lift up, bend at a joint practically invisible beneath the beast’s shiny coat, and come softly onto the first wooden plank. The small pier groaned loudly, and Terry thought she might have felt the entire thing wobble.
“Wait,” she said, putting out a hand, but the bear was already taking its next step toward her. She could hear its breathing even though it was half a dozen meters away, deep and calm, as though the thing was sucking up gallons of air with each breath it took. And the way the bear’s chest and back heaved with its breathing, Terry didn’t doubt that for a second.
The animal had a fantastic strength to it, each step it took deliberate and assured. The wooden planks continued to complain, creaking and bending beneath the weight of the beast. The animal’s whole body moved with an odd grace she didn’t expect from something so large. She could see the bear’s shoulder blades jut up out of the creature’s back with each forward step, framing its gigantic, utterly inhuman head.
“Fuck,” Terry whispered to herself. The second wave of mind-blowing understanding came crashing down on top of her. Every culture, every people, had legends of men and women that could turn into animals, or were grotesque amalgams of human and animal. Those legends, those stories, were all based off truth! How many shapeshifters were there in the world? How many were like Liam, living for centuries?
Terry half expected to faint. Isn’t that what people did in the movies? See Dracula? Faint. See Frankenstein? Faint. See aliens? Faint. But she wasn’t fainting. Her mind felt clearer than it had the whole night. All that buzz from the beer hoi had worn off. Her vision was no longer fuzzy around the edges, and she could feel the quick pulse of adrenaline in the veins in her wrists and her fingers.
Right on the edge of the pier, she could not step back unless she wanted to get wet. She wasn’t about to try and run away, either, even though every instinct in her body was screaming at her to run. She knew it was Liam beneath all that muscle and fur. She could see it in the bear’s tiny eyes.
The bear did not stop its slow advance. She could feel the beast’s heat, now. It was only a mere two meters away. She hadn’t realized that the heads of bears were quite so large. It was huge, dwarfing her own, and the beady eyes and heart-shaped button of a nose were blacker than the night sky.
A rush of warm breath washed over her, but it didn’t smell like much. In fact, and Terry grinned, it was almost like there was a fleeting hint of the smell of the mint she’d shared with him.
“Liam?” she asked, her voice lacking the volume of confidence. The bear didn’t respond, and she didn’t know if she had expected it to. She might have just cracked up into laughter if the bear could speak.
“Is that really you?” This time, though, the bear did respond. It moved its head down and then up; a slow, single nod. “Oh my God,” Terry breathed, shaking her hands in front of her like she was trying to dry them out or fling off a bug, a wave of nerves and nausea flooding into her. She turned around, rocking from the balls of her feet to her heels, and then spun back around again when she thought it probably wasn’t a good idea to turn her back on a bear.
“I can’t believe it,” she said. “I’m sorry, I just can’t. This is too fucking much. Stop it, I don’t want to see you as a bear anymore.” She looked into the bear’s eyes, was instantly afraid she might provoke it. It was that instinct, she just couldn’t let it go, and it was scaring her, making her feel both insecure and uncomfortable.
She tried to find somewhere on the bear’s face to look, and when she found the creature’s ears, sticking up off its head at a wide angle, tiny things that looked disproportionate to the bear’s head, she let out a sudden laugh. They were actually really cute! She wanted to just grab them and pull on them, and in the frenzy of emotion she was feeling, had to actually bite back the urge to do so.
“Please,” she said, looking at Liam – the bear. “Turn back into, uh, a human?” She asked it, and the idea that Liam, technically, might not be human shocked her senses into eerie clarity. She looked around, her head on a swivel. Someone else could be watching them! What if somebody saw? What if it was a police officer or a guard – would it look like she was being attacked? Would they shoot at Liam?
“Turn back,” she said, urgent. “Come on, Liam. It’s dangerous.” And the bear obliged. Before her she watched as the brilliant brown coat shortened, as though growing back inside the body, and she saw the hulking mass of muscle and bone shrink, recede, withdraw. It pulled inward, like it was being sucked into a black hole, lumps disappearing at once in a fashion that made her feel sick, like the worst kind of body horror. She saw the shape of a man now, just a vague outline, an impression, a hint. But it became more solid, more certain, and soon she could see the shoulders, arms. The bear’s body became a recognizable torso, the hair was almost all gone, and now she was looking down, at a crumpled thing on the pier, watching as it morphed, almost too slowly that it was uncomfortable to witness.
And then it was Liam. He was completely naked. Terry stepped back absent-mindedly, found no more pier, and was strangely okay with getting completely soaked, when Liam’s arm darted out of his crouched figure to grab her hand and pull her back. He was on his knees, and she didn’t even bother to try and hide the fact that she was looking. She was definitely looking.
His body reminded her of a sword; nothing wasted, and everywhere a hard edge or surface. As her eyes traveled downward, her mind telling her not to stare, she saw his manhood, and she was impressed, though unsurprised.
“Thanks,” she said, her voice breathy, and Liam smiled a little at her, and she became quite embarrassingly aware that he had watched her stare. “Sorry!” she said, turning around quickly.
“For what?” Liam asked. Terry heard him get up, heard the planks creak again as he made his way back to the bank. She turned, unashamed of wanting to look at his bum. And yeah, it was a nice ass, generous and obviously firm.
“Um, looking?” she answered even as she watched him. He reached the bank, and there she saw at his feet something she hadn’t noticed before. It was his clothing, and hilariously, it was folded neatly. “You folded your clothes?” she blurted, shaking her head at him. Everything was clashing.
“Yeah,” he said, shrugging at her and smirking. “Old habit, I guess.”
“Uh huh,” Terry sounded.
“You’re still looking.”
“Oh!” Terry turned again, Liam putting on his briefs disappearing out of the corner of her vision. “You know,” she said, throwing her words up and over her head. “People aren’t usually comfortable with getting naked like that.”
“You didn’t believe me,” Liam stated. “So I had to show you. Besides, I was naked as a bear, and completely fine with that. Why care if I’m naked as a man?”
“Because that would be normal human behavior,” she said, realizing she had answered his question.
“So, do you believe me now?”
“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “Can I turn around now?”
“Yes.”
She turned and saw he was fully dressed, his shirt unbuttoned at the top, and his jacket hanging loosely off his shoulders. He was sitting on the bank, elbows rested on his knees.
“Were you scared?”
“A little.”
“What of?”
“What?” Terry asked.
“What were you afraid of?”
“I don’t know,” she said after a pause. “You were a bear. It’s scary.”
“I stay in control.”
“So you could hear me and understand me and everything?” She walked across the pier and sat on the bank next to Liam. She leaned into him a bit, so that they were shoulder to shoulder.
“Yes, I could.”
“But you can’t speak when you’re a bear.”
“No. The muscles just aren’t there.” His face bunched up as he tried to figure out how to explain it. “It’s a bit like pointing a remote control at the wrong television,” he eventually said. “You know where the buttons are, but there’s no reaction.”
“That’s so weird,” Terry murmured. “Wow! I am still so shocked.”
“Most people are when they find out.”
“Do many people know?”
“There was a time when they did,” Liam said. “You know, the legends and the myths have to come from somewhere. But my kind are basically extinct right now. I am one of the last.”
“Last of the shapeshifters, huh? How did you all die out if you live for so long?”
“We didn’t die out,” Liam said, and she heard grit and rage in his voice. “We were hunted to extinction.”
“Hunted?”
“Yes. By monsters.”
“You mean other shapeshifters.”
Liam opened his mouth to speak, but he didn’t say anything, and Terry wondered if she’d touched on something. “Other shapeshifters hunt you?”
“Some,” he said. “When more people knew, it was mostly men who were afraid. Some of us were recruited, willing to turn on their own for a profit. They must have known that they would eventually become targets themselves.”
“How do you die?”
“Same way you do,” he said. “We heal a bit faster, live a bit longer, but a bullet or a knife has the same effect on me as it does on you.”
“But I don’t believe you are still being hunted,” she said. “I mean, nobody knows shapeshifters exist. Who can hunt you if they don’t know?”
He breathed out slowly. “Nobody knows because there are so few of us left. That I know of, there is still one shapeshifter hunting me and others like me.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know.”
“Is that what happened to your wife?” Liam looked at her for a moment, as if unhappy that she had asked. “Hey, I’m just asking. You told me about her first.”
“Yes. She was not like me, but he killed her anyway.”
Like the sun breaking over the horizon, Terry knew why he had been so distant, so resistive of her every attempt to get to know him. He couldn’t risk it.
“It was a wolf.”
“That was what he shifted into? The shapeshifter who killed her?”
“Yes,” Liam confirmed. He seemed unfazed, as though the memory didn’t trouble him. “His name was Marcus.”
“But you escaped?”
“No,” Liam said, shaking his head. “We fought, and I hurt him. Badly. But I wasn’t going to kill him. He was one of us. I let him hobble away.”
“You didn’t try to find him again?”
“Why?” Liam asked, and he looked at Terry. She tried to find sadness in his eyes, but she couldn’t. She didn’t know why it was important to find that. Maybe it made him more human, less of what he had just been moments before: an animal.
“I don’t know, revenge?”
“I told you. I wasn’t going to kill him. I hurt him and I didn’t feel better. What would have been the point?”
“I’m sorry,” Terry said. “I don’t really know what to say.”
“It’s fine. I’m fine.”
“You’re not sad at all?” She was quite aware that she might be pressing a nosy finger into a still-open wound, but she needed to know.
“I was once. But now,” and his voice trailed off. He leaned back on the bank, supported on one elbow, and looked up at the large moon. “It was bigger than that.”
“What?”
“The moon that night.”
“Why don’t you seem sad, Liam?”
“I was before. But, now, so much time has passed, and I don’t know. I just don’t feel it anymore. Ever get hurt when you were young? I mean, emotionally?”
“Of course.”
“Still feel the pain now?”
“It’s not really pain, but-”
“That’s it. It’s not really pain. I am sad, but more and more that sadness is academic. It really hurt once, I remember that. I don’t remember crying, but I did leave. I traveled on my own. That was the start of it all. I went all over the world. In the beginning, that was when it was worst. I went to Asia, north and south, east and west, all over the whole continent. But back then it was quite different, all of it was quite different.” He seemed to become aware that words were falling out of his mouth. He shut his jaw, clenched it, and then spoke again. “So, yes, I’m sad, but not like I used to be.”
Terry looked at him. He had leaned back, elbows buried in loose leaves, and he wasn’t meeting her eyes. Instead he was looking up at the sky. His face wasn’t lined with sadness, and his eyes were not wet with grief. He didn’t look bothered.
“It hurts me to hear what happened to you,” she said, taking a cue from how he seemed to be so unaffected by reliving the memory. “But what’s going on with us?” she asked. It had to be asked.
“What do you mean?”
“What do you mean what do I mean? It’s obvious, Liam. Don’t dodge it. I mean, you were married.”
“I was, yes.”
“I don’t know,” Terry said. “I never really imagined I’d be interested in a guy with, you know-”
“I’m interested in you,” he said, interrupting her. “But I don’t know what you want to explore right now. I have lived for so long, and experienced so much, there really isn’t any way you can be a part of that. But I’m glad I met you now, and I’ll be alive for a lot longer.”
“I don’t really know what you’re trying to say, Liam.”
“I look forward. All the time. There is no point in looking back. Life is too long for me to look back. There is too much. I’ve lost more memories than I can remember having made, if that makes any sense. So I look forward. I go forward. All the time. I don’t stop. I don’t talk about before. At least, I haven’t for a long, long time.”
“So there have been other times?” Terry asked, feeling the sting of silly hurt and petty jealousy. She knew that she shouldn’t feel that way, but she couldn’t help it.
“When I first saw you, I was drawn to you,” he said, this time turning to look at her. “In a way that so rarely ever happens. In any other life, in any other time, if I had seen you, I’m sure I would have felt it then and there, too. I’m not really good with words.”
“That’s true,” she managed to slip in as Liam took a breath.
“But I know what I want. It’s you.”
But Terry was resisting him now. She didn’t exactly know why, either, but she was. “Forget about all of this. I’m still a bit drunk. Tell me more about yourself. Why a bear?”
“Why a bear?”
“Yeah. Why not, you know, a jaguar or something?”
Terry only half-listened while Liam explained how he ascertained that his animal was a bear. He told her of when he was a child, he came across a brown bear in a stream, waiting for the salmon to return. He had been playing, but his friends had run off, leaving him alone. His feet were glued to the cold bed of the stream, and he had watched the bear, locked eyes with it. The beast and the boy had stared at each other for minutes, and then the bear had walked away, turning its back on the boy, its large rear swaying left and right as it left the stream and disappeared into the tree line.
Liam explained that he could feel that something had changed in him, but he didn’t know what. It wasn’t until he was scared one night, lost in the woods after foraging for a medicinal root at his father’s request, when he first changed. It was a reflex; the shift was something he couldn’t control, but he could control the beast. He didn’t know what he had become. He couldn’t see himself. But he thought of that bear, and when he calmed, he changed back into a boy.
The words floated around in Terry’s head, but she wasn’t really listening. She was lost in her own thoughts, trying to reconcile rogue feelings of jealousy, of rejection. Did she really expect to be his first? She thought that was it, a silly schoolgirl’s thought, but it wasn’t. She had already reconciled the fact that he could have been with countless woman.
It was something else, and something she couldn’t really shake. He had been married, and his wife had been taken from him. She couldn’t imagine the kind of hurt that would cause, the kind of scars that would leave. It was almost as though she were angry at him for even allowing himself the time he had spent with her, as though he were betraying his wife.
And that was where Terry realized her reservations lay. Her thoughts, though not crystallized, were that of lingering doubts, a new cloud on the horizon. She wasn’t sure if she’d get over it. She wasn’t sure anymore if this wouldn’t be just an impromptu friendship, a tryst-that-never-was between two travelers, two backpackers that would end sooner rather than later.
“I don’t know what it was, but as soon as I saw that bear, something changed. And when I first changed, it was like I found a new muscle I could control.” The words snapped Terry out of her thoughts.
“Yeah.”
He didn’t respond. He looked out at the lake again. Terry felt a kind of frustration start to well. Why couldn’t he just make a move? What was all this dancing around accomplishing? She was perfectly cognizant of the fact that the more she waited, the more her own doubts would begin to color the way she looked at him. And she wanted him, to be with him. She didn’t want to reach that stage where they couldn’t be together, without having been together.
“Liam,” she began, but his dark gaze was fixed upon her, and cutting off her words, he kissed her. It was the sort of kiss that told her he had claimed her lips, and doing so in between his. Her breath froze in her throat. She hadn’t been expecting that. She didn’t kiss him back at first, but instead let his soft lips explore hers, feel his warmth radiate through her.
And just like that, her thoughts of resistance turned traitor to her. Her turbulent doubts and unending questions were silenced. And she kissed him back, a little reluctantly, but that was all the permission he needed.
His hands were on her body then, exploring her every curve and line, and where his skin met hers, there was left a static tingle that sucked her breath away, and made her heart hammer.
“Liam,” she breathed, half a moan. “Wait.”
And though his hands slowed, and his lips no longer captured hers, he did not stop, he did not pull away. He looked at her, and she saw a burning desire in his smoldering eyes, a hunger that she had not seen before. It was like the seal to his depths had been broken, and pouring out was everything she had wanted before, and, she was forced to admit, what she still wanted now.
She pushed her chest out, met his body with her bosom, and her arms were around him, roaming over his firmness. “Liam,” she breathed into his mouth before recapturing his lower lip unconsciously, sucking on it. “Liam, wait. I’m-”
He pulled back, looked at her. “I’ve wanted you since I first laid eyes on you.”
“Hold on,” she stammered. Insecurity flooded into her. What she had secretly craved before, the attention she had wanted, now that it was upon her, doubts were doing their best to thwart it.
“I know,” he said, his voice low. And then his mouth was on hers again, taunting her with his tongue, daring her to open herself to him, to let him in just that half inch.
And she did. Their tongues met, danced, and shivers erupted along her body. She could feel his urgency in each movement of his hand, now exploring her underarms, pulling on threads of wanting and desire from her core.
She craved him at that moment. She did. She wanted to resist, wanted to reconcile what they had been talking about, but she was caught in a clutch of sudden and intense passion, and she was unable to shield herself from his sweltering advance, let alone her own body shouting at her not to stop.
Their bodies entwined together, dry leaves the color of October crunching beneath them as shifted, writhed, and hooked their bodies together. She could feel his heat through his clothing, feel the energy he held in his taut body, the ultimate tease of what he could do for her.
Terry shivered as he pressed her back against the ground, as with one hand he held both of hers above her head, and with his other he explored the curves of the insides of her thighs, up and over them, her hips and her lower back.
That hand slipped under her dress, and was running along her abdomen, up to her breasts, teasing her nipples to tender, sensitive points, leaving her breathless and dizzy and wanting for more. His urgency, her body that he laid claim to, was potent and heady, like a tornado it eradicated any remaining doubts she had, any lingering worries. Her ramparts crumbling, she knew she was his. She knew that, somehow, through the silkily deft touch of his lips, his hands that left trails of fire in their wake, that she was utterly, completely his.
And that knowledge filled her with a sticky anticipation, a yearning that, now unleashed, could never be quashed.
He eased the shoulder of her dress down, freed one of her breasts, and she gasped as he plucked from her bare bud sweet sensations from her very core, the part of her that, moment by moment, was growing more sensitive, more anxious.
And then his hand was roaming downward, back to her thighs, and at first she had tried to keep her legs closed, but his impassioned touch melted that fleeting notion of modesty.
How could she refuse him any longer when his every touch, every swirl of his tongue against hers, the way in which he pushed his body into hers, urged her ever upward, insisted that she explore the new world which he had to offer. Though it had all been so sudden, he was like a feral beast had been let loose from his cage, and he was determined to sate his pent-up hunger.
And when his fingers brushed over her short curls, found the hardened nub below, it sent rockets of longing roaring through her, tendrils of wanting thrilling through her. Her body stretched out, like a cat wanting more, a request for him to put to rest her longings, to prod and stimulate her desire.
All she could hear in her mind was a voice telling her that he had wanted her all along, and that he wanted her now. Every doubt she’d had was distant now, on the horizon and zooming away. The voice told her to recognize that she wanted him too, and so to touch him, to feel him, to take from him what he was taking from her, and to give to him what he was giving to her.
She arched her back, pushed her hips upward, and rubbed them against his groin where she felt his manly iron readiness. He let her own hands explore his hard body, converge on his crotch where she cupped him, allowing her feminine pride to bloom as she felt the hardness there, heard him groan, and waited for his lips to come crashing back down onto hers.
She writhed with impatience in his arms, and frantically worked the buttons of his shirt, pulling the thin fabric over his round and rolling shoulders. She craved for him to get in between her legs, to drive himself into her and grant her body the rapture and release it sought so strongly.
Her fingers at his buckle, she freed him then, gasping and moaning softly as he continued to caress her heated sex. She wrapped her hand around his impressive girth, felt his tip already slick, and then he was above her, a nipple in his mouth, sending taunts and teases through her nerves as he elicited from her ever more desire.
“Liam,” Terry groaned, her voice throaty, lust-laced. Her inhibitions had crumbled, her little worries and nags and doubts swept away in the storm that was his urgency and his unrepentant need to explore her with his hands and with his mouth. He was in between her legs then, and he devoured her like a starving animal. He drank from her like it was the one thing that would keep him from perishing. And she soared to heights she couldn’t remember having experienced before, and was overcome with the potency of his passion.
And then he was gently easing himself into her, setting her insides aflame, a flash of pain gone in the blink of an eye as she grew accustomed to his width. Her body came alive with a throbbing, dangerous need, and she whimpered for him to bring her to bliss, begged for him to as her hands raked down his back, nails scratching into the taut skin and hard muscle, to find his round ass and squeeze it.
She wanted to cry out, awaken all of Hanoi, but it was what remaining modesty her occupied mind could still marshal that stopped her from doing so, that kept her moaning through her teeth, or kept her clamping onto Liam’s shoulders so that her thrown vibrations of pleasure went into his body instead of the night air. Her womanhood was on fire, and she matched him, stroke for stroke, holding onto his body, lifting herself to the rhythm that he set.
And with his hand still in between them, still setting her bud ablaze, it was like a match struck and bursting into flame. She reached her crisis, toed the precipice, and he drove her off it, filling her up, and that imprisoning knot of need burst into flame and freedom, a turbulent tempest of ecstasy and thundered in her center, and sent ripples and waves to her fingers and her toes.
Liam lowered himself, and she could feel the heat of his body as he thrust between her quivering thighs. His hands were insatiable, deftly leaving her oversensitive nub, and now eating up her body with pinches, squeezes, and slaps.
“I love your body,” he groaned beside her. His voice had become even more gravely, scorched with the need which she had unlocked, or reawakened. And through the hazy aftermath of her completion, she gleaned through his movements that it was only the beginning. Soon enough her needs realigned with his, and she chased, with him, after the prizes and pleasures that lovers pursue in the writhing, entangled, breathless embrace of night.
CHAPTER FIVE
“So tell me about Borneo.” Terry held his hand as they walked around the lake, going the long way back to the guest house. Just moments ago they had been lying together, panting, and naked. But it was after the tide of lust had ebbed, been pulled away by the moon, that Terry hastily put her dress on, and urged Liam to return to the guest house with her.
Their pace was relaxed, almost meandering, and she mused on the thought that this was only the second time that Liam seemed to be enjoying their casual chatter. The first had been the Tam Coq boat trip, but even there, he’d seemed to be holding back.
“What about it?”
“What were you doing there?”
“Same thing I’m doing here.”
“Oh? What’s that?” Apart from ravishing women in the woods, she thought to herself. Wrong, she corrected herself. One woman.
Liam shrugged. “Living.”
Terry wondered if he was regressing back to his one-word-answer ways. “So why did you leave?”
“The hunter.” He looked at her, just a glance, and she knew that he saw the look on her face. “I left because of the hunter,” he explained.
“See,” Terry chirped. “It’s not that difficult! So I’m guessing he found you?”
“Yes. For a while, I was doing fine in Borneo. He tracked me down, but I lost him in the jungle. I heard rumors of a monster living in the wild, and so I went to find it. He was another like me.”
“Another?”
“Yes, a man named Leon. He’s strange. He’s a wolf, but stuck, somewhere in the middle, half way between.” Liam looked at her, narrowed his eyes and shook his head. That one obviously stumped him.
“Half way between a man and a wolf?”
“Yeah.” He looked away, his head cocked a little to the side. “It’s odd. I’ve never seen anything like it. He says he’s forgotten how to shift.”
“Do you believe him?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s possible, I suppose. People have forgotten their own names. But shifting, it’s like flexing a muscle.” He squeezed his fist in front of her to demonstrate. “I’m not sure how you simply forget that.”
“Maybe it’s psychological,” she suggested. “Psychosomatic, or whatever.”
“Maybe. He’s really old, too. I’m not sure how old, but I reckon he’s probably breaking a record.”
“Among shapeshifters.”
“Yeah. I get the impression that he’s lived twice my lifetime, and that’s something I’ve never heard of.”
“How can you tell if he’s lived longer than you?”
“You can just tell. There’s no secret message or code or whatever. It’s a bit like when you see someone and you know they’ve had a hard life. It’s the way he holds his body, the way he speaks. It’s everything, really.”
“So what, did you just stumble across him?”
“Yes,” Liam said. He made a face. Evidently, even he had found that bit surprising. “That is exactly what happened. I knew in general where to search, but just one day, I saw him through the trees.” He put out a hand. “He’s huge, a great big and hairy thing. Ugly as all hell.” Terry smiled. “And I just ran after him.”
“You weren’t scared?”
“No. I thought we might fight. I don’t know why. I was ready to shift, of course.”
“You fight better as a bear?”
“Of course,” he said. “I’m like five times bigger and heavier as a bear. Five times stronger, too.”
“Where does it all come from?”
“I don’t know,” Liam said. Once upon a time he had asked himself all the same questions that must be sparking in Terry’s mind, but he didn’t know. He had no answers.
“Is it tiring?”
“It can be.”
“So what happened with that Leon guy? Nothing?”
Liam shook his head. “He’s an odd man. He saw me when I was still a bit away. He just looked at me, and the look in his eyes stopped me dead. I wasn’t afraid, but I knew I was looking at something strange, something new. And then he just continued to walk. He didn’t say anything, or even appear surprised.”
“So what did you do?”
“I walked beside him. And eventually he spoke to me. He asked me what animal I was.”
“How did he know?”
“I don’t know,” Liam murmured. His face told her he was lost in thought, probably reliving the memory. She wondered how much he could remember. Did his brain fill up? Did he only have room to remember the big details, the broad strokes? Did he have to pick and choose between memories?
“How long were you there for?”
“In Borneo?”
“Yeah.”
“Nearly ten years.”
“What?” Terry blurted. “So you mean when I was still in school you were traipsing around in Borneo, looking exactly like you do right now?”
“I have a couple of new scars,” he said, and he smirked at her. “But, yeah, that sounds about right.”
“Jesus.” It was mentally odd having to try to reconcile his looks with his age. “You’re a really old man.”
“I am.”
“It’s okay,” she said, and she put her head against her shoulder. “I’ve always been sort of into older men. So when did you leave?”
“Just a few days ago. Got into Hong Kong, then China, and now Vietnam.”
“So why did you really come here?”
“I told you, because I like it.”
“There’s nothing more?” Terry pressed him. “I really get the feeling like you’re hiding something.”
“I’m not hiding anything. I already told you, I knew the last owner of the Lucky Phuc Guest House.”
Terry laughed, wondering why she even found it funny anymore. She let go of Liam’s hand and pulled his arm over her shoulders. He held her tight. “And?”
“And I reckon he’s dead.”
“What?” Just like that, the bubble had burst.
“Nothing dramatic. Old age, probably. I was last here thirty years ago. He was, I don’t know, a friend I suppose.”
“How do you know he has died?”
“That’s what I did yesterday. Spent time asking around, eventually I found someone who told me old Sammy had died.”
“His name was Sammy?”
“Yeah. That was his English name.”
“How did he get it?”
“Guess.”
Terry thought for a moment, but shook her head. “Don’t know.”
“Uncle Sam.” Liam face was somber.
“Really?”
“Yeah.”
“Is that weird?”
“I’m not sure. It could be. It also might not be. We certainly see enough t-shirts.”
Terry nodded. She had seen all the American cultural paraphernalia in the tourist shops and stalls. “Why don’t you find his grave?”
“What?” She could tell from the tone of his voice that he hadn’t been expecting that question.
“You know, get some closure.” She felt a wave of sympathy for him. Every now and then, a new kernel of understanding of what he was, of how long he lived, cracked open in her mind, and the implications were always staggering. This time it was the thought that he outlived people he had formed attachments with. It was heartbreaking, and went a long way to understanding why he had initially been so reluctant.
Then, a tailgating thought followed the first into her mind. He would outlive her. Would she end up breaking his heart by dying of old age? She didn’t want to think too far ahead, or presume to know the future, but the notion was sobering.
“I don’t know his Vietnamese name. I’d never be able to find him. And, besides, I’m not interested in doing that. Let’s change the subject.”
“Okay,” Terry said.
“Let’s talk about you.”
“No, let’s not. I feel kind of boring now.”
“You’re not boring,” Liam said. “You did just do something illegal, after all.”
Terry peered at him for a moment, wondering what on earth he was harping on about. The glimmer in his eyes and very slight smirk pulling at the corners of his mouth were what got the message across. “That’s illegal?” she asked, seconds too late realizing how stupid a question it was.
“Of course it is.”
“Well, then let me tell you about this one time I broke the law. Coincidentally, it was the same night I found out that shapeshifters fucking exist.”
“They do?” Liam asked. “You’re joking.”
“Cross my heart,” Terry said, before stopping. She regretted saying that. “Hey, come have a night cap in my room tonight?”
“Yeah,” Liam said. “Let’s do that.”
*
“What was that?”
Liam’s eyes darted to the window, before flicking back to Terry. “What?”
“I saw something big on our balcony.”
“Really?” He glanced at the door, saw only his reflection in the glass. “You sure?”
“I think so.” Terry’s voice wavered, and he put a hand on hers. They had gone inside, retreated from the mosquitos that came alive in the middle of the night. The television was on, but they couldn’t understand a word of it.
And then he saw it, a shadow too large to remain unworried, perched on the railing. He saw it through his own reflection in the glass, and on the bed beside him, Terry was also staring.
“There,” she said, pointing at the dark mass. It hopped away in a blur. “It’s gone. It was huge!”
“Wait in there,” Liam hissed, waving his hand down toward the ground.
“Why? I’ll just wait here.”
But Liam’s instincts had kicked up a storm of caution and worry in his mind. “No, no, go into the bathroom.” He watched as Terry tiptoed past the door reluctantly before he returned his attention to the balcony. He knew he’d seen something, but he couldn’t be sure what. They were on the fifth floor, so it couldn’t have been a bird or a cat. Besides, it had been far too big, and the way it had hitched and stopped to look at him, had been far too deliberate.
He opened the heavy door to the balcony, an old and rusty metal thing with glass squares inset in heavy frames. The hinges groaned, and he winced, wishing that he wasn’t making so much sound. Stepping out onto the balcony, he closed the door behind him, leaning against it.
“Come out,” he said quietly, keeping his voice low, so that Terry couldn’t hear him. A quick glance over his shoulder, back through the glass pane into the room told him that she was standing in the doorframe of the bathroom and watching through the same glass pane.
He waited for a few moments, but heard nothing. He tiptoed toward the railing, leaned over quickly, and saw the empty alley below, washing lines strung between the guest house he was in and the one opposite. Multicolored clothe pegs swung back and forth on the lines in the light evening breeze.
He turned around, leaned with his back over the railing so that he could look up. There were still two floors above him, and as he peered into the darkness, he saw two bright yellow spots flash in the darkness. “I see you,” he said, pulling his head back in, anticipating an attack.
Moments later he heard a voice from the balcony of the floor above. “Somebody got careless tonight.” He recognized the voice. It was one he hadn’t heard for a very long time.
“Marcus.” It was as if a wealth of memories had been dredged up from the bottom of a lake he had scratched off the map. Anger, rage, fury, and fear throbbed in his veins, and thumped in his chest.
“Long time, Liam.”
“Never long enough,” Liam said, venom in his voice. “What are you doing here?” He gripped the handrail of the balcony, and his knuckles were white.
“You know exactly what I’m doing here,” Marcus said, clucking his tongue. The noise irritated Liam, filled him with a deep longing to hurt Marcus again, but only this time he would break him. If he got his hands on Marcus, the wolf would never dare approach him again.
“And, like I said, you got careless,” the hunter continued. “You think nobody saw you? You sure that pretty little girl of yours didn’t call any attention to her when she screamed?”
“Marcus,” Liam began, backing up against the glass window and this time turning the handle so that it shut properly. “Don’t do this. Not here. What is wrong with you?”
“What is wrong with me?” The reply came back hoarse and full of venom. “Nothing is wrong with me. But you made your choice long ago, Liam, and you knew this day would come.”
“Would you rather I had killed you?”
“I bet you’re wishing you did now.”
“How did you know where to find me?”
“It wasn’t difficult. People talk.”
“Yeah? Like who?”
Marcus laughed without any mirth. “Fishermen can be bought for currency, Liam. It didn’t take much. And don’t you think my interest was piqued when I heard about illegals crossing the Vietnam border into China? Oh, or what about the fact that a hole big enough to fit a very large animal through was found, cut into steel mesh half an inch thick? You don’t do that that with a rusty hacksaw, Liam.”
“Marcus,” Liam said, a breath quivering as it left is lungs. “You know I’ll fight you and beat you again. I’m not lying, Marcus. I will break you this time.”
“That’s why you’ve been hiding, then?” the hunter continued, as though he hadn’t heard Liam. “So don’t ask me why I’m here, or what I want. Don’t be foolish. Don’t be an idiot, Liam. You know why I’m here. Worse, you brought this on yourself.”
“There are too few left, Marcus. You really want to be responsible for ending your own kind?”
“I won’t be ending it completely by killing you. But, eventually, yes, I will end my own kind!”
“What?”
“Aren’t you forgetting someone?” Marcus asked. “Your friend in Borneo?”
“You saw him?”
“Sure I did. I met his estranged lover, too. Keegan had lots to say about you.”
“Did he?” Liam asked, feeling a surge of anger at the boy he had spoken to that smoky night in Brunei. Then it hit him. If Marcus had talked to Keegan, then he must have found Leon! “Did you hurt Leon?”
“Hurt him?” Marcus asked, amusement turning his voice shrill. “Why would I do that?”
“Do you know him?” Liam asked, feeling like he was missing something.
“Of course I know Leon,” Marcus spat. “You’re just a boy, wading in shit neck-deep. I know much more about Leon than you do.”
“I don’t care,” Liam said. “I’m done with him. And I’m done with you, too. You’d better leave, Marcus. Remember what happened the last time we met?”
“I was younger then, inexperienced. But I’m not anymore. You, on the other hand, seem soft and weary. Are you sure you’re up to this?”
“More than you know.”
“Why is that?” Marcus asked. Liam had shifted right to the edge of the balcony on the right side of the wolf. He was certain that the hunter was standing on the left side of the balcony above him. “Is it your new mate?”
Liam’s eyes widened. “Her? She’s nothing but a distraction,” he said, imbuing his voice with as much disinterest as he could.
But Marcus laughed. “Such a distraction, and yet you shifted for her?” Marcus clucked his tongue. “I don’t think so. It looks like history is about to repeat itself, Liam. And you’re going to watch this time.”
A second of silence passed by before Liam heard a growl he was once very familiar with. “Don’t do it,” he said. He fell down into a squat, his muscles obeying him without wavering, without trembling complaint. “Not here. Not her.”
He knew what he had to do. He had to lead Marcus away. They had to get out of the city, or at least as far away from other people as possible. He saw a snout poke over the edge of the balcony above him, snarling, white razor-sharp canines bared, and angry yellow eyes behind them. The blade-faced wolf, huge, hopped down onto his level, landing on the railing first before skipping to the tiled floor, all agility and grace that disguised what Liam knew to be brute and terrifying strength.
The wolf paced left and right what little it could. The balcony was narrow. Liam shifted, quickly. It was more uncomfortable when he couldn’t take his time, but there was no choice. Mid-shift, he charged at the wolf, raked it with a heavy clawed paw, before jumping over it onto the handrail and kicking off, a leap to the adjacent building. His balcony was level with its roof-top, and he landed with a hefty thump on the rough concrete surface.
The wolf yelped at the strike, but took the bait, and for that, Liam was glad. Furious, Marcus turned, shot over the gaps between the buildings, drooling saliva and snarling with hatred. Liam now fully a bear, bounded across the roof-top, leading Marcus away from Terry. He leaped to the next roof, and again the next, before looking back. Marcus was on the chase, nimble and quicker than he, and so Liam pushed harder, his paws thundering on the concrete below him. It was late enough that there would be few witnesses, but he was sure he was waking people up.
There was no time to get out of the city completely. There was too much ground to cover. The next best thing was the lake. There would be nobody there.
*
Terry saw Liam shift in midair as he jumped off the balcony. She got up and ran to the balcony, watching as the wolf jumped off, too.
“Oh, thank God,” she breathed, relieved to see the two animals bounding across the roofs of the low-rises in their area. As fast as she could, she put on her shoes and a light hoodie and took the steps to the ground floor two at a time, bouncing off the walls of the landing and using her palms to protect her.
She turned her gaze upward, looking for the narrow view of the sky between two buildings to be momentarily broken by gigantic, monstrous shadows. Running across the empty street, she followed dull thudding noises, hoping that she was going in the right direction.
She saw a bear jump from one building to another in the distance, and she changed directions, and sprinted after it, wishing she wasn’t just wearing flats. Her shoes slapped against the ground as she chased after the two shapeshifters. It was only a guess but she was fairly certain she knew where they were headed. Liam was leading the wolf to the lake. There would be nobody there. She hoped.
Panting, the humidity clinging close, she willed herself to keep going. She cut through a narrow backstreet that she knew would exit her right at the road opposite the lake. She beat them there, and a look over her shoulder told her that they weren’t far behind her.
She leaped over a small chain fence, a little impressed with herself, before bounding down the bank of a lake, coming to a stop by a tree, gasping for air. She hid behind it, waiting for any sign of the two beasts. She didn’t have to wait long. She saw the two huge and dark figures run across the road, briefly visible in the cones of yellow light spewed down by the nearest lamppost. Liam was in what she could only describe as a full bound, and the wolf was sprinting low to the ground behind him.
“Liam!” Terry cried. The wolf was gaining, and it jumped onto his back. The bear roared in what Terry knew was pain as the wolf’s claws found flesh beneath the fur. The air rumbled with the sound of the bear’s cry, but still Liam kept going, with the wolf on his back.
“Bring him to me!” Terry shouted, and she looked around, frantic, desperate. She picked up a dry branch that had died and broken off the tree beside her. It would have to do. She held it up, ready to swing it, and she shouted to Liam again. “Bring him to me!”
The bear turned and started running toward her. She could see the wolf had clamped down on the back of his neck with its jaws, and she knew that she had only one shot at this to get him off. Liam was approaching her fast, and she pulled the branch back, and as they passed she swung.
The impact rumbled in her joints, shook her shoulders, and launched her backward onto the ground. The dry branch cracked and shattered across the hunter’s wolfen face, and the creature fell off the back of Liam, yelping as it rubbed at its eyes with its paws. With dust from the dead tree branch in the wolf’s eyes, Terry turned, clambered to her feet, and raced up the bank of the lake.
Hearing a low growl, she looked behind her, and saw that the wolf was in pursuit. She felt a thump of fear in her chest, and all the sounds of the night drained away. She could only hear the gravelly growling as it closed in on her.
“Liam!” she screamed. She couldn’t run anymore, completely out of breath, and she rounded a tree, moving left and then right, always keeping the trunk in between her and the wolf. “Liam!”
A great bellow erupted in the darkness, and it shook the very air. She looked to her left, saw the hulking figure of a bear charge out of the shadows. With her back to the trunk, she looked around the other side, heard a yelp so high pitched it made her hairs stand on end, and saw Liam had bitten into the side of the wolf, and was dragging the beast across the ground toward the lake.
Liam let go of the wolf, and Terry could see the dark blood spurting from the wolf’s wound. Missing from the wolf’s side was a huge chunk of flesh. The wolf was whining, legs pawing pathetically at the ground.
“Liam, are you okay?” Terry called out, leaning against the tree trunk. She watched as he shifted back into the shape of a man, stark naked, his hard body glistening with sweat.
“Stay there.” She swallowed and nodded, even though he wasn’t looking at her.
*
Liam glared down at Marcus. The giant wolf whimpered as blood shot out of a severed artery, hitting bushes meters away. He’d bitten down hard, had felt his teeth grate against the wolf’s rib cage. He got to his knees, panting, sucking in air from the exertion, and wiped the blood from around his mouth with the back of his arm.
“I told you I’d break you,” he shouted, angry still. The fight had dredged up old memories, and he was struggling to control the rage he felt for his hunter.
“Liam!” He snapped up and looked at Terry, still behind the tree.
“Stay there!” he ordered.
“Don’t hurt him anymore.”
Liam looked down at the wolf, and shook his head. The snarling and high-pitched protests of the broken beast were difficult to listen to. He got to his knees, pushed one against Marcus’ neck, immobilizing the wolf’s head, and he spread the fur around the chunk of flesh that was missing. A hole the size of a tennis ball, it was filled with blood, exposed yellow tendons, and white threads that he knew were nerves. Marcus would be in considerable pain.
“I told you I’d fucking break you,” Liam hissed. “This is going to hurt.” He reached into the wound, explored with his fingers, and the wolf howled in pain. He pressed his knee harder against wolf’s neck, turning its outcries to strangled gasps.
“Where are you,” Liam whispered to himself. He didn’t know where it would be, but he knew he’d know it when he found it. “Ah,” he breathed. He’d found the artery, large, rubbery, and slippery. He pinched it shut, stemming the flow of blood, and yanked it, pulling it out from under the blood pooling in the gaping wound.
“I could kill you now,” he growled, and he put his hand around the wolf’s neck and squeezed. “I told you not to do this, Marcus.”
The wolf snarled at him, tried to snap at him, and Liam let go of the artery and hit the wolf hard in the snout. He hit it again and again. The wolf yelped and whinnied.
“Liam, no!” Terry screamed. He could hear her running toward him, but he didn’t stop hitting the wolf until he had broken one of its teeth off. The skin on his knuckles was shredded. Replacing his knee on the wolf’s neck, he picked up the dagger-like enamel, an inch long, and he focused his attention back on the wound.
“I told you to stay there,” he said. He was angry that Terry hadn’t listened. “So get back there.”
“I’m not going to let you torture him,” Terry yelled. “Look what you did to his face.” She was standing on the other side of him, trying to look into his eyes.
“Go back,” Liam said, looking into the wound. The artery had receded again into the flesh, and so he had to dig his fingers inside and find it. He took his knee a little off Marcus’ neck, and the wolf’s howl of agony echoed in the night.
“Stop moving, Marcus.” He found the artery, pinched it shut again, stretched it out, and folded the end over, like an envelope flap. He pushed the tooth through the fold, piercing, with some difficulty, the rubbery artery walls, and stopping most of the blood flow. “I don’t know which one this is,” he said. “Marcus, I don’t know which artery this is!” He was looking at the wolf, trying to place where the artery would be if he shifted back into a man. But he couldn’t. “You’re going to need a doctor.”
The wolf responded only with a growl, and this time snapped backward, going for Terry’s feet. “I told you get back!” Liam bellowed at Terry. He saw her jolt. “Get back!” She nodded, and ran back to the tree she had been hiding behind.
“Do that again and I’ll kill you, Marcus.” Liam dug is knee in harder. “Leon is on the Indonesian border. He moves along it. He’ll still be there. Go find him. Talk to him. Stop doing what you’re doing. We’re one of the few left. We’re the last, Marcus. Talk to him. He’ll take care of you. But first, get your wound looked at, or I guarantee you that you’ll bleed to death.”
But Marcus only snarled, blood and saliva dripping from his snout and nostrils. Liam stepped back and the wolf got to its feet, its legs trembling. The wound was still leaking blood at an alarming rate, and Liam knew that Marcus wouldn’t be able to fight for much longer. He also knew that Marcus wasn’t giving up.
“Don’t fight me anymore, Marcus,” Liam warned. “You’re not going to beat me.” Liam squatted, changing into his bear form, and as he did so, as his skin stretched, he felt knifing pain on the back of his neck. So Marcus had wounded him, too. The adrenaline must have been numbing him.
Liam stared at the wolf. It was pacing left and right, limping on its left side where he had bit him. The wolf looked between Liam and Terry. Liam roared, but it was too late. The wolf set off at a sprint, aimed after Terry, savagery in its snarls.
*
Terry couldn’t remember a time when she had ever been as scared as she was at the moment the wolf went for her. It was odd, watching the huge and ferocious beast turn to her, in its eyes the look of someone who had killed before, something that had taken lives. She stopped hearing anything. She felt like she was in a movie, and everything was slowing down. She felt like eyes were trained on her, and she didn’t know what to do.
Instinct told her to run, but she knew the wolf would catch her. She looked up the tree, but she knew she could not climb it. She thought about trying to fight, but that would be a futile effort, and would only end with her death, which was where all the options present to her converged.
And though Terry did not consider herself a coward, though she often made the tough decisions, and had been told many times that she was a brave person, she felt no courage now. The icy fingers of fear were wrapped around her heart, and she couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t move, she couldn’t make a decision. She was frozen, rooted to the ground like the tree beside her. It was all over. The only hope she had was Liam.
Behind the wolf, charging up the bank, the large body of a bear closed in on her. She looked from the bear to the wolf, then to the tree beside her. The wolf would probably jump, and thought, and so she bent her knees, lowered her center of gravity. The paralysis had ended, and she knew she wasn’t about to go down without a fight.
Claws raking the leafy ground, the wolf’s run had a hitch on the side that it was injured, and Terry, her mind racing even though it felt like time had slowed down, decided that was where she was going to go. The wolf, meters away, lowered its body to jump, and Terry dodged sideways to the right. The wolf, half-way into its leap, tried to correct left, but couldn’t. It yelped in pain as it tried to turn, and Terry felt the damp soil of the bank on her face, and she knew she had dodged the wolf.
She scrambled backwards, getting to her feet. The wolf was facing her again, saliva dripping from its mouth, tongue hanging out, swollen and red. It was panting, exhausted, and her eyes went to the wound.
Liam roared, and the wolf’s head snapped to its left, and Terry’s to her right. A dull thud preceded a dry crack, and the wolf slammed into the tree trunk. Liam had head-butted it. Immediately the wolf began to shift back into a man. Its body receded, its hair was sucked inward, and a torso revealed itself, muscular, chunky, and pale-skinned.
Liam shifted quickly, took three strides toward her, closing the distance fast, and wrapped her up in his arms, one hand on the side of her head, and he held her tightly.
“I’m sorry,” he said into her ear.
“Are you okay?” she asked, her voice trembling. She pushed her head off his sweat-slicked chest, looked up at him, and saw a stream of blood trickling over his shoulders. “Oh, Liam,” she said, and she touched his face and turned his head. The wound on the back of his neck was leaking crimson, and she could see the jutting white of a vertebrae. “Oh, Liam, it’s not good.”
“I’m fine. I heal fast.” He let her go, turning toward the pillar-shaped hunter with thighs as thick as the tree trunks around them. “Marcus,” he breathed, shaking his head. The hunter was no longer a wolf, and he was unconscious. Terry studied his face, saw rough and blunt features that lacked nuance. He could be anybody, be from anywhere. Liam squatted down and turned Marcus’ body, examining the wound.
“Why did he change?” Terry asked. She looked around, wondering if anybody had seen them, but saw no signs of people. A light rumble drew her attention upward, and she saw a grey milkshake sky, clouds overlapping each other.
“He was knocked out.”
“So it was automatic?”
“The shift is like flexing a muscle,” Liam explained, without finishing the thought for Terry. But she got it. When knocked out, all muscles relaxed. He stood up, his hands dark with blood. “We need to get him to a hospital.”
“What?” Terry looked at him, and then down at the body of the hunter. “He just tried to kill me.” Her feelings had changed from just moments ago. She felt intense anger, and almost humiliation. She hadn’t known what to do. She had been afraid. She never wanted to feel that way again.
“He’s going to die. I have to do it.”
“Why?”
“Why?” Liam asked, whirling on her. “He’s like me. I already told you, there aren’t many of us left.”
“So? He just tried to kill you, and me! He killed your wife, for fuck’s sake!” Terry screamed it, hurled it at him, spat it at him. She wanted to slap him, push him. She wanted to hit him. She wanted to cry.
Liam came to her, held her again. She pushed against him, hit him on his chest, but he wouldn’t let her go.
“I can’t let a man die, and you can’t, either.”
“Fine, you go to the hospital,” Terry said. “I’ll go back to the room.”
“No.” Liam shook his head. “No, I’m not leaving you.”
“Then what?”
“I’ll carry him. We’ll go to the road, see if we can flag down somebody, and get them to call an ambulance.”
“Nobody is going to stop,” Terry said.
“Yes they will.” Liam went to the body and hoisted it easily onto his shoulder. “Come on, Marcus,” he whispered.
“Why would anybody stop for two naked men covered in blood?” Terry shouted. She began to walk away, her hands shaking.
“Terry!”
She turned. “What?”
“Wait. You’re right.” He put the body of the hunter back down, propped him up against a tree. “We’ll go back to the guest house, and get the receptionist to call the ambulance.”
“No,” Terry said, waving her hand at him and looking away. “Just take him. I know you need to.”
“No,” he said, and he approached her, but was interrupted.
“Liam,” Marcus groaned.
Terry stepped back, her eyes on the hunter. His brow was knitted, his face bunched up in pain, and he had both hands over the wound on his side.
“You asked for this,” Liam said, not leaving Terry’s side.
“I know.” He was having trouble speaking without groaning in pain. “Why did you tell me to see Leon?”
“I met him when he was in Borneo. He is calm. You could use some of that.”
“He’s my father, Liam.”
Silence was wedged in between them. “What?” Liam asked.
“He’s my father.”
Again Liam said nothing, and Terry looked between them. “Why don’t you go see him, then?” she asked, and the hunter looked at her, and tried to laugh, but wheezed, and spat blood from his mouth instead.
“Because I hate him.”
“Why?”
“Because he made me like this.”
Liam stepped forward. “What? Made you like what?”
“Like you.”
“Impossible,” he said. “We’re born this way.”
“Not me.”
“You just found out late.”
“No,” Marcus said, and he shook his head. “No, I’m telling you the truth. He found a way.”
“How?”
“I don’t know.”
“He says he’s forgotten how to change.”
“He didn’t forget,” Marcus whispered. “He lost it when he turned me.”
“You weren’t turned,” Liam said, his voice a hard edge. “We’re born like this.”
“You don’t understand,” Marcus said. “Everyone is born like this. Some of you just figured it out on your own. My father made me find it in myself. I never wanted to be like this!” He spat out the last word in disgust, and looked down at his body.
“I don’t believe you.”
“Believe what you want, Liam, but I am telling you the truth. And you,” he said, looking at Terry. “You asked me why. It’s simple. I hate him. I hate you that you’re with him. I hate my father. I hate our kind.”
Liam stepped in front of Terry. “That’s it?”
“That’s it,” Marcus said, laughing. “That was it when I killed your wife.”
Terry saw Liam’s body harden, and she held his arm. “Don’t listen to him,” she said. “Just forget it.”
“Were going.” Liam turned. “We’ll send an ambulance.” The hunter didn’t respond.
Terry, falling into step behind Liam, looked at the wound on the back of his neck. The wolf had bitten into him badly. “You’re going to need a doctor as well,” she told him.
“Yeah,” Liam agreed. He stopped and turned, held out his hand. Terry took it, and the two walked in silence back to the guest house. Nobody else was on the streets – it was late. Nobody would have seen the sculpted man, six feet and three inches tall, walking barefoot and completely naked, with a fully clothed woman beside him. And for that, Terry was glad.
EPILOGUE
“You have to see a doctor today, Liam.” Terry was cleaning the wound on the back of her neck, but it was clear that it was more than she could, or should handle. “You don’t want to risk infection.”
“Fine,” Liam said. “We’ll do that first thing.”
It was already starting to get bright, but Terry did not feel the weight of sleepiness. Everything had that happened had her nerves in a frenzy, and she knew that even if she tried, she couldn’t possibly go to sleep.
On the television, the morning news was showing footage of a great hulking man being carried by four paramedics on a stretcher, and being placed into the back of a small ambulance. He was unconscious, body limp, and bleeding profusely through a wound in his side.
“What do you think they’re saying?” Terry asked, referring to the news reporter who was speaking rapidly in Vietnamese. A square box with a blurred out human head appeared in the corner, and a bright red question mark faded into the center of it. “It’s obvious they have no idea who he is.”
“I don’t care,” Liam said. “He doesn’t have a passport or anything. He’ll be detained.”
“In prison?”
“Probably. He’s in the country illegally.”
“That won’t stop him.”
“No,” Liam agreed. His tone was somber, and Terry knew the source of it.
“He’ll hurt people to get out, won’t he?”
Liam sighed. “Yes.” His eyes were hard and fixed on the television, and she could see that he was holding emotion back, though exactly what that emotion was, she wasn’t sure. Some anger had to be there. Regret at not having killed him, on a base level? That might be it. But speculating was pointless, and she knew that even if she asked, he would not reply.
“What do you think he’ll do?”
“I don’t know,” Liam said. He shrugged.
“Do you believe him?”
“Believe what?”
“That the Leon guy is his father?”
Liam looked at her then. His eyes were narrow, but his head was nodding slowly up and down. “I don’t know why he would lie about that.”
“Do you believe that Leon turned him into, you know?”
“A shapeshifter?”
“Yeah.”
Liam shook his head. “I don’t know.” He looked up at Terry, and she saw cloudy confusion in his eyes. “I just don’t see how it is possible, to do what Marcus described. Maybe he got it wrong. Maybe Leon just figured out how to force the first change. Because it happens at different ages for shapeshifters. But every shifter I ever met, once they figured out the shift, they knew they were born with it. They knew that others were different, or that they were different from others. I never once thought, even vaguely, that anybody could do it, and it was just a process of unlocking the capacity.”
“But how do you know that not all humans can do it?” Terry asked. She didn’t expect to hear a reason informed by science and genetics, but she also would be disappointed if Liam was merely satisfied with groupthink superstition.
“I guess I don’t,” he admitted. “If Leon can do what Marcus said he could, then that would change… everything. But why hasn’t anyone else figured it out before?”
“Has anyone bothered?”
“I don’t know,” Liam said. “Already by the time I was born, our kind was nearly extinct. In my town, I was the only one.”
“Not your parents?”
“Nope.”
“Then how did you-”
“Don’t know.”
“Is it hereditary?”
“I don’t know, Terry.” Liam turned his gaze on her again, and she could see in his eyes that she sought the answers to these questions far more than her idle curiosity did.
“Sorry.”
“It’s fine.”
“If Leon’s found out how to force it, you know, or unlock it, then everything would change, wouldn’t it?”
“It would. But why would he be stuck in mid-shift as a result?”
“He could have given Marcus something, and lost something himself,” Terry murmured after a pause. She knew it was a meaningless utterance, but it was the best she could do armed with so little knowledge. It seemed absurd to her that what she would call today, though technically it was tomorrow, was when she found out that shapeshifters existed, that there were people on this planet who lived for centuries, and who could turn into animals at will.
She had been forcing herself not to satisfy her curiosity by asking Liam what it had been like in 1800s, or the 1700s. She wanted to ask what it was like that he’d seen the world change, so very much, before his very eyes. He’d watched the industrial revolution globalize the world, had seen countless wars erupt, some spluttering out, others nearly ending the world. He’d seen the terrors and atrocities committed by humans endlessly over and over again.
It was another of those waves of understanding that came crashing over her. His whole character was more relatable now, less strange. He wasn’t some socially misadjusted man, awkward and sometimes cold and cruel. He was a man jaded, one who had closed himself off to save himself, because she could not think of anything else she might do to immunize herself from insanity. The only way would be to ignore the world, to escape into the wild, or at least escape from humans.
And she realized then that it was what Leon had done. Liam had told her that the beast had returned to the womb, or at least so he thought. That could be the only way. Liam had done something similar, hiding amongst simple people in the middle of a jungle. Perhaps he and Leon were more similar than he seemed prepared to admit.
And she understood Marcus a little better, too. Bitterness, anger, and hatred had pumped through his veins. He’d even said so himself. He didn’t want to be a shapeshifter. She saw how one could look at it as a curse, doomed to outlive your loved ones, different, and never feeling free in any human society. How could anybody feel at ease if they were in danger every time they flexed a certain muscle? How could they be denied the shift, like a person being denied their religion?
“Are you angry?” Terry asked. Her voice was soft. She intentionally soothed it. She didn’t want to come off that she was prying into his emotions. Terry knew that, if she was in his position, she would be angry. She would be furious. To be reminded so forcefully of what it meant to be the way you were, the implications that stretched forward through time, and the memories, both haunting and joyous, stretching backward through time like roots and tendrils – the human mind had never had to reconcile that before in all its history. She couldn’t help but wonder if all shapeshifters were ill-equipped to deal with the psychology of that, and as a result, were damaged goods. Traumatized, even if they didn’t know it.
Either way, she knew that she was going to stick by Liam’s side if she could. “It’s fine to be angry, Liam.”
“I am. A little.”
“Are you sad?”
“A little.”
Terry clasped his hand tightly. “You can be sad.”
He squeezed it back, running his thumb along her knuckles. “Thanks,” he said, smiling as he looked at her. “But I don’t need to be. At least, not for long. I’m fine.”
Like so many times in the few days they had known each other, a silence fell in between them. Not so much a wedge anymore, it was comfortable now, something normal. She knew that in time he would talk more, but he still had to get used to it. She leaned on his shoulder, sitting at the foot of the bed in her guest room, and together they watched the news on the television repeat itself over and over.
The same footage of Marcus being put into an ambulance, the four paramedics clearly straining with the weight of the great oaken trunk of a man, might have been amusing if they hadn’t known him, hadn’t met him. In the growing daylight, she hadn’t realized how meaty and muscular Marcus had been, and she became more impressed with Liam, having fought off something so large and so ferocious. Even in his bear form, Liam had only been a touch larger than the lithe wolf.
“So, what do we do now?” Terry looked toward the balcony, saw that the sun was beginning to rev into gear as it popped up over the horizon. She wanted to leave Hanoi. It just felt right to. And she didn’t doubt that the same thoughts were going through Liam’s head.
“Travel with me.” Liam looked at her, and she looked at him, and it was entirely new. His eyes were no longer doors rusted shut, only displaying the surface of his emotions. It was like those doors had been opened wide, and she was looking into him. It was a request, yes, but it was also a plea. Double-edged, like Liam’s entire character, she was coming to realize that everything he said, everything he did, would always have more than a single meaning, and would always link back to who he was, what he was.
This was not just a man chasing after what he wanted. This was a man who was letting her know that she was what he needed.
“Okay.” She said it without hesitation. She laughed after, a burst of relief, and also joy. Her eyes grew wet for a second, and she wiped them quickly. But she couldn’t keep the stickiness out of her voice. “Where to?”
“Let’s go south. We’ll stop where we want to until we hit Saigon. From there? Who knows?”
“It’s called Ho Chi Minh now, you know.”
“When I was last there, it was called Saigon.”
“That was-”
“During the war.”
“How did you get past military checkpoints and things like that?”
“Same way I got across the Pingxiang border crossing.” Liam looked at her, amusement in his eyes. “It was you!” she cried, pointing at him. “Oh my God, I didn’t realize that until now.”
“I don’t have a passport,” he said, shrugging. “I mean, how could I get one? I have no proof of birth or any form of identity.”
“I never thought about that.”
“Lots of little inconveniences come with being born over two hundred years ago.”
“I bet. I guess I’m glad to be my normal, mortal self.”
“Yeah,” Liam said, his voice fading.
“So, next stop?” Terry said quickly.
“There’s a city called Hue.”
“I’ve read about it.”
“I think that would be a nice place to stop. They have lots of great tailors there. You could get a dress made. I could get a new suit made.”
“Hue sounds good, and you look good in a suit.”
“You look good in a dress.”
“Thanks.” She felt a bit of warmth color her cheeks. “After that?”
“We’ll decide later.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “We’ll leave this afternoon.”
“Yeah,” Terry said. She was beaming at him. “Later.” Right now, time was something they both had. “Hey,” she said, remembering something that had bugged her earlier.
“What?”
“What’s your last name? You never told me.” Terry put a hand on her hip.
“To tell you the truth,” Liam said. “I’ve forgotten.”
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A Big Girl and Bad Wolf Romance
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Chapter 1: James
When you run in a pack, you spend so long immersed in the scent of your kin, that you carry them with you when you dream. Their personality, their mood, their emotions--everything that defines them in realit--persists in the world you visit when you sleep.
The elders teach that dreams are much more than an echo of a remembered scent. They believe that we all share the same dream. That when a pack dreams, they dream together, and that this shared dream is a sacred realm. A place of safety, hidden away from a dangerous world. A place where we can run free.
When I dream, I dream of fire. Fire and pain, and the screams of my dying kin. My own personal hell. Night after night, I try to reach them, but the flames are too high and moving too fast.
I see her through the trees. She’s crouching, holding two pups on either side of her. She’s calming them. She’s telling them not to be scared, even as the flames lick at them, and the thick choking smoke curls around them.
She sees me through the smoke. I want to go to her. To be with her at the end. She is not my true mate--it was a political union--but she is still my mate, and I still love her. She howls.
Kill them my love. Find them and kill them all.
She is defiant to the end. It is how I will always remember her. Then, there is an explosion. I don’t know what. Something comes hurtling towards me, and my world flares with pain, then goes dark.
- X -
I woke up covered in a thin sheen of sweat. For a moment, I was back in that fire, choking on the dark smoke and the stench of burning fur. I ran to the sink and gripped the cold porcelain in both hands as I waited for the nausea to pass.
I needed coffee. Coffee and a run. A real run. I needed to get out of the city. Out of these filthy clothes and just run and run until I couldn’t run any more. I wanted to run, and I wanted to hunt. I wanted to kill.
That would have to wait. For now, I needed to stay put. I spent half an hour on push-ups and sit-ups, working out until my muscles burned. It wasn’t the same, but it would have to do.
I couldn’t resist a glance in the mirror on the way to the shower. Even though I had no pack, I was still an alpha, and with that came a certain amount of pride in my physical condition.
Unlike regular folk, appearance wasn’t nearly as important. I didn’t have to be better looking than my rivals. I just had to be able to run faster and longer.
But out here in the world? I put a hand to my face and felt the stubble against my palm. I’d been told I was handsome, but a little rough around the edges. Some people liked that. Some people were intimidated by it. I bared my teeth and grinned at my reflection. Some people liked to be intimidated by it.
I was in the middle of a shower, when my phone began to ring, but I ignored it, and took my time. Kent could wait. It was always Kent, my handler. Kent telling me he wanted to meet. Kent telling me he had a job for me.
While I showered, I fantasized about running down Kent and ripping his throat out. This made me feel better. Almost human.
Almost.
- X -
Kent smirked at me over his coffee. He wanted to say something, and I wasn’t in the mood to play games.
“What?” I snarled.
“I was just thinking we should get you a collar or something. ‘If lost: return to the FBI,’ or something like that.”
My handler never tried to hide his disdain for my kind. As far as he was concerned, I was his bitch, and he let me know this at every opportunity. He leaned back and took another sip of his cappuccino. He liked to think he was unreadable, with his eyes hidden beneath mirrored sunglasses, but there are other ways to read a man. He could hide his eyes, but he couldn’t hide his scent. Outrage, disgust, and more than a little fear.
“How are you keeping, Jimmy?”
“I get by.”
“Still have those nightmares?”
I bared my teeth. He was on thin ice here. Kent may not have had anything to do with the fire himself, but I was pretty sure he worked for the people that did. In another life, I would have killed him then, and there, and taken my chances. But, it was hard to maintain my rage. After all, I worked for them, too. A traitor to my own kind.
I had my reasons. I did what I did to ensure the survival of my race, but working for Kent had another purpose. There was a war going on. A bigger picture that I’d only barely scratched the surface of. Working for Kent brought me another step closer to figuring out who was responsible for burning my pack… and why.
“Dorothy Ludd,” he said, as he dropped a grisly crime scene photo on the table between us. “Pretty, little sixteen-year-old high school student. Got mixed up with a bad, bad crowd. Got raped. Got her pretty, little throat ripped out.”
I glanced at the photo but didn’t pick it up.
“According to the papers, it was a mountain lion that killed her. Strayed into town, found himself a pretty, little girl, killed her, and then called it a day. As mountain lions do. Although, funnily enough, the papers don’t mention the rape.”
I didn’t need to study the photo. It was obvious at a glance, that this wasn’t a mountain lion.
He dropped a second photo on the table. A big man, shirtless and covered in tribal tattoos. I didn’t recognize him, but his physique screamed shifter.
“Travis Jenkins. A loner like yourself. An animal… like yourself. Got mixed up in some trouble out West, and was facing an aggravated assault charge, when he jumped bail and headed for the hills with his tail between his legs. We lost track of him for a while, until Miss Ludd crossed our radar. Turns out, that he’s one of Joseph’s boys… and the old man just welcomed the prodigal child killer back into the tribe with open arms.”
Outrage, disgust, fear. Kent was waiting for my response. He knew I had a history with this pack and with Joseph, their packmaster. He wanted to see how I’d react.
“Pack.”
“Huh?”
“Pack, not tribe.”
“Like I give a fuck. Just get in there, and deal with Mr. Jenkins or… Well, you know what comes next don’t you?”
I grunted. I knew what came next. I’d seen it happen to my own pack.
“Dead or alive?”
Kent shrugged.
“This piece of filth? Like I give a fuck.”
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Chapter 2: Carrie
I had a choice. I could either sit alone in my tiny apartment bawling my eyes out, or I could get in the truck and drive to the gorgeous little cabin in the woods that I’d rented for a dirty weekend away with my fiance--correction, my ex-fiance--and sit alone bawling my eyes out in a hot tub with a glass of champagne. I’d chosen the latter, and was already regretting it.
First, there was what felt like thousands of miles of unpaved country roads engineered for the sole purpose of bruising my well-padded ass. When it came to maintaining his pick-up, I guess my father decided to skimp on the suspension. He was, for all his faults, a practical man, and what normal folk like you and I might see as an essential, he was just as likely to write off as an unnecessary luxury.
Then, when I finally arrived, I turned to Mitch to ask him to grab the bags, while I got the kettle on… and he wasn’t there. He wasn’t there, and he’d never be there again, and I was going to die alone and unloved. So, I spent the next half hour sitting in the driver’s seat, nursing a bruised ass and crying.
The final straw? After I was all cried out, I dragged the bags into the cabin, myself, only to be reminded that I’d completely forgotten to repack them. Sure, I was alright for things like lingerie, champagne and some sexy surprises that are none-of-your-damn-business, but, not so good for basic supplies. And, certainly not the sort of stuff you’d bring to a self-indulgent weekend of getting over the fact that you’d just been dumped by your fiance.
Fast forward a couple of hours, and I’d managed to throw together a decent enough dinner that would tide me over until the next day, when, depending how I was holding up, I could either make a run to the store, or just call the whole thing off and head back home.
I tasted my spaghetti sauce and allowed myself a smile. Yeah, even without all my usual herbs and spices, this girl can cook. Maybe that was part of the problem. When I glanced over to the patio doors, I could clearly see my own reflection in the glass. I paused for a moment, and sighed. Somewhere along the way, I’d managed to convince myself I was attractive. That men dug my curves. Mitch had always claimed that was what first caught his eye, although he always said it was my culinary skills that won his heart.
But now? Now, I was right back to feeling fat and unwanted and miserable. Most of all, I felt alone. And feeling alone brought back memories that I really didn’t want to face right now. I raised a tumbler of lukewarm champagne, toasted my reflection, and decided that I’d just head straight back home in the morning and try and put what was left of my shattered life back together.
“Here’s to terrible decisions, Carrie.”
When I turned to head for the bedroom I felt a twinge in my lower back. The drive up here had really done a number on it. Usually, Mitch and I would take our time, taking plenty of breaks to stretch our legs and enjoy the scenery. But, I’d driven like a woman possessed for four hours straight, and now I was paying for it.
Hot tub?
That seemed like a good idea. It was a big part of why I’d booked the cabin in the first place. I like hot tubs.
Hot tub, then bed, then home.
I nodded to no one in particular, and started to make my way to the bedroom where my suitcase lay open and unpacked.
Except, there was no swimsuit. I’d left it at home as part of a not-particularly subtle Oops-I-Guess-I-Forgot-to-Pack-Them-Looks-Like-We’ll-Have-to-Go-Without Ploy, designed to get the far-too conservative-for-his-own-good, Mitch, naked in the tub with me.
So, that’s how I ended up alone and naked in a hot tub, in the middle of nowhere, sipping lukewarm champagne out of a plastic tumbler.
All-in-all, it wasn’t my finest moment. But, you have to make allowances for the fact that it had been one hell of a day. I raised my tumbler and toasted a universe that seemed intent on making my life miserable at every opportunity.
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By the time I had drained half the bottle I was pretty spaced out. A heady blend of alcohol, heat and exhaustion (both physical and emotional) was beginning to take its toll. There was a big warning next to the tub that I had chosen to ignore. It was all blah blah blah, pregnant, something about blood pressure, etcetera etcetera--NO ALCOHOL! But, everyone drinks champagne in hot tubs, right?
Stupid warning.
I pretended it wasn’t there, leaned back, spread my arms, and claimed the hot tub as my own private kingdom, while a well-placed jet went to work on my lower back. As I relaxed, I smiled up at the stars that had an uninterrupted view of my big, beautiful, and somewhat buoyant, body.
Then, I discovered another well-placed jet.
Seriously, there was no way that its placement was an accident. I raised my tumbler to whoever it was designed this particular tub, and let the pulsing spray of water do it’s thing. At first, it was just a bit of a giggle. I was tipsy, going on drunk, and the jet felt good, but it wasn’t like I was going to... But, actually, the jet felt really good.
The water pounded against me relentlessly. With a tiny shift of my hips, I had positioned myself perfectly, and an involuntary groan of pleasure escaped from between my lips. It felt amazing. I felt amazing. I could feel my breath quickening and my heart beating faster, as the pressure of the water against my crotch combined with the heat of the tub and the champagne buzz.
I brought my hips back a little to slow everything down, and brought my hands up to my large, round breasts. Floating in the water had made them immune to the cruel pull of gravity, and they looked more magnificent than ever. I’d always thought of them as my best feature, and had to admit, I loved the sideways glances they got when I wore something that showed them off. I felt a twinge of regret, and I wondered for a moment how anyone could ever leave these magnificent, floaty breasts.
Their loss.
Once they were out of the water, my nipples stiffened in the cold night air. Impressively large, and always so sensitive--they loved to be played with. So I obliged, rolling them between thumb and forefinger as I shifted back and forth over the jet, trying to bring myself to the edge without going over it.
Then, I heard a howl in the distance. A coyote? No, not here. I had heard there were cougars in these mountains, but they stayed well away from people.
I heard the howl again, and corrected myself. It wasn’t a big cat. It sounded like a wolf. I didn’t know there were wolves around these parts, but it sounded pretty far away. Just a big, dumb, lost wolf, howling impotently at the moon.
I howled back and giggled.
There was a moment of silence, and then my new best friend answered with a howl that echoed mine, and I burst out laughing. Soon we were howling in unison, and just for a moment, I felt free. I was Queen of the Mountains. I was the Wolf Goddess.
I released one of my nipples and lowered my hand between my legs, spreading my lips to give the rhythmic pulse of water direct access to my eager little nub.
My howl became a moan, as I felt an explosion of raw pleasure between my legs. Oh, damn. Too much. But, I couldn’t stop now. A wave of heat washed over my entire body, the skin across my chest darkening, as the muscles in my thighs began to tense.
When I came, I howled like an animal. I enjoyed being loud, but always tried to keep the noise down. It was mostly for Mitch’s sake. He’d never really liked the fact that I was a bit of a screamer. But, you know what? Fuck Mitch. Mitch didn’t want this big, beautiful body. Mitch didn’t want these magnificent, buoyant breasts, and the big, sensitive nipples that capped them. Mitch didn’t want me to howl at the moon like my new pal did.
I howled again, as yet another wave of ecstasy washed over me and left my skin tingling with pleasure.
AWWOOOOOOOOOO
Shit!
That sounded like it was right next to me. Even as I was still riding out the remnants of an amazing orgasm, my blood turned to ice. I snapped out of it, and crouched down in the water.
A wolf stood in the yard just beyond the patio. It was looking at me and panting, its breath like mist in the cold, mountain air. It was massive. I wasn’t exactly an expert on wolves, but it looked unnaturally large. As it stared at me, it’s lips withdrew to reveal sharp teeth and a decidedly unfriendly snarl.
It crouched down, and I could see solid slabs of muscle shift beneath a thick layer of glossy, black fur that almost glowed in the moonlight. I felt an irrational urge to apologize to it. As if I had been stepping on its toes by howling at it’s moon.
“I’m...”
I heard a low growl in the back of its throat, that slowly grew louder, and I briefly wondered if I should make a run for the patio doors, but I rejected the idea. I’d never make it, and even if the wolf didn’t attack me, I’d probably slip and break my neck, anyway.
The growl got louder and louder, until I noticed it wasn’t actually coming from the wolf. We both turned towards the side of the cabin, where a single beam of light was coming towards us. A motorbike.
The giant wolf took a last look at me, snorted, and then turned to run silently back between the trees.
I let out a sob of relief and silently thanked my mystery biker. I couldn’t shake the sickly feeling in my stomach that was telling me that whoever it was, he had just saved my life.
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Chapter 3: Carrie
I pulled myself out of the tub, wrapped the far-too-small towel around my shoulders, and made my way back across the deck to the cabin. My teeth were chattering, and my legs felt like they were about to give way, but I just wanted to get inside and lock the door before the wolf came back.
The bike got louder as it drew closer. It was the noisy hammering of what my father referred to as a “real” bike, not the smooth, mechanical purr of “imported crap”. There were a couple more cabins a few miles down the road, and I expected the noise of the engine to start fading as it passed, on its way to one of those. I was wrong. Instead the engine cut out right outside the door.
For the briefest moment, I thought it might be Mitch. That he’d come back to me, but that made no sense, whatsoever. He’d burnt his bridges, he wasn’t coming back, and he wouldn’t be caught dead on a motorbike.
My stomach clenched in fear. What had I been thinking, coming out here, all alone? A demented, biker, serial killer--all beard and tattoos--could take all weekend to torture me and feed me to his giant, pet wolf, and no one would even miss me, until I didn’t show up at work on Monday. Even then, they’d probably just assume I was in hiding; ashamed to show my face, after the abrupt termination of my engagement.
Oh, God...
He might not even kill me. He could take me back to his secret Rape Shack, lock me up, and wait for me to go insane. I doubt it would take very long.
When the inevitable knock at the door came, I had to bite my lip to keep a squeak of terror from escaping. I just stood in the middle of the kitchen, dripping wet and naked, except for a towel around my shoulders.
“Hey... Hello. Hello?”
I just stood there, as if he’d forget I was here, if he couldn’t sense movement. Never mind the fact that there was a pickup in the drive, and all the lights were on. My first thought was that he didn’t sound like a serial killer, but any security that afforded me was long gone by the time I decided that the ones who didn’t sound like a serial killer were probably the ones who never got caught.
Just a minute, I mouthed, but didn’t say it out loud, as I made my way across the floor to the bedroom to grab an oversized nightshirt and pull it on over my still-damp body.
If there’s one thing that scares me more than serial killers, it’s the idea of someone I don’t know seeing my big, pale body in all its naked glory.
There was another knock.
“I’m sorry about intruding like this, but it’s uh... Serious, Official Business.”
“Oh if it’s Serious, Official Business, by all means come on in, and let the torture commence,” I muttered to myself.
“Right... I’m heading around back.”
Oh, shit. Around back.
I’d left the patio doors wide open. At least the front door was locked, and had a security chain.
“Wait... wait... I’m coming. I was just... something,” I said.
I almost slipped on the wet floor as I headed to the front door and, chain in place, opened it a crack.
Why, hello there, Handsome.
Okay, look. I probably sound like a bit of a hypocrite with all this self pity, and my completely rational fear of hillbilly serial killers on motorbikes, but Mr. Serious Official Business was seriously cute. I’m not the kind of girl who’ll just lay back and spread them at the first sign of stubble and a square jaw, but that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate hot manliness when I see it through a crack in a chained door.
“Ma’am.. Uh, hello, Ma’am,” he said.
The accent was kind of cute, and suggested he was a very long way from home.
“Is your husband here?”
“No, it’s just...”
For a second, I was going to tell him that I was all alone. As if I had been rendered stupid by some primal need to inform a handsome stranger that I was alone, newly single, and currently available, even if it meant letting them know I was defenseless.
“... My boyfriend. He’s asleep in the bedroom. It was a long drive, and he’s sleeping... in the bedroom... on the bed.”
The man at the door swore under his breath, then paused, his brow furrowed.
“You two really picked a bad time to go walk about up here. Unfortunately, you’re going to have to pack up, and head back down the mountain. There’s been a... It’s an emergency.”
He was thoroughly unconvincing--almost endearingly so. I waited for him to explain the nature of this emergency, but he didn’t volunteer any further details. After a long, uncomfortable silence, he was the first to speak.
“Could you let me in, please, Ma’am?”
“Could you show me some identification?”
I thought I detected a brief flash of anger. His top lip pulled back ever so slightly to reveal his teeth in a way that reminded me of the wolf I had encountered earlier. Even though I was pretty sure he was planning on murdering me, I felt a small moment of premature victory at the fact that I’d gotten to him.
“Look, Ma’am. I wasn’t being strictly honest with you, earlier.”
You don’t say.
“I wasn’t expecting these cabins to be occupied at this time of year, and this really isn’t a safe place to be at the moment. There’s a man. A dangerous man. I’ve been.... tracking him and...”
Even though he’d stumbled on the word tracking, he was sounding a lot more certain now. He almost sounded sincere.
“How do I know you’re not the dangerous man?”
He looked at me confused, as if I had asked him a trick question.
“Why would I be tracking myself?”
I paused, and let that one sink in.
“Oh.”
Oh.
He moistened his lips, and I caught his eyes flicking up and down, once, taking stock of me through the crack in the door. I suddenly felt very self conscious. I’d thrown an oversized shirt on, and nothing else. It only just covered my hips, and my body was still a little damp; the material clinging to my curves. I moved to try and hide behind the door a little more, poking my head out at an awkward angle.
This time, when he spoke, he was deadly serious. This was his lay-it-on-the-line voice, and I couldn’t help but believe every word he said.
“I can’t tell you everything. You wouldn’t believe me, if I did. But that door you’re hiding behind? It’s not as solid as it looks. These cabins aren’t like the ones they used to build out here. They’re cheap, pre-fabricated crap, that’s shipped in ready to assemble. That chain you think offers some form of security was made in China, and shipped over here in bulk for a nickel a piece, and doesn’t do jack. If I gave the door a gentle tap right about here,” he patted a spot on the door just below my eyeline, “it would just pop straight out of the wall. Make no mistake, lady. I am a dangerous man. But, if I was a danger to you you’d already know it.”
His little speech left me breathless. I wanted to be afraid. The part of my brain that does most of the heavy lifting was telling me to be afraid. But the part of my brain that had only recently gotten busy in a hot tub wanted me to be turned on.
It was a new sensation for me. In general, I play it safe. I mean, look where I was. A romantic weekend away in a cabin in the woods was about as adventurous as I got. But when this man spoke to me, when he claimed to be dangerous, I believed him.
“Will you let me in, please...”
“Carrie.”
“Carrie. Will you let me in, please, Carrie, and then go wake up your boyfriend? I need to speak to both of you.”
Or, I’ll huff, and I’ll puff…
I had no choice. As I released the chain, it was hard to tell what I was more concerned about--this stranger’s intentions, or the fact that I was going to have to face up to the embarrassing admission that I was actually having a dirty weekend away, for one.
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Chapter 4: Carrie
He sniffed the air as he stepped over the threshold.
“I wasn’t being entirely honest, earlier. My boyf...”
“I know.”
He didn’t even spare me a glance, as he walked into the lounge and had a look around. It was like he was taking an inventory of each room. The cabin wasn’t large-just a single room that combined a lounge and a dine-in kitchen, and one double bedroom with an ensuite. Other than the front door, there was a single sliding-door onto the deck.
“Something smells good,” he said.
“There’s some left, if you’re hungry. Nothing fancy, I didn’t have much to work with.”
Even as I spoke, I was mentally kicking myself. If a handsome man complimented my cooking, my knee-jerk reaction to offer him some was apparently more powerful than my survival instinct. I was a sucker for a pretty face.
He glanced at his wrist to check the time, and nodded.
“Yeah, sounds good. I think we’re probably better off staying here, for now.”
We’re?
I raised an eyebrow as he poked his head into the bedroom. Once he was done, he visibly relaxed, and came over to the kitchen to join me.
“Look, it’s none of my business, but you don’t really seem the type to be having a solitary weekend away, communing with nature or whatever.”
What exactly was that supposed to mean? Did my fuller figure preclude me from enjoying the great outdoors, in his eyes? I glared at him and cocked my head, challenging him to go on.
“There’s just something about you that I can’t quite put my finger on.”
I could swear he sniffed me as he said it. Weird.
“But, I really wouldn’t expect a woman like you to be alone on a trip like this. No boyfriend? No husband? No secret lover?”
A woman like me? Was he flirting with me? I tried to stammer an explanation, but he held up his hands.
“None of my business.”
He shoved a fork full of pasta in his mouth.
“Damn. This is good. It’s been a while since I had a home-cooked meal.”
This whole situation was starting to get a little surreal. I still had no idea who this rugged stranger was, but I found myself eating up his compliments, and craving more. I was coming down from a bit of an adrenaline high, and felt a little light-headed and giddy, not to mention the fact that now I could see him (Him! I didn’t even know his name) properly, it was hard not to be overwhelmed by his presence.
Attractive wasn’t the half of it. He was a big man. Tall, broad and solid. Under a loose t-shirt and faded jacket, I couldn’t tell exactly how he was built, but it was hard not to assume we were talking well-defined. At minimum, a chiseled six pack and obliques. I liked my men big, and I’d be a hypocrite if a few extra pounds bothered me, but he really didn’t look like the sort to be anything other than ripped.
“Thanks. I’m glad you like it...”
“James... Everyone calls me Jimmy. Take your pick.”
“James. Definitely James.”
He tilted his head in acknowledgement, and kept shovelling forks full of pasta into his mouth.
“So, any chance you’re going to cut the bullshit, and tell me what’s going on, James?”
“Says the beautiful girl with the imaginary boyfriend.”
He called me beautiful. I’m sure it was just a figure of speech, along with all his Ma’ams, and he didn’t actually think I was beautiful, but when a mysterious guy who looks like he just walked off the set of an action film calls me beautiful, I’ll take it. I’m happy to take what I can get.
Unfortunately, this all made me very self aware of how little I was wearing. As he ate, I couldn’t help notice his eyes doing a bit of roaming, and I tugged my way-too-short shirt down lower, which had the seld-defeating effect of pulling it tighter across my substantial breasts.
“I’m sorry,” he said, as he put the empty bowl down on the counter. “That wasn’t fair. Your business is your business. I’m the intruder here, and I owe you an explanation. I’m tracking a wild animal that came down from the mountain. Killed a girl a couple of towns over. Tragic business. They usually stay out of everyone’s way, but it’s been a long winter, and food is scarce. They’ve decided to head for warmer, more civilized climes.”
“You said it was a man, earlier.”
“Hmmm?”
“At the door, you said you were tracking a dangerous man.”
“I did? Yeah, I guess I did... I...”
He inhaled deeply through his nose, and lost his train of thought for a moment. Something passed across his face, and his lower lip peeled back in a wolf-like snarl, as it had earlier. Something was troubling him. I glanced down, and saw that his fists were clenched so hard, his knuckles had begun to go white. It looked as if he was about to explode, and was struggling to keep it together. He shook his head, as if to clear it, and when he looked back up at me, there was something wild and untamed in his eyes.
It scared me. It scared me a lot. But, unlike the wolf earlier, the fear was more thrilling. My heart was racing, and I didn’t know why. Without warning, my nipples stiffened, straining outwards against the still damp material of my shirt. It wasn’t exactly my usual reaction to being afraid.
“No boyfriend. No boyfriend, but a suitcase full of frilly, girly things, and I can smell it. I can smell it on you. Why are you here? Were you sent here? No. that doesn’t make sense.”
Now, he was really scaring me. He was beginning to sound paranoid, like he had escaped from somewhere. He took a step towards me, and I took a step back. He leaned in and inhaled the air around me.
“I don’t... I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Can’t you feel it? Can’t you smell it?”
I humored him and inhaled. I didn’t smell anything, but there was something there, something that made my breath catch in my throat, and my heart start beating in double-time. With it came a sudden feeling of what I could only describe as overwhelming lust. As if James’ presence had triggered something in me. I wanted him.
“I think...” you should go.
But my words were cut off as he forced his mouth against mine. I wasn’t ready for that. I wasn’t expecting it, and I gave a little muffled squeal of protest. He took no heed as he kissed me; the weight of him pushing against me, forcing me against the wall, painfully flattening my breasts.
I’d never been kissed like that before. Never. Not even close. I’d always seen a kiss as a negotiation. Something you both decided to do. Something with give and take. And if the negotiation went well, then maybe things got a little heated... or maybe they didn’t.
But, this wasn’t a negotiation. I had no say in it. And I didn’t want a say in it.
As his tongue found mine, he growled at the back of his throat. I didn’t hear it, but felt the vibrations pass from him to me. I groaned in reply, my body responding to the unfamiliar sensation of danger and spontaneity, as I pushed against him, grinding my soft curves against his solid, muscled torso.
His belt buckle caught on the hem of my shirt, lifting it and exposing me. I didn’t care. I could feel a spreading dampness between my thighs. I couldn’t recall ever feeling this way, before. So turned on and wired. There was something about this man. Something raw and primal that had a hold over me.
I stood on my tip toes and thrust my hips forward, offering myself to him and feeling a hardness beneath his jeans that pressed against my warm flesh. I wanted more. I wanted him inside me.
When he released me from his kiss, we were both breathless. Panting like dogs, and grinning like kids. He looked as surprised as I felt at the suddenness of it all.
“Can you smell me now, pretty boy?”
My voice was a husky whisper as he bent his mouth to my neck to nibble and nuzzle and tease. Each touch brought with it a little electric jolt of pleasure that went straight to my core. I could feel him inhaling me. Breathing in my scent.
“Can you smell me? Am I in heat?”
Why was I talking like this? What had gotten into me? It was like I was possessed by some kind of slutty Spirit of Boning Complete Strangers. I could blame it on the alcoho,l or the stress, but it wasn’t that. It was something else.
He grinned and pushed me hard against the patio doors. I could feel the glass, cool against the cheeks of my ass, as he effortlessly lifted me, and I wrapped my legs around his waist.
“Little girls should be careful, out in the woods by themselves,” he said. “You never know who they might bump into.”
“Who are you? The Big, Bad Wolf, or something?”
Whatever he was, he was certainly big. Something very hard was desperate to get out of his jeans, and inside me, and I was desperate to have him. Right about now, it felt like that was exactly what I needed. Something hard. Something big.
“Maybe... If that’s what you want.”
He grinned at me lasciviously and howled playfully.
“What is it with me and wolves, today?”
And just like that, he went from playful and passionate, to Mr. Serious Official Business again.
“What did you say?”
I made a vain attempt to distract him, pushing my chest forward--I’d seen him eyeing my breasts, and I knew he wanted them--but he didn’t take the bait. The heat drained from the room, as the mood evaporated.
As he released me, I tugged my shirt back down, trying to cover myself, and suddenly feeling self-conscious about how I’d been behaving.
“Carrie. What did you say?”
“Wolves. I said ‘What is it with me and wolves, today.’”
“What wolves?”
“Earlier. There was a wolf. Your bike scared it off.”
“And, you didn’t think to mention it? Describe it.”
“Why would I think to mention it? It was big. Black. I thought it was going to eat me. And, then it ran away.”
“Shit. You have to leave. You have to leave, right now.”
He grabbed me painfully by the shoulder and marched me out of the kitchen and back into the lounge.
“Pack your bags. Go.”
I shook free of his grip and turned around to face him. It didn’t matter how good-looking he was, I didn’t take kindly to being bossed around and manhandled, in this manner.
“Look, James, or Jimmy, or whatever, I don’t know you, and I don’t know what’s going on, and I definitely don’t know why I suddenly came over, all slutty. That’s just not me. You’re hot, but you’re full of shit, and I’m not going to do a damn thing, until you...”
And then, before I could finish my rant, James dropped to a crouch, snarling. As he did, some trick of the light made it look like his eyes had changed color, shifting from a piercing blue to a hazy, glowing orange. At first, I thought he was about to attack me, but he was looking past me. At the door.
As I turned, there was a loud crack, and then it flew open. There was an explosion of pain, as it caught me on the side of my head, and sent me spinning to the ground. The last thing I saw before I blacked out, was a blur of white, hurtling through the doorway and crashing into James. The last thing I heard was the brutal crunch of breaking bones.
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Chapter 5: Carrie
I dreamed of wolves.
They circled my prone body, eerily quiet, on padded feet. Yet, I wasn’t afraid. It didn’t feel as if they meant me any harm. A lone wolf broke off from the circling pack and approached me. It was a magnificent animal. Strong, powerful--its hulking, gray form looming over me, so close I could feel the warmth of its breath on my face.
“How are you here? You shouldn’t be here. Who sent you?”
I heard the voice in my head, as the wolf looked me in the eyes. I recognized those eyes--those hazy, amber eyes. I’d seen them before. I recognized the voice, too.
“James?”
He’d been barking similar questions at me, before things began to go haywire in the kitchen. It was as if something about me had driven him crazy with lust. But, it wasn’t just him. Whatever it was that had us pawing at each other’s bodies had affected me, too. But, I couldn’t answer his questions. I had no idea what was going on, either.
The wolf just stared at me, panting, the heat of its breath warming my skin. And that warmth spread. I could feel it moving down my body, leaving an electric tingle in its wake… down to my bare breasts, where my nipples responded by standing at attention, and down, down, down, to the cleft between my legs. I felt ripe. I felt like I was in heat. What the hell was happening, and why was I naked?
“You were right about the door, James. You were right. Do you think they’ll take it out of my deposit?”
“You shouldn’t be here. You’re not a… What are you?”
I had no idea what the Jimmy-wolf was on about. This was my dream--why shouldn’t I be here? And in my dream, I was more turned on than I’d ever been in my life. There was something unnatural about it. It was more than just being turned on. It was as if my body had been tuned to a whole new frequency of desire.
I saw the world in a way I had never seen it before. I saw scents all around me, swirling like mist. The musty breath of the wolf above me was a mix of loneliness, fear, and a fierce need to protect… To protect me.
It was hard to speak. The swirling potpourri of scents overwhelmed my senses; the strongest of all, from my own body. A heady mix of womanly desire and animal lust. I fought against it, but it was so hard. I wanted… I wanted… this animal that loomed above me.
I chewed my lip, and shifted position, spreading my legs just a little, to invite… No! What the hell was I thinking? It was a goddamn animal.
I fought to deny my own desires, and as I did so, the mist around me vanished, the circling wolves fading from view like a forgotten dream as my senses dulled, only to be replaced by a throbbing pain in my temple.
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I was woozy and my head hurt, but I know what I saw. I can’t explain it, but I know I saw it.
We had been dragged outside and were lying in the dirt in front of the cabin. James lay on the ground. He looked like he was hurt pretty badly. The wolves circled him: four, maybe five.
And then, the big, white one stood up, and turned into a naked, old guy.
I say old. He had long, white hair, and his skin looked like parchment that had been left out in the sun for a few hundred years. But, he was still buff. Which was great and all... except that a few seconds ago, he had been a wolf.
I was still dreaming. I had to be. But, it didn’t feel like I was. For a start, my head hurt too much.
“Get up, Jimmy.”
The old man lashed out with his foot, catching James square in the ribs. I winced as he cried out in pain. It’s not like I knew James particularly well, but he didn’t strike me as the sort of man who cried out in pain lightly.
When I tried to make a move towards him, my vision swam. I heard a growl, and turned to find the snarling head of a wolf inches from mine. It’s breath stank of meat and decay and, in case I didn’t get the message, it growled again.
Don’t move. I got it.
“Get up, Jimmy, you fucking traitor, or I’ll give your fat bitch to the pack, while you watch, and then I’ll gut you, myself.”
James pulled himself to his feet and spat something thick and red onto the ground. That didn’t look good. That really didn’t look good.
“How dare you? How dare you take it upon yourself to trespass on my territory and hunt one of my boys? Is there any reason I shouldn’t rip your worthless, traitor heart out, right now?”
“Your boys?”
There was a distinct wheezing sound when Jimmy spoke. Something loose and rattling in his chest. He spat again. More blood on the ground at his feet.
“One of your boys took it upon themselves to wander off the reservation and have a little fun. She was sixteen. She was just a child.”
“Mountain lions. They’ll blame it on mountain lions. They always do. We’re hunters. We hunt. Sometimes, people get in the way.”
“You don’t fucking get it, do you Joseph? It’s not like that, anymore. They have satellites. They have DNA tests. They have a big computer that keeps track of us. They know where we are. They know who we are. We survive, because they let us survive, and if you can’t keep your pack in line, they send me to do your job for you.”
The old man laughed, and the wolves that prowled around us joined in, with a cacophony of growls and yelps.
“And what, then? Because there’s no way in hell I’m going to let a traitorous lapdog do my job for me. What happens when I send you back to them in pieces?” said the old man.
Jimmy slumped, as if all the fight had gone out of him.
“Then, they send the helicopters to rain down fire and death on your precious mountain, and burn your pack to the fucking ground. Remember California? They’ll blame it on wildfires. They always do.”
Jimmy’s words visibly stung the old man.
“I remember California, Jimmy. I remember how my daughter died in agony, while you stood by and watched. You could have come to me. You could have begged for forgiveness, and maybe, maybe you’d have found it. But instead, you went to work for them. The ones that did this. You might as well be pissing on her corpse. Every breath you take, shames every one of us. Every breath you take, should be your last.”
I saw James clench his fists, the muscles beneath his arms rippling unnaturally, as if they were about to explode.
“I’ll take care of Travis,” the old man continued. “He’s my problem, and I’ll deal with him the old way. And when I’m done, I’ll send your masters his pelt. They can wear him as a coat, for all I care.”
It was James’ turn to laugh.
“He’ll take you apart, old man. You’ll be dead, and your sorry excuse for a pack will be his. They’ll all die. Every bitch. Every pup. They’ll all die, because you were too proud to let me help.”
“You’ll save them? Like you saved your own pack? Like you saved my daughter? Go home, Jimmy. Go back to your masters with your tail between your legs. Roll over, and let them tickle your belly, like the dog you are. I’ll do what needs to be done. I’ll take care of Travis. You tell them that. And you tell them, that if I ever see your face on this mountain again, I’m going to tear it off.”
James turned to face me for a second. He didn’t look well. His face was pale, and specks of blood dotted his lips. Every time he breathed in, I could see him wince in pain.
“Sure, Jimmy. Take the human bitch with you. Take her back to that nice, comfy cabin, with its nice, comfy beds. Pretend you’re people for a while. But, if you're not off my mountain tomorrow... you’re both dead.”
James sunk to his knees, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps. So much for tomorrow. I was pretty sure Jimmy wouldn’t last an hour, without some urgent medical attention.
“Oh, and Jimmy? I’m taking your bike. That’s a real nice bike.”
James didn’t resist, as Joseph dug around in his pocket and retrieved his keys. The wolves padded into the night, as the old man, still naked, kickstarted Jimmy’s bike, and drove off without looking back.
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I put a hand to my head and winced in pain. There was no blood, but I was going to have a nasty bruise. I felt a little woozy, but didn’t think I was concussed. I pulled myself to my knees and crawled over to James, who had collapsed onto the ground.
The rise and fall of his chest indicated he was still alive, and I was surprised to hear that his breathing sounded a little clearer. As I approached, he pulled himself up, and turned to face me.
“Are you alright?”
“Am I alright? You sounded like you were dying, five minutes ago.”
He brought his hand to his chest and winced, as he probed at his ribs. Then, he grinned.
“I’m a tough cookie. I heal fast.”
“Sure. Whatever you say.”
I sat back down as I tried to process everything that had just happened.
“What the hell is going on? Who was that man? He was a wolf. A white wolf. That’s not possible. And the one from earlier? The black one. Was that this Travis guy, everyone was talking about?”
“You had a pretty hard knock, there. You’re probably seeing all sorts of stuff. He wasn’t a wolf. Just a crazy old man.”
It was a weak attempt at protest. He didn’t sound like he had the energy to convince himself, let alone me.
“I know what I saw. And what was with that dream? You were a wolf, too.”
“That… I can’t explain that. You shouldn’t have been there. You can’t go there. It doesn’t make any sense.”
“And, why was I naked?”
“That one’s on you. You choose your own form in the dream, and you chose to be naked.”
He was grinning again, and despite all that had just happened, I found myself blushing furiously.
“And, yeah… Yeah, I think they’re probably going to take the door out of your deposit.”
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Chapter 6: Carrie
We supported each other as we made our way through the splintered door, and back into the cabin. James was looking healthier by the minute. He wasn’t kidding, when he said he healed fast.
“There’s probably a first aid kit in here, somewhere. I really have no idea what to do with a first aid kit, but it really feels like I should be doing something,” I said.
“I’m okay. Really. It probably looked worse than it was… and, like I said. I heal fast. I could do with a shower, though.”
Bullshit.
No one heals that fast. No one human, anyway.
“You’re like him, aren’t you? Like them. You’re a…”
I couldn’t say it. It was crazy, and I refused to say that word out loud.
“I’m like them, but I’m nothing like them. Right now, I’m tired, and I’m filthy, and I still have a lot to do. So first, I’m going to have a long, hot shower, and then we’re going to get you all packed up, and you’ll drive back down the mountain. Back to civilization, where you’ll be safe and sound, and you can forget you ever met me.”
He turned and headed towards the bedroom, and I just stood there, watching, as I tried to figure out if there was any way I could ever forget this man. Then I remembered that my suitcase was still open on the bed. My suitcase overflowing with tricks and treats for a dirty weekend. Sure, he’d already seen it, but it was still embarrassing, and I really didn’t want him to take a closer look.
It was too late. As I entered the room, he stood looking at the contents with a raised eyebrow and an infuriating smirk.
“Yeah, that’s uh… an interesting collection of… stuff, you’ve brought along. I can’t help wondering how you planned to, well… I mean the lingerie, sure,” he said, glancing at me, then back at the suitcase. “I guess sometimes, you just want to look… and, I’m sure you would. But, those handcuffs? Kind of kinky--and I’m down with that--but how were you planning on…”
He was teasing me, and I really wasn’t in the mood. I stormed over to the bed and clumsily closed the suitcase.
“I wasn’t planning on coming alone, okay? I wasn’t planning on it, but that’s how it ended up. I wasn’t planning on coming alone, but I did because my fiance, my ex-fiance, is an asshole, okay? And now you’re being an asshole. Maybe all men are assholes. I’ve yet to see much evidence to the contrary, except, I’m pretty sure you’re not a man. You’re not a man, and that scares the hell out of me. And you know what else scares the hell out of me?”
I didn’t give him a chance to reply. So much had happened, so fast, and I was scared and confused, and even though the tears were streaming down my face, I couldn’t stop.
“Crazy old men with their wangs hanging out scare me, and all this talk about California, and fires, and death scare me. And… and stupid dreams where everything smelled weird, and I wanted to get it on with a wolf. But that’s not the worst part.”
My breath was coming in gasping sobs now, as I struggled to get the words out.
“The worst part, is that I’m pretty sure you’ve got no plans to come back down the mountain with me. I don’t think you work that way. I think you’re going to get yourself killed by that old man, or by this Travis character, or any of those other freakishly large wolves that are sniffing around here. And when you do, a part of me is going to die with you. And that doesn’t make any sense, because I’ve only just met you, and to be honest, I’m not sure I even like you that much, and… and…”
I would have thought I was all cried out by now, but it was a flood. My face was a blotchy mess of tears as I struggled to speak in complete sentences. James wrapped his arms around me and held me tight, and his body was warm against mine; is big, strong arms reassuringly protective. He smelled of dirt and blood. He smelled familiar. He smelled as if I’d known him all my life.
I felt his heart beat. Slow and steady. His protective presence calmed me. I breathed slowly, as the tears dried up, and when I could speak again, I whispered to him.
“Even though I’ve only just met you, it feels like there's some kind of freaky bond between us, and I don’t want you to die, before I figure out what that means.”
He held me in silence for a few minutes more, the steady beating of his heart continuing to calm me, until I felt completely drained of all the fear and anger and confusion.
“Yeah, I know what you mean.”
He released me and turned to head for the shower.
“I feel it, too.”
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I just want to be clear about something.
I like to think I’m a sexual person. I enjoy sex, and, as the contents of my suitcase might suggest, I’m up for a bit of an adventure. Mitch, on the other hand, was a missionary-man. He enjoyed it well, enough, but for him, sex was a means to an end, rather than some kind of uncharted territory, ripe for exploration. I tried to coax more out him, and this weekend was pretty much my last roll of the dice, in that respect.
Deep down inside, I wondered if he’d done me a favor by calling off the engagement. I thought he was everything I ever wanted, and we’d just work through our differences in this area, but ultimately, would I have been unhappy? Unfulfilled?
Despite the fact that I was trying to inject a little adventure into our lives, I wasn’t really the adventurous type, myself. I wanted to be, but most of the time, I was fairly uncomfortable in my own skin. It’s hard to put on seductive lingerie when you bought it online, from a store for plus-size women. To put it on, and stand there, in all your plus-size glory. It’s hard to find the courage to show off your body, when you’ve spent most of your life trying to hide it. It’s hard to put yourself on display, when you can’t count the number of times you’ve cried yourself to sleep, wishing you were someone else
I’m not trying to engineer a little Pity Party, here. I just need to make it clear that, while what happened next might not be a big deal for some people, it was for me.
When I stood alone in the bedroom and stripped out of my clothes, it was not something I did lightly. When I joined James in the shower, it took just about all the courage I could muster.
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I hadn’t realized just how big he was. Not massive like some kind of bodybuilder. Just big. He leaned forward against the far wall of the shower, head bowed, as the water poured over his back. His shoulders were impossibly broad, like some kind of supporting beam, and off them, his arms and torso knotted with lean, dense muscle.
Fresh bruises, where Joseph had kicked him, were already fading, but there were other marks--older scars, that spoke of a life far removed from the safety and comfort I was used to. The most dramatic of these was a webbing of gnarled scar tissue that covered most of his right shoulder blade. He had been burned badly. He had mentioned fire. Something to do with California and helicopters. Was that where he had been burned?
I tentatively placed the palm of one hand against the mark. My splayed fingers didn’t even cover it. He didn’t respond. He didn’t even move.
I wanted to know more about him. I wanted to know what he was, and where he came from, but that could wait. Right now, I just wanted him to survive whatever it was he had planned. I wanted him to survive and return to me. I needed to give him a reason to come back. Perhaps, even a reason to live.
“You don’t have to be alone.”
He grunted, but didn’t reply.
“You don’t have to be alone right now.”
I placed my other hand on his other shoulder. The water, hot enough to make me gasp, ran in streams from his body to mine. I slid my hands downwards, slowly, feeling the shifting knots of muscle beneath the skin. As I reached the small of his back, he sighed, and I felt some of the tension leave him.
I returned to his shoulders and pressed a little firmer, as I made my way down his broad canvas of his back, this time, coming to rest at the top of his ass. His, frankly, quite magnificent ass. I had a moment of self-doubt. He was, for all his scars and smirks, an attractive man. He was so far out of my league, it wasn’t funny. The rational part of me was already building walls, in preparation for the inevitable rejection, and yet, I still clung to the idea that there was something, some kind of connection between us, that went above and beyond the physical.
I stepped into him, crushing my breasts against the warm, broad expanse of his back, his ass against my soft tummy. The water ran off him and over my face and hair, but I ignored it, tilting my head, and resting it against his back. I wrapped my arms around him, my hands finding the thick, wiry hair that covered his chest.
My body responded to his proximity--my stubby nipples crinkling and hardening, as they pressed against him. My pulse began to race, but I kept my needs in check. I wanted this to be about him. I wanted to let him know he had something to live for, something to come back to. His breathing was slow and deep, my hands shifting on his chest each time his lungs filled with air. He didn’t speak, but he didn’t object to my presence, either.
I took a deep breath, my lips tight, to keep the water out, and slowly brought my hands down his body. His broad, hairy chest gave way to the compact muscles of a toned abdomen, before my hands came to rest against the top of his thighs. I could feel ridges there, where his obliques met his thighs.
I couldn’t resist a sigh. I have a thing about obliques. I mean beggars can’t be choosers, and all that. Mitch was kind-of in shape, but not defined like this, and I wasn’t really in a position to complain about that. But James had the sort of body I had always fantasized about. It was something I had thought would remain that way--a fantasy. That men who were in this kind of shape, preferred woman with a similar physique, that like attracted like.
I’d always found something sensual and seductive in the idea of a strong, male body, powerful and hard, against soft, womanly curves. It just… made sense to me. However, over time, I’d come to suspect this was just wishful thinking on my part, and that I was the only one who felt this way.
I nestled further into his shoulders and inched my hands slowly inwards, brushing an unruly mass of coarse pubic hair as I found his crotch. I grinned against him. I would have been surprised to find anything else. One of my fingers just barely touched his member. It felt… heavy. It felt heavy, and solid, and real. I parted my lips to allow a slight purr of desire to escape.
I held my hands there for a moment, entangled in that thick hair, before I curled the fingers on one hand, and wrapped it around his shaft.
He twitched in my grip. Not fully erect, but heavy with blood. I could feel it pulse beneath my fingers, as I held him tight. I ached for him--this mysterious stranger who might be something more than a man. I wanted him as much as I wanted him to want me.
His body responded to my touch. A subtle roll of the hips, that I felt all the way along his back, accompanied by a growl from the back of the throat. Deep and low, I could feel the vibration against my whole body.
And then, another roll of the hip,s as he tried to urge me into movement, but I kept my hand still. The fat girl that feared rejection screamed at me, telling me that whatever he wanted, I should give to him. But I denied her, as I denied him. I didn’t want to tease him, but I needed to make him want. I needed to make him aware of my presence, and want more.
He growled again, as he turned to face me. My hand fell away from his shaft as he loomed over me, a wildness in his eyes, that I had caught a glimpse of, earlier. He pushed forwards, his hands on my flared hips, as he leaned into me. I gasped as my back hit the cold tiles, and then again, as he lowered his head, his mouth finding mine.
Then, I was silent, breathless, as his mouth took mine. He kissed me with a ferocity that eclipsed my tentative explorations of his body. This wasn’t a man who feared rejection. This wasn’t a man who feared anything. This was… a man who wanted me.
For what seemed like the hundredth time today, I felt myself welling up, but I ignored the tears, as they were washed away by the hot spray of the shower. I refused to give in to my fears of rejection, and instead returned his kiss. I could not match his ferocity, but I could match his hunger.
Our tongues danced and fought with each other, as I became lost in him. His hands moved, exploring me, as we explored each other’s mouths. One slid round to my ass, fingers splayed, to cup a cheek and pull me closer. The other worked its way up from my hips, along the curve of my stomach. There was no hesitation--no sense of disgust or revulsion at the ample flesh he found there. If anything, the more he explored my ample body, the hungrier and more desperate his kiss became.
He broke the kiss ,and we both gasped for air, as the water streamed down our faces. There was nothing playful about his grin, somewhere between a snarl and a smirk, as he edged me towards the shower door, with an unsubtle implication of lets-move-this-to-the-bedroom. But I resisted, and instead placed a hand on his chest, and pushed him back against the tiles.
“No.”
I wanted him. I wanted him on the bed. I wanted him inside me. I wanted him to take me, with all the ferocity and desire that I could see in his eyes, but not yet. As hard as it was to deny myself, I didn’t want to be his last meal.
I wasn’t even sure if it made sense. I wanted to be the promise of a banquet, when he returned triumphant from whatever private battle it was, that he had to face. I wanted him to know that I’d be waiting for him--hungry, and unfulfilled. That I needed him to return.
I was probably crazy. We’d known each other for a matter of hours, and for all I knew, he just wanted to have his way with me, get on with it, and never see me again. But this felt right, and I hoped he understood that.
I didn’t want to be his last meal… but that didn’t mean he had to go hungry.
I grinned back at him, my palm still pushing against his broad chest. He could swat me aside like a bug,, if he wanted, but instead, he played along, allowing me to hold him there, as I turned the tables.
I stepped closer, and pushed myself up on my tiptoes, forcing my breasts against his chest, the hair scratchy against my nipples. Again, I reached down to find his shaft. He was hard now, and impressively so--the warm, firm, flesh of his member jutting uncomfortably against my stomach.
“Well, aren’t you just the Big, Bad…”
“Don’t,” he said, grinning--teasing me. “Don’t say it. You’ll regret it, if you do.”
I looked up at him and pouted.
“Oh, you’re no fun. Don’t you want me to...”
I released his shaft and cupped my pale, soft breasts in my hands, lifting them as if to offer them to him.
“Huff…”
I lowered myself, sliding my chest along his, and down his torso, my soft skin against his hard muscles.
“And puff…”
I slid until I was on my knees, my breasts against his hardness. I wrapped them around his impressive member, cocooning him in the ample soft flesh of my bust. I looked up at him, a sly smile on my lips, as the tip of his member peaked through my cleavage.
“And blow?”
He groaned, a deep vibration in the back of his throat, as I pushed my breasts together to create a warm, snug, and deliciously soft home for his manhood.
I could smell the heat. A deep, natural, masculine scent that could not be masked by a hot shower. He was real. I still couldn’t believe I was doing this. Not just the fact that I was kneeling in front of a man like this, but the fact that I had been the one to initiate it--that I had come on to him, and he hadn’t resisted. I was, for now, the one in control.
There was no doubt in my mind, that he wanted me. I could see it in his eyes. I could feel it in his breath. He wanted me. He actually wanted me! And, I planned to make sure he remembered exactly why he wanted me.
I had to grin to myself, as I began. This was one treat that required some real womanly curves. I rocked back and forth, enveloping him with my breasts with every stroke. The water on our skin helped me slide smoothly, and allowed for a slow steady rhythm.
He was hot. I mean literally hot. Far hotter than normal. I parted my lips for a groan that he echoed, as I contemplated just what he would feel like inside me. That big cock warming me from the inside out… I squeezed my legs together tight to try and eke out a little sensation, as I resisted the urge to abandon the whole “last meal” idea.
On the next downstroke, when his head poked out, I bent my neck to give his tip a single lick, and was met by a grunt, and a thrust of the hips, that almost knocked me onto my back. I let the single drop of delicious, salty liquid I found there slide down my throat, and that acted as my cue to stop teasing, and give this beast of a man what he needed.
That one taste was enough for me to know, I wanted more. I released my breasts and wrapped my arms around him to grip that amazing ass. It felt as good as it looked: firm, tight flesh, with just a hint of give.
His member bobbed around in front of my face, defenseless and desperate. I don’t know how universal it is, but I’d always gotten a special thrill from giving a lover what they wanted, and asking for nothing in return. Even though I was on my knees before him, it wasn’t a submissive act. When I took him in my mouth, I was the one taking control.
What I may lack in skill and experience, I made up for in enthusiasm, as I pleasured him with lips, mouth, tongue and teeth. As I grew accustomed to his size, I squeezed his ass tight, and pulled him deeper.
He demonstrated his appreciation with a series of growls, grunts and groans, before I felt his entire body tense. I pulled away, and eased off, trying to tease him a little, and make it last a little longer, but I was too late. He tensed again, and then came--his body twitching and convulsing, as he howled with pleasure.
By the time he was done, I was dripping. My face, my hair, my breasts, were all blasted with his seed. It was not something I had experienced before, and I felt like I was in a cheap porn film, or something. I wondered if this was an aspect of his physiology, like the accelerated healing, or, and this seemed more likely, it had just been a while. Either way, I was glad we were already in the shower.
Afterwards, we dried, but didn’t bother dressing, as we made our way to the bed. He, as I expected, made a half-hearted attempt to indicate that he was willing to return the favor, but I made it clear that it was neither required, nor expected.
I had thought it would take a lot of willpower to resist, but was surprised to find it did not. I wanted him. I ached for him. I was so turned on, it felt like my whole body was singing. But I needed to wait. I needed him to come back for me, when he had taken care of whatever it was he needed to do.
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Chapter 7: James
I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling as the human woman, Carrie, made cute little snoring sounds beside me.
For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt some approximation of peace. Who was she, and why did we seem to drive each other crazy with desire? No one had ever made me feel like that before. Not even Charlotte. This was how I imagined finding your true mate must feel, but that couldn’t be it. She wasn’t a shifter. She was something else, entirely.
Not that I was complaining. She was… incredible. Her body was… incredible. Some wolves prefer a lean, athletic mate--a partner to hunt with. Not me. Call me old-fashioned, but I liked my bitches with enough meat on their bones to survive the winter.
Wait.
I made a mental note never to use the “b” word in front of her. She wasn’t a wolf, and, as I’d discovered the hard way, regular women weren’t too fond of it.
But, yeah, I guess I was an old-fashioned kind of guy. Most alphas are. I was made to hunt, to provide for my mate, my pups, my pack. It was what I was born to do, and I had no interest in a hunting partner. When I returned, I wanted to return to something a little more luxurious, and womanly.
Since the fire, I’d kind of shut down that side of my brain. I needed release now and then, and I’d never had any trouble picking up willing partners, for some mutually-beneficial relief, but it was never like this. In the shower with her… and my… That had been something new.
“Jimmy?”
Joseph? I must have fallen asleep. I could hear the old packmaster’s voice in my head, as clearly as if he were standing right next to me.
“Jimmy, you don’t have much time. I had to do it this way. Do you understand?”
I understood. Joseph couldn’t let me kill Travis while he led the pack. It would shame him to let a traitor like me do his dirty work for him. He had to make an example of me, which is why I didn’t fight back. Travis, on the other hand…
“He’ll kill you, Joseph. He’ll kill you, and then they’ll kill him, and your pack.”
The old wolf nodded. He looked tired, as if all the hate had drained him.
“I know, Jimmy, but it’s my time. I’m ready to die. I’ll try and buy you some time, but you need to hurry.”
“I’m sorry, Joseph. I’m sorry about Charlotte. If I could have…”
“I know Jimmy. I know you two weren’t fated, but you still loved her. It was just easier for me to blame you. To hate you.”
“I’ll find the people who did it, and I’ll make them pay.”
“You know who did it, Jimmy.”
The Daughters of Diana.
A myth. Shifter folklore. A story that Joseph used to tell me, and the other pups, around the campfire.
“But why? And, why now?”
“Your new bitch is the key.”
I bared my teeth. Even if I were packless traitor, I was still an alpha, and I wasn’t about to let anyone call her that, again. Ever. Even in a dream.
I had a hundred questions for Joseph, but it was too late. He was gone, and I knew he was right. I didn’t have much time.
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I hadn’t bothered dressing. I stood in the moonlight, in full view of the cabin. I think part of me wanted her to see me. To see the side of me I usually kept hidden from human eyes. I willed her to be awake and watching out the window. It was my alpha’s pride, again. I wanted her to see the man become a beast. Basically, I wanted to show off, but there was no time for theatrics.
I ran.
I was on all fours within half a dozen strides. Nothing more than a momentary discomfort, as I let the beast out, and hit the tree line at speed.
The woman’s scent lingered. I couldn’t get it out of my head. There was a texture to it-- something different… Something I had never felt before. I’d gotten used to feeling incomplete. I ran without a pack. I’d never had a true mate.
Even Charlotte, who I had loved, in my own way, as she loved me in hers, had been a political arrangement. Her death had been devastating. Her death had been the first shot in a war. Her death had been the beginning of the end. And, yet, even while I mourned her, I knew she had not been The One.
I was used to being alone. I liked being alone. And now, all of a sudden, that had gone out the window. I was incomplete. I felt it, in a way I had never felt it before.
There was something about her; something about this woman, and that lingering scent.
Cute, too. Well-padded, sure, I had no problem with that, but those curves. She was like something out of an old movie. A damsel in distress. I guess she had baggage, and those curves seemed to be part of it. Maybe I could change that. Maybe I could…
Woah!
My padded feet slipped on a patch of gravel, and I almost flew headlong into a tree. I needed to get her out of my head. I needed to concentrate, to get the job done, or we were both dead.
I put my head down, and I ran. The trees became a blur, as I focused on the forest floor in front of me. I suppressed the man, and let the wolf take over.
The world around me became a kaleidoscope of colors, scents and sounds. Every tree, every leaf, every blade of grass, every stone… I was part of it. I didn’t need to think. I let instinct guide me, as I increased my pace, and felt the burn in my flanks.
Even when I heard the howls, I didn’t slow down. I was too late. I knew I would be. My sensitive ears were assaulted by the gut-wrenching outrage, and despair, of a pack mourning the death of their leader. It was not the first time I had heard it.
Joseph. I’m sorry Joseph. I’m sorry I wasn’t there in time.
Tears stung my eyes, as I altered my course and headed towards the mournful howls. He was too proud. They all were. They clung to the old ways. They wore tradition like a shield, even as their world came tumbling down.
Now, it was up to me. Travis was a murderer and a rapist--a child-killer. He wasn’t fit to live, let alone lead a pack. They wouldn’t let him. They’d send the helicopters. They’d rain down fire on the entire pack, and everyone would die. Everyone, from the oldest bitch, to the youngest pup, would die screaming, and there was nothing I’d be able to do to stop it happening, if I didn’t bring them Travis’ hide.
I ran. I put my head down, and became a streak of gray fur sliding between trees, like a ghost.
I was banking everything on the element of surprise. It was why I hadn’t fought back at the bridge. I let them take me down. I let them kick my ass, as I cowed and cringed, like a pup. Travis would send the pack, his pack now, to track me down. He’d have to kill me, and the woman. He couldn’t risk either of us getting out. I wasn’t planning on giving him the chance.
I smelled the camp, before I saw it. It reeked of squalor and fresh blood.
I couldn’t help feeling a sense of shame, when I finally came upon it. Half a dozen trailers mounted on blocks. Peeling paint, rusting metal, and piles of rotting garbage.
This is what they had been reduced to. This is what they called home. They did this to us. They forced us into hiding. They caged us, knowing that we were beasts. And when we acted like beasts, they used it as an excuse to burn it all down. I didn’t know exactly who they were, but I had their scent now. I was getting close. And once I’d dealt with Travis, I was planning on getting right back on their trail.
He stood upright and naked in front of a roaring fire, fresh blood on his chin and chest, Joseph’s corpse at his feet. The rest of the pack weren’t happy, but, by the only laws they knew, he was their leader now, and they would be loyal to him…. while he lived.
When he saw me, he stood back, with a big shit-eating grin on his face. He was waiting for me to shift back. He was waiting for me call him out. He’d spit in my face, and call me a traitor, and order the pack to take me down. Most of them were sorry excuses for wolves, but with numbers on their side, and Travis waiting in the wings to deal the killing blow, I wouldn’t stand a chance… So, I didn’t give him one.
Fuck the old laws.
I hit the campsite at full speed, and headed straight for Travis. The pack barely had time to register my presence, but Travis saw me coming. He saw me coming, but didn’t have time to react. I like to think, he knew he’d fucked up. He’d expected me to play by the rules. I like to think, that he knew he’d underestimated me. I like to think, that in that split second between when I jumped and when my teeth ripped his throat out, he felt a fraction of the fear that sixteen-year-old Dorothy Ludd had felt, when she had met her untimely end, at the hands of the big, bad wolf.
Travis was dead where he stood, before I landed on the ground next to him.
Perhaps, he had been expecting something more. Some kind of ritual, or challenge. An epic battle for the hearts and minds of this pathetic excuse for a pack. But, in the end, he got what he deserved… An execution.
I took no joy in his death. I took no joy in the fact that, for a packmaster to die in human form, shamed both him, and his pack. For a moment, I stood on all fours, my back to the rest of them, panting and sweating.
I allowed myself to enjoy the taste of his blood. Sweet, thick and fresh. The animal in me wanted more. One taste was never enough. We always wanted more. I fought against the animal. I embraced the man. I stood on two legs, and turned to face the camp.
It was worse than I had ever thought possible. In the past, this had been a noble pack. One of the biggest and most prosperous on the continent. I hadn’t realized quite how fast they’d fallen, or how far.
Snot-noses kids, with jutting ribs and distended stomachs, played in piles of garbage. Women with filthy, tangled hair, in threadbare dresses, wailed, as they hid behind their men, if they could even be called that. There wasn’t an alpha amongst them. They knew it, too. It was as if Joseph’s death had pulled back the curtain, to reveal their true nature. This wasn’t a pack. I didn’t know what it was, but it wasn’t a pack.
“What the fuck do we do now, traitor?”
Someone had the balls to speak up, even though their voice shook with fear. He stepped forward, just a skinny teenager in a faded football jersey, and filthy jeans. He smelled familiar. Joseph’s son. Grandson, perhaps.
“That’s not my problem.” I said.
I tried to remain above it all. It wasn’t my problem. We all chose our own paths. We all had to deal with our own problems, and my path didn’t need any more, but I couldn’t help casting a sideways glance at the half-naked, malnourished kids playing in the garbage. Had they been given a choice of paths?
Enough.
It wasn’t my problem.
I growled, and pulled myself to my full height.
“I just came for my fucking bike.”
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Chapter 8: Carrie
When I awoke, I was alone. James had gone, but his warmth lingered, suggesting a recent departure. It wasn’t just his warmth that stayed with me. I could still feel his presence, or at least the memory of his presence, as if an echo of the man had chosen to stay with me.
Fortunately, my head felt a little clearer. The effects of both the champagne, and the blow I had received, had mostly passed, although, I could still feel a mighty big lump on my brow. Gone, too, was the emotional intensity I felt around James. Whatever it was about him that drew me like a horny little moth to a really sexy flame…
Don’t get me wrong. Every time I thought of him, I still got a little squeeze of pleasure, deep inside my tummy. It just wasn’t the same as the need I felt when we were in the same room.
Armed with this newfound clarity, I wrapped my naked body in a blanket, and left the bedroom in search of snacks. I always think better, when I have something to nibble. James had gone, and as far as I knew, he wasn’t coming back. Things would probably be a lot simpler, if he didn’t return. But for now, I just couldn’t accept that as a possibility. I was operating on the assumption that, any minute now, he would come back for me.
Armed with some cheese and crackers, I flopped down on the couch, and allowed the mass of thoughts that were swirling around in my head to slow a little, so I could attempt to digest them.
First, and foremost, I’d seen a wolf change into a man. I’d seen it happen right in front of me. I’d seen other things, too. I’d seen a few wolves, unnaturally large wolves, that acted with human-like intelligence. I’d seen a man, who looked like he was on the brink-of-death, return to full health, in a matter of hours. Then, there was those crazy wolf dreams. Those, I guess I could write off, but I couldn’t just dismiss everything else I’d seen and felt. The old guy, Joseph, was just the cherry on top of this big, crazy werewolf-shaped cake.
There. Werewolf. I’d said it. Werewolf wasn’t the right word, though. Werewolves were, or so I had been led to believe by fairy tales, men who transformed into monsters at the whim of the moon. These wolves appeared to be in full control of their own actions, and able to change at will. If not werewolves, then what?
By habit, I went for my phone, to do some research on the matter, but of course there was no signal out here. Instead it was just me and my thoughts. I really thought that the rational, logical me would put up more of a fight. That, I’d go back and forth a bit, or even opt for full-blown denial. But, no, I accepted it all. Not just because I’d seen it with my own eyes, but because I’d felt it. I felt it, whenever I was near James. Whatever he was, wasn’t quite human, but he was still very real.
I wrapped up the whole werewolf issue, and filed it away in my head for future research. I wasn’t done yet, but I was surprised at how easy it was to get that one out the way.
Next on the list of things that were bothering me, was my own behavior. Less than twenty four hours ago, I’d been engaged. And while I had been the one to get dumped, it didn’t seem right to be jumping into bed, or in this case the shower, with a hunky stranger, so soon after I’d been happily promised to another.
That was it, though--had I been happy? It was difficult to acknowledge, but, in all honesty, Mitch and I had been drifting for a while. There was an extent to which, that prompted me to plan this trip, in the first place. Something adventurous. Something romantic. Something to prove, we were actually meant for each other.
Now, though, in the cold light of day, I was beginning to realize, I had been in denial. There was something about our relationship that had been bothering me for a while, but I hadn’t been willing to admit it to myself, because it hurt so much.
Mitch was ashamed of me.
He loved me. For all his flaws, I knew he loved me. And, despite the fact, that he was not what anyone would call sexually adventurous, he loved my body, too. But once we were out in public, and especially when we were with his small circle of friends and colleagues, he was ashamed of being seen with me.
He’d always put too much stock in what others thought of him, and the fact that he was dating, and eventually engaged to, a big, curvy girl, somehow made him feel like less of a man in the eyes of others. Of course, he never said anything along those lines, but it had been there the whole time. Missed dates, invitations turned down because he thought we should stay in instead--even his body language, when we walked side-by-side.
Now that I was admitting it to myself, it didn’t really hurt the way I thought it would. Instead, I actually found myself feeling sorry for my former fiance, and whoever he ended up with. I didn’t hate Mitch for being ashamed of me. I pitied him, for not having the strength of character to follow through on his desires.
It was unfair to compare the two, but I couldn’t see James giving a damn about what other’s thought of his choice of partner... or mate.
James.
With issue number two resolved to my satisfaction, that left the Big, Bad Wolf, himself. From what I had heard of James’ confrontation with Joseph, he was here on a mission to kill someone. Given his words to me earlier, that may have been exactly what he was doing right now.
The man he had come to kill may have been a bad person. Maybe he was mixed up in the fire, which was obviously a big part of the animosity between James and Joseph, but James had given me no indication that he was acting in any kind of official capacity. Even if he was, there was no authority that I knew of, that would send him to kill someone.
If James killed this Travis, no matter what Travis had done, he would be a murderer. The thing that really scared me, was I had somehow got the impression that Travis was not the first. That this is what James did. He was a killer.
I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but I was surprised to find I didn’t feel outraged. My father had fought and killed for his country. It wasn’t something he relished, it wasn’t even something he was proud of, even if others were proud of him for serving. It was just something he did, because the situation demanded it. Could the same be said for James? Was I in a position to pass judgement, when I wasn’t fully aware of his situation?
To think that way, felt an awful lot like I was trying to rationalize something I really should have more of an issue with. But, the truth was… I didn’t. There was something between James and me, and I wanted to explore it. I wanted to explore him. All of him… Even his deep, dark secrets.
I was still worried, and fretting about this, when I heard the deep roar of his motorbike heading towards the cabin. Seconds later, I felt his presence, and before I had fully come to terms with the fact that he was alive, that he was alive and had returned to me, I heard his footsteps on the deck.
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Chapter 9: Carrie
James nudged the splintered door open with his foot, and stood for a moment on the threshold of the cabin. He was wearing a worn, stained t-shirt, a denim jacket that was way too big, and a pair of jeans that were way too tight. I don’t know where, or how, he’d acquired his new wardrobe, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to.
Beyond his attire, there was something different about him. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. His face was a mask of restrained emotion, but his body language spoke volumes. The bond was still there, that inexplicable closeness we had both experienced, but I couldn’t see beyond that. I inhaled, trying to read his scent, buut outside of a half-remembered dream, my human senses just weren’t up to the job. It made me feel inadequate.
Looking at his posture, I would have sworn a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders, and yet,= it didn’t look like this had offered him any relief. If anything, he looked more concerned, more serious, than he had earlier.
“Is it done?”
It may as well have been a rhetorical question. If the answer was “no,” he wouldn’t be standing here in front of me. It was done. He had killed a man.
I didn’t know what this act had done to him, nor what it would take for him to be whole again. The only thing I knew, was that I wanted to be there for him. I wanted to help him come to terms with his actions and heal. Whatever it took.
I stood to face him, and let the blanket that covered me slide to the floor. I was naked before him, offering myself, unconditionally. I felt, for the first time, in as long as I could remember, no shame,, as a man’s eyes darted back and forth over my bare flesh. I felt, again for the first time, in as long as I could remember, no fear of rejection. I may not have shared his heightened senses, but I knew one thing for certain. He wanted me as much as I wanted him.
In two strides, he was on me. His hands cupped my ass and pulled me closer, forcing me onto my toes so my lips could meet his. I gasped, both at how cold his hands were from the ride, and the shocking ferocity with which he kissed me. He was beyond hungry. He was starving. He kissed me as if I were the only thing that could sustain him. Perhaps I was.
I groaned into his mouth, as I surrendered completely, my naked body soft and pliant against the coarse fabric of his found clothes. He sensed it. He sensed my surrender in a way I never could. He smelled it on me, and he took advantage of it.
When he came up for air, he shifted position and slid a leg between mine, pushing the rough denim firm against my bare crotch, as he released my ass with one hand and brought it to my breast. His broad hand cupped and lifted, as he lowered his head, bringing his lips to my sensitive nipple. My groan became a whimper, as the twin sensations drove me to something beyond desire. A level of pure lust that I had never experienced before.
“Fuck me.”
I wanted to assert myself, and make it a command, but it didn’t come out like that. It sounded like a plea. A needy and desperate plea. I reached out to feel for his manhood, hard and hot, jutting lewdly against the denim at his crotch.
“Please… Fuck me.”
This time, I didn’t bother to even try and keep the need out of my voice. If I had to beg, then so be it. It’s not like I could have hidden it from him. My body betrayed my desire, and he could smell it on me.
“No.”
It was actually a relief to see his grin return. An infuriatingly-smug smirk, that only men with the charm and presence to back up their arrogance, could pull off.
“Not yet. There’s something we need to take care of, first.”
He lifted me effortlessly, and carried me to the couch. Once he had positioned me to his satisfaction, he sunk to his knees, nudging my legs aside with his shoulders, as he kneeled between them. Or, at least, he tried to. His shoulders were impossibly broad, and my body just didn’t bend that way.
He tried again, this time ducking beneath my legs, and lifting them on his shoulders, forcing them up and back, until his face was inches from my wet, and needy, sex.
I felt… exposed. In the shower, I had been in control, and while we had been intimate, it was nothing like this. He was so close to me, nothing was hidden. Not to mention, it was the middle of the day, and, remote cabin or not, the door was wide open. I was not usually a big fan the sort of intimacy that placed my body under this kind of scrutiny.
But, when I looked down at James, I decided that, just this once, maybe I could make an exception. He descended on me with a grin that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a cheeky schoolboy, a comparison I immediately regretted, as, given his intent, it seemed wildly inappropriate.
I sighed and groaned, as I gave into the urge to grind myself against his face. I have no idea if he was particularly skilled, or if I was just particularly turned on, but it didn’t take long. As I came, I tightened my legs around him, and gripped his hair between my fingers, pulling him to me, as I rode out a surprisingly gentle, and restrained orgasm.
When his glistening face emerged from between my thighs, the grin was still there. He had been enjoying himself.
“You’ve done that before, haven’t you?”
“Oh, once or twice. Bedroom?”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
Our greedy fingers worked at his clothes, stripping him, as I pushed him backwards, towards the bedroom. Whenever I fumbled clumsily, he recovered with supernatural grace, and between the two of us, we managed to make it to the bed without incident.
I held my palm against his chest, and entwined my fingers in the gorgeous, dark hair, as I pushed him backwards onto the bed. He winced as he toppled, my hand tugging at his hair.
His manhood was magnificent, jutting straight up from his thighs like a… Well, like a large, erect penis, I guess. Half an hour ago, I might have hesitated, but now I was ready. I wanted this. I wanted to feel him stretch and fill me. I wanted…
I gasped, as I climbed on top of him and lowered myself. I had been a little concerned about his size, but it was the heat that I wasn’t prepared for. I had to pause for a moment, to gather myself. It was unexpected, but not unpleasant. In fact, as I got used to it, I found it to be quite nice, indeed.
I loved this position. He tried to thrust against me, but I placed both hands on his chest, and made it clear that for now, all he had to do was lie back, and enjoy the ride.
I rolled my hips, keeping him deep inside me, as I worked them in slow, lazy circles.
“Oh… Oh, yeah.”
I smiled benevolently down at him, proud of the fact that he was unable to tear his gaze away from the hypnotic gyrations of my swaying breasts long enough to look me in the eye. And just when he thought it couldn’t get any better, I added a gentle squeeze to the mix. Each time I tightened myself around his shaft, I was met with a satisfyingly, throaty groan of pleasure.
I had to admit, I was feeling a little smug. This was my party trick, and I’d yet to bed a man who could hold out against it for long.
That said, his size was adding a whole new dimension to the experience for me, as well. As I shifted, he pushed against me in places that I didn’t even know existed. Even as I watched for signs that he was getting close, I realized I was not far off, myself.
He sensed this. A slight shift in the balance of power and… Oh, God… His hips began to move, rising to meet mine, then falling away, as I gyrated against him. Damn. I fell forward, my breasts flattening against his chest, as I surrendered to him, once more.
I felt his fingers, like claws down my back.
I felt his teeth on my neck, like fangs.
I felt his cock expand inside me, like a… Wait, what the hell? What the hell?
“What the hell?”
I slid off him, and pulled away a little. It wasn’t that I wanted him to stop. Far from it--my body yearned to return. I was just a little shocked and confused by whatever the hell had just happened.
“Shit…Damn. I’m sorry. I guess I forgot that you’re…”
Human?
He was going to say human. He backed away, as if concerned he had offended me.
“Sometimes, the animal comes out. It can be hard to control. Some people like it. Others… not so much.”
“You mean, you actually change into a… you know… while you’re… ”
I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. A little queasy to be honest. This wasn’t really my thing, and I wasn’t sure it would ever be. Even knowing that he was human, it was still something I knew I’d struggle to get my head around.
“No. No, nothing like that. The animal isn’t just a shape I take. It’s part of me. Even when I stand on two legs, it’s part of me. When the animal takes over, it’s hard not to lose control. Everything becomes more… more primal. Things, uh… Can get a little rough, and… Uh, yeah, there are some other changes too. Things tend to get a little bigger.”
He blushed. He actually blushed. The big, bad alpha wolf was actually embarrassed. It was all kinds of cute. It was as if he were concerned he had lost me, or scared me off. He seemed completely oblivious to the fact that his words were having quite the opposite effect. It was actually kind of endearing, and I couldn’t resist taking the opportunity to tease him a little.
“So, let me get this straight. Sometimes, during sex…”
“Well, most times.”
“Most times, during sex, you lose control, and become a bit of an animal. It’s all rough and primal, and you get bigger down… Well, you know. Well, gosh, Mr. Wolf. You sound like every woman’s worst nightmare.”
My deadpan sarcasm sailed right over his head. He looked genuinely distressed.
“Like I said, some people like it. I can… I’ll try and keep it in check.”
I licked my lips, pulled myself onto all fours and crawled across the bed towards him. I lowered my head so my lips were right next to his ear and spelled it out for him, giving each word time to sink in.
“Shut up, and make me your bitch.”
He wanted animal. I gave him an animal. I lowered myself onto my arms, and bent my back to raise my ass. I, for want of a better word, presented myself to him.
In another place, in another world, I don’t think I could have come up with a more unflattering position, if I tried. But here and now, I knew the animal in him would not be able to resist the soft, smooth flesh that beckoned, and the delicious, wet warmth of the vessel I offered him.
I don’t know if it was this position, or this change he’d mentioned, but when he entered me, again he felt bigger. He filled me completely, so deep inside me, it was like nothing I had experienced before. And then the animal in him stirred once more.
It was like nothing I had… No, that doesn’t even come close. It’s redundant. Of course, it was like nothing I had ever experienced before. I didn’t even have a frame of reference.
He was relentless. He was like a machine. He just didn’t stop.
Each thrust drove me hard against the bed, and as he picked up speed, I found my focus narrowing, as everything else became a distraction. All that mattered was the heat that filled me, and the growing knot of pleasure, deep inside my body. With each thrust, that knot grew, until it overwhelmed me, spiralling outwards from my core, the pleasure washing over every nerve. My mouth went wide in a silent scream of ecstasy, as I experienced a deep, powerful orgasm that shook my entire body.
I don’t even know if he noticed my climax. He didn’t pause. He didn’t give me a chance to catch my breath. He didn’t stop.
Part of me wanted to cry out, and beg him to stop, but that was a part I had no interest in listening to, right now. Instead, I willed him onwards--hungry for more.
I have no idea how many times I came. Somewhere between one, and a hell of a lot. Pick a number. By the end, I really had no idea what was going on, which way was up, and everything blurred into one. My body felt, for a while, as if I had entered another state entirely. That he had broken me, and every part of me had been stripped away,, to leave only the raw sexual animal that perhaps lies at the heart of us all.
At some point, I found myself drifting in and out of the wolf dream. The scent of us rutting like animals adding another dimension to everything I experienced.
At some point, I felt claws on my back. Stinging, scratching--it felt as if they were drawing blood.
At some point, he threw back his head and howled, a sound I echoed, as I felt his swollen member lock inside me, and the molten heat of his seed filled me, completely.
And ultimately, at some point, we collapsed, in an exhausted, sweaty heap.
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Chapter 10: Carrie
Once again, James wasn’t beside me when I woke. Naturally, part of me was already thinking it was all a dream, but the ache in my thighs (and elsewhere), and a painful tightness in my back, told me otherwise. I stood and twisted, my head trying to get a look at it. Ragged scratch marks ran from my shoulder blades to the small of my back. They looked nasty, and they stung like hell, but I still couldn’t help smiling at them.
I turned back to look at myself, straight on. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I didn’t hate what I saw. Yeah, I could probably do with joining a gym, although I’d take the previous night's exertions over a step class in ill-fitting lycra, any time. But, other than that, I was a woman, with a woman’s body. Full, soft, ripe, and desired by a man, who was something more than a man.
I didn’t need crazy, heightened dream senses to smell bacon sizzling in the kitchen. Yeah, that was my kind of man. I found his shirt ,and pulled it on, because that’s the fantasy, isn’t it? To walk out of the bedroom, the morning after the night before, clad only in the t-shirt of the man who rocked your world?
No... The fantasy was more than that. I looked at the mirror again. The round globes of my breasts pressed heavily against the fabric, shaping it to my ample body. I turned a little, to see the cheeks of my ass peeking out from beneath the hem. The fantasy, the real fantasy, was to walk out of the bedroom the morning after the night before, wearing nothing but his t-shirt, and then see the look on his face, and know for certain, that you rock his world. I deserved that. Every woman deserves that.
“Wow.”
“I know, right?”
“That shirt is really... filthy. Seriously, there’s blood, and God know’s what all over it. It’s really gross.”
I poked my tongue out at him, even as he stalked around the counter to embrace me. We fit together perfectly, like we’d being doing it our entire lives.
Breakfast was bacon, and a choice of water or flat champagne.
“We need to do some shopping.”
“True. I should get some stuff to fix the door, as well. You never know what’s lurking out there, in the woods.”
I rolled my eyes.
“I meant food and stuff, but sure.”
“Carrie, I…” His tone took a turn for the melancholy, and he hesitated, his brow furrowed. “I’d stay here forever, if I could.”
But…
I knew it was coming. Last night was amazing, but guys like him don’t end up with girls like me. It’s the way of the world.
“But, my life is… complicated. There are things I need to take care of. Things I have to do alone.”
I prodded the bacon around my plate, unable to meet his eyes.
“And then, I’ll find you again. I promise.”
“You promise?”
My voice was meek and needy, on the verge of breaking.
“It’s more than a promise. A promise is a commitment that you try and keep. This is something more than that. Do you understand? I can’t explain everything, but there is something between us, and whatever it is, it’s stronger than words, and it’s stronger than empty promises. I’ll need to find you again. I can’t conceive of a world where I don’t find you again.”
I understood. I understood, because I felt it, too.
“But, before I go, I want to show you something. There are some people I want you to meet. We need to go shopping, and then I’ll take you to them.”
When I looked up, I was surprised to see his piercing, blue eyes were damp with tears.
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As much as I really wanted a ride on his motorbike, he insisted we take the pickup. Although, by way of compensation, he promised that we’d keep an eye out for a store that sold helmets, so he could take me for a ride later. I tried to spin that into some kind of humorous double-entendre, and managed to get a half-chuckle out of him, before he stopped and froze in his tracks.
He sniffed the air and looked concerned, then sniffed the truck, before turning to me.
“Whose truck is this? It’s not yours.”
“No, why? What’s the problem?”
A growl.
“Whose is it?”
He sounded angry and upset, and I didn’t appreciate the way he was speaking to me. It reminded me of our first encounter, when he’d suddenly freaked out and started accusing me of being sent by someone. I really had no idea what he was on about, but had to admit, that the violent mood swings were a bit of a concern.
“It’s my father’s, okay? And do you think you could tone down the Asshole Vibe, just a little bit?”
“I… Sorry. I just… There are some things I can’t…”
“I get it. Secret missions, and all that. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but you can’t turn on a dime and start talking to me like that. It’s not how people who...”
People who what? I’d backed myself into a corner. People who love each other? We’d only known each other for a day, at most. Of course it had been a fairly eventful day, both in, and out, of the bedroom.
He apologized, and then grinned, when I tossed him the keys. I didn’t feel like driving, and he, like pretty much every man I’ve ever known, was much more comfortable behind the wheel, than in the passenger seat. However, on the long ride into town, I did notice him sniff the air and frown on more than one occasion.
Something was bothering him.
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I gathered the ingredients for a nice meal. Nothing too heavy. A way to a man’s heart was through his stomach, and all that, but it if this was going to be our last day together for a while, it wasn’t just his heart I was interested in.
Once I was done, James took control of the cart and steered it towards the pharmacy. He grabbed handfuls of aspirin and bandages, and a couple of first aid kits. He was a man on a mission, and it didn’t seem right to interrupt him for an explanation. From there, he headed to the canned goods aisle, and once he’d cleaned that out, left me with a cart so heavy, I could barely push it, while he went to get another. He filled the second cart with bottled water, followed by dozens of packets of dried fruit and nuts. The teller probably assumed we were a couple of survivalists, as he rang up our impressive haul.
But, he wasn’t done yet. After we’d loaded up the truck, we crossed the road to visit another store and fill another cart. This time, it was clothes. Just simple stuff--underwear and plain t-shirts, in all sorts of sizes--and a lot of cold weather gear, like jackets, gloves and scarves. That’s when I figured it out. Where we were going, and why we were on a shopping spree.
On the way to the checkout, we passed the toy section, and something caught my eye. A cute, little toy wolf, sitting proudly, its head held high. I picked up the soft toy, and held it up for his appraisal. He nodded back at me, and even though he was smiling, I saw a sadness in his eyes that moved me so much, it hurt. I managed to hold back the tears until we were back in the truck. I couldn’t help it. There was just so much sadness in him.
We didn’t speak. I just leaned against him, as he gunned the engine and headed back towards the mountain. Once we hit unpaved roads, I straightened up and took a deep breath, before wiping the tears from my eyes. I looked at James, and he smiled back at me.
My new boyfriend was taking me to meet his family.
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Epilogue: Kent
I was only here to ID the body, and didn’t need to stick around, but curiosity got the better of me, and I had nowhere better to go. So, I spent the best part of the morning lying prone in my hide, watching through the scope, and waiting.
I was just about to pack up, and bug out, when I heard a vehicle heading back towards the camp. The prodigal pack leader had returned to the scene of the crime. Interesting. I’d assumed that once the deed was done, James would be long gone. But, instincts are a bitch, I guess. James is built to protect and defend the weak, and, as much as he likes to pretend he’s dead inside, my big, bad pet can’t resist a lost cause.
I located the truck with my scope, as it swung into the camp. He’d brought the woman with him. Very interesting. She was a wild card. She definitely wasn’t a player. Nothing came up in her files. But then, on a whim, I’d run a check on her old man, and Oh, Boy! Daddy set all sorts of alarm bells ringing. Alarm bells that were way above my pay grade.
Cute, though. A real woman. My kind of woman.
As he got out of the pickup, James sniffed the air and looked in my direction. Damn, he was good. All these state-of-the-art high-tech gadgets and gizmos, and he’d made me in seconds. The rest of this sorry excuse for a pack hadn’t so much as looked in my direction all morning.
I watched for a while, as he unloaded the back of the pickup. The adults were suspicious and guarded, and accepted his charity without any open displays of gratitude. The kids ate it up. It was like Christmas.
I kept my crosshairs over his heart, as he moved through the camp like a big, scruffy messiah. He’d done his job. Travis was dead, and all was right in the world. If he knew what was good for him, he’d stay here and take over as pack leader, keep his head down, and be a good dog.
I didn’t hate him as much as he thought I did. To be honest, I’d actually grown kind of fond of him. He was an effective assassin, and I admired that. He just asked too many damn questions. I didn’t hate him, but when the order came, I’d put him down without thinking twice. I wouldn’t have a choice.
I stood, stretched, and slung the rifle over my shoulder, before heading back down the mountain to the ranger’s station. There didn’t seem too much point in hanging around, or trying to remain inconspicuous, now that James had my scent.
Before I left, I took one last look at the woman. Yeah, definitely my type. Shame she had such terrible taste in men. I may not be an expert on matters of the heart, but the two of them looked like they were joined at the hip, and they’d known each other, what, thirty-six hours, tops?
I made a mental note to look her up, once the dust settled.
If she survived.
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Chapter One
“Well, doesn’t he just think he’s all that and a bag of chips,” Ginger Colby grumbled, watching Loch Armstrong, the sheriff of Blue Moon County, gyrating on the dance floor of the Hoot Owl Hoedown.
“Of course he does. Because he is all that and a bag of chips. And I’d like to eat his chips. Sloooowly. I’d lick the salt off them, and…” her room-mate and best friend Marigold picked up a french fry from her plate and swirled her tongue around it to demonstrate.
“Marigold, you hussy, stop molesting that French fry with your mouth. You’ll give these guys ideas.”
“I know,” Marigold smiled wickedly, and sucked the French fry into her mouth.
There were a number of reasons why the sheriff annoyed Ginger, even though she had not yet been formally introduced to him.
The reasons were, in no particular order: he was ridiculously handsome and had muscles on top of his muscles, he had women dripping all over him, and he walked with the typical Alpha werewolf swagger that said “I can get any woman to fall into bed with me, any time, and leave her panting for more.” The fact that it was true didn’t make it any less irritating.
Oh, and the most annoying thing of all: he hadn’t even glanced her way from the moment she’d walked into the bar.
Of course he hadn’t. Why would the handsomest man in the county spare a second look at a fat half-breed werewolf?
As if she’d even be interested anyway. Her tastes ran to more refined men, she told herself firmly. Men like Ashmont Warburton, the very refined financial advisor who she’d left behind back in New York, who’d taken her to the opera and museum galas and who, unlike the sheriff, never strutted. He probably didn’t even know how to strut. Of course, Ashmont had dated her for five years and then dumped her by text for a skinny blonde socialite, but the point was…that was her type. Except for the cheating and inability to commit.
She looked over at the sheriff again. The Gray wolves were the largest wolf species, and in human form, he towered over other men and other members of his pack. He had thick curly brown hair, tanned skin, and cheekbones that spoke of Native American heritage. He was slow-dancing with a slender, pretty bleached blonde with perfectly arched eyebrows and painted on size 2 jeans, and she was rubbing her body against him and staring up into his eyes.
When the song ended, he spun away from the blonde, bowed to her gallantly, and then walked away to the bar, pushing his way through the crowd. The blonde looked crestfallen and tried to follow him, but he didn’t look back, and the crowd closed behind him, with clusters of women pushing and jostling to get close. The blonde stared for a minute, sour-faced, and then stalked off and grabbed the first man she saw, a tall lanky beanpole of a human, and they began dancing together to the sounds of Carrie Underwood.
The sheriff leaned up against the bar and ordered a drink. Ginger found herself openly staring. He was wearing a t shirt and blue jeans which perfectly molded to the muscular half-globes of each butt cheek. From behind, she could see the broad spread of his shoulders, and the swell of his rounded biceps.
The bartender put tequila shot in front of him and another in front of the woman next to him, a beautiful brunette with carefully waved hair. Ginger watched with rising indignation as the sheriff poured salt onto the woman’s neck and licked it off. The woman threw her head back in pure pleasure as the sheriff licked, and Ginger noticed that he took his sweet time about it, running his tongue slowly up the curve.
Man-whore, Ginger thought self-righteously.
Then the sheriff bit his wedge of lime and slammed his tequila shot, and the people crowded around him roared in approval.
“Caught you looking,” Marigold said.
“Oh, whatever,” Ginger said. “Just passing the time.” She tore her gaze away and turning back to face her friend. Marigold looked like an elf, right down to the blonde pixie haircut streaked with black, an adorable, giggling little elf who always had mischief on her mind. It was part of the fun of hanging out with her.
Except on a night like tonight, when Ginger was still nursing the bruises on her heart and Marigold, as usual, was bouncing around like a bottle of soda that someone had just shaken, just looking for a way to stir things up.
Ginger wasn’t quite ready to dip her foot back in the dating pool just yet. She’d agreed to go out to the Hoot Owl just to observe from afar, and also so she could tell her friends back in New York she’d been to a real live honky tonk. She, Marigold, and their new friend Winifred were sitting at a small table in the back of the room eating burgers and fries and drinking frosty mugs of beer.
So far what she’d seen wasn’t that different than any bar in New York City – humans and shifters mingled happily, the music on the jukebox was modern and ran to songs like Zac Brown and The Band Perry, and everyone but her was having a great time.
She estimated that the crowd was about 60 percent human, 40 percent shifters of various species – mostly wolf, coyote, and panther. As a werewolf, she could tell by the smell, although the eyes gave it away too. Shifters had pupils that were shaped like the pupils of their animal species, and the colors of their irises came from a different color pallet than that of humans.
“You should totally do him, by the way,” Marigold added, tossing a glance in the sheriff’s direction.
Ginger choked on a French fry and coughed so hard she had to drink half her mug of beer before she could talk again. “Crazy woman say what?” she finally managed, blinking her watery eyes.
“Why not? The entire point of this vacation was for you to get over whats-his-dick,” Marigold said, stuffing a handful of French fries into her mouth and chewing. “What better way to get over him than with a hot vacation fling? It’ll be like a palate cleanser.”
Where did all that food go? Ginger wondered idly, and not for the first time. Certainly not to Marigold’s butt or thighs. She’d long suspected Marigold had a tiny black hole in her stomach which ported all calories to another dimension.
She took a deep breath and used her calm, even-toned, “reasoning with a crazy person” voice. “Okay, first of all, he has no interest in me. Look at all these skinny wenches rubbing themselves all over him. He can take his pick.”
“Actually, I have been informed by locals that women of corpulence are considered to be more attractive in this community. And fuller figured werewolves are just about unheard of, so due to your rarity you would be looked upon as an exceptionally desirable mating partner,” Winifred Hamilton said.
Winifred, an archeology student who was staying at the same boarding house as Ginger and Marigold, was studying the room with the fascination of an anthropologist in a remote Amazon village. She was in town with a group taking part in a fossil dig. Ginger and Marigold had dragged her out to the honky tonk with them that night so she wouldn’t spend yet another evening poring over textbooks until her eyes crossed.
She was a pretty girl, probably, but she insisted on wearing her hair pinned up in a severely unflattering bun that she stabbed through with two pencils to hold it in place, and she wore oxford shirts buttoned up to her chin. Then again, Winifred looked at men with purely academic interest, so her lack of game didn’t seem to bother her at all.
“I’m pretty sure what she’s saying is, fat chicks are considered hot here,” Marigold translated.
“Yes. That is what I just stated, although in a more scientifically accurate form,” Winifred said, her eyes puzzled behind her oval gold-rimmed glasses.
“It’s true,” their waitress chimed in, leaning over to refill their pitcher of beer. “I would kill to have your figure.”
“Really?” Ginger said, startled, glancing down at herself.
“Oh, my God yes. I’d be getting so much action.”
Marigold had insisted that she wear a low cut yellow sundress which displayed the generous swell of her breasts, and which kind of made her look like she had a waistline by flaring out over her size 16 hips. She’d sprayed de-frizzing jell on her big mop of red curls and pinned her hair up with a flowery barrette. She had, indeed, been getting quite a few glances since she came in, and even some invitations to dance, but she’d begged off.
She’d chalked it up to the locals being polite, or the fact that as the new girl in town, she was a novelty. Although now that she thought about it, Marigold was also the new girl in town, and she’d literally gotten more attention from the local men than Marigold had gotten, which never happened in New York.
“So, about the affair that you’re going to have with Mr. Hot Stuff…” Marigold nodded her head at the sheriff, who was back on the dance floor, dancing with yet another woman.
“Are you kidding me? I can’t stand him, just on general principle! Look how arrogant he is!” Ginger shot him a disdainful look and turned her attention back to the big plate of salty French fries at their table.
“Why did you even want to come here, if you’re going to deny yourself the pleasure of a mindless vacation fling with a big-muscled Neanderthal?’
“I came here to put as much physical distance as I could financially afford, between myself and that cheating, lying, useless pig of an ex-boyfriend of mine. Not that I’m bitter,” Ginger said, and downed a third of a mug of beer in one gulp.
“No, not at all. I can see that.”
At least Ginger’s boyfriend had been considerate enough to dump her over the summer, which meant that she had a couple of weeks free before she had to teach summer school.
Unfortunately, on her grade school teacher’s salary, she didn’t have the money to go on a round the world trip or a swinging singles cruise. Instead, she’d settled for tagging along with her room-mate Marigold to the town of Blue Moon Junction, Florida, where Marigold’s 89-year-old aunt ran a boarding house. They were getting free room and board in exchange for doing chores.
“And if you like him so much, why don’t you sleep with him?” Ginger groused.
“Nahh, I’m going to have sex with the bartender. We’ve been fondling each other with our eyes all night.” Marigold looked at the bartender and winked. He winked back. He was a muscular, handsome werewolf with big arms covered with colorful tattoos, a tight t-shirt and a gold ring in one ear.
What was really going to happen was that Marigold was going to flirt outrageously, then wimp out and flee without closing the deal, but Ginger didn’t bother to correct her.
Marigold, unfortunately, was a love psychic. It was kind of like a curse. She would flirt with a guy, then peer into the future to see how their relationship would play out…and then it wasn’t any fun to follow through with it. She also had the ability to predict the outcome for other people, which is what she did for a living in New York – but she refrained from doing it for her friends.
The music slowed, and suddenly Marigold nudged Ginger so hard that Ginger almost spilled her beer. The sheriff was standing at the bar again, but this time he was staring in the direction of Ginger, Winifred and Marigold.
A slow smile curled his lips. He set his drink down on the bar and wiped his hands on his jeans, and he began pushing his way through the crowd towards them.
Ginger’s heartbeat sped up with alarm and she quickly dropped her gaze. What a player, she thought indignantly. He was going to come ask Marigold to dance with him after he’d just rubbed up against half the female population of Blue Moon Junction. If Marigold ended up going home with him, she’d end up just another notch on his leather belt.
Marigold deserved better than that. Sure, she came off as flighty and frivolous, but she was a fiercely loyal friend and deep down, her whole flirty femme fatale act was just a cover up for her insecurity.
Ginger half-watched him making his way through the crowd, while pretending not to look. He moved with a slow, rolling sensuality and perfect self-confidence, and people parted before him like waves in the wake of a mighty ocean liner. Women stared at him adoringly. Men watched with admiration and envy. As he reached their table, his gaze swept the women from head to toe, and a sensual, self-assured smile curled his lips. His eyes gleamed, and he glanced at Marigold, before his gaze slowly drifted to Ginger.
Unfortunately, his proximity had a strange physical effect on Ginger, one she’d never experienced before, even in the company of the best-looking of men. It was like someone had flipped on a switch to all the erogenous zones in her body and sent lightning bolts sizzling down her neural pathways. Also, her no-no parts tingled and went damp.
She squeezed her thighs together hard and tried to look away, but his golden-brown eyes were strangely hypnotic and she sat there staring at him helplessly, her heart pounding against her ribcage.
“Dance with me,” he commanded, holding his hand out to her to help her from her seat.
What?
Dance with me? He’d actually just ordered her to dance with him? He’d come over to the corner of the room to graciously grant the chubby girl a pity dance, and he couldn’t even ask, he just commanded? Of course he did, because what were the odds that a wall-flower like Ginger would ever say no?
Pretty damned good, as it turned out.
“Excuse me? No!” she spluttered.
Marigold choked on a French fry. Winifred turned to stare at her with avid interest. The waitress dropped her tray and half a dozen drinks crashed to the floor, but she made no move to pick them up, standing and staring at Ginger in astonishment.
Ginger suddenly realized that the music had paused and the entire bar was staring at her. It was like a scene out of a movie. And she had always loathed the spotlight.
The sheriff’s jaw was hanging open and his eyes were wide with surprise.
“I’m sorry…what did you say?” he asked.
“Are you heard of hearing? I said…No!” she said indignantly. “No, I will not dance with you.”
She quickly climbed to her feet, fished in her purse, and threw a twenty dollar bill on the table to cover their tab.
She pushed her way through the crowd, cheeks heating with embarrassment as Marigold and Winifred followed in her wake. Her original plan before she’d come to the bar was to drink enough beer that maybe, just maybe, she’d loosen up and flirt with a few guys, but that was going to be hard to do now that everybody in the bar was staring at her like she’d just grown a third boob.
Walking to the little table in the back of the bar had taken about a minute when they’d arrived earlier. Walking back out, now…that was an entirely different story. Decades passed and new presidents were elected as Ginger made her way through the crowd, who were mostly frozen in poses of complete astonishment.
Outside, bathed in the blinking neon red light of the Hoot Owl Hoedown sign, Winifred glanced at the bar behind them with interest. “That was fascinating. I feel that you may have unintentionally violated some type of implicit and yet unstated cultural mores in your rejection of the Alpha male’s advances.”
“You know, you keep talking like that, you’re never going to get laid,” Marigold said from behind them.
“I fail to see the connection between my speech patterns and the future possibility of my indulging in coitus,” Winifred said. “Then again, I frequently have a difficult time comprehending and correctly processing the thought processes of the non-academic crowd.”
“I think she just called you stupid, but I’m not actually smart enough to be sure,” Ginger said. “Did I ruin things for you and the bartender?”
“I don’t think it was meant to be,” Marigold shrugged. “I looked into our future. It doesn’t end well.”
The night air was warm and humid, and a fat yellow moon hung overhead. Ginger could swear the man in the moon was glowering down at her with disapproval.
They walked across the parking lot towards the pickup truck which Marigold had borrowed from her great-aunt for their visit.
“You know, I think Winifred was right,” Marigold added as they climbed into the truck. Did you see how the crowd stared at you when you said no? I mean, I’m only human, but I’m just wondering…is it a good idea to publicly insult the Alpha like that?”
“Publicly insult…oh, please, he publicly insulted me! Did you hear how patronizing he was when he asked me to dance?”
“Still. He’s the Alpha, you’re not.”
“Hmmph. He needed to be taken down a peg or two,” Ginger grumbled. “Besides, I’m sure it will all have blown over by tomorrow morning.”
Chapter Two
“Why is everyone staring at me?” Ginger said self-consciously, running her hands through her rumpled hair. “Do I have major bedhead?” She hadn’t slept well at all; she’d tossed and turned all night, dreaming fitfully of the sheriff, imagining him running his hands over her body, his hot tongue tracing the curve of her neck...
Funny, in all the time she’d been with Ashmont, she’d never had a single sex dream about him.
Then she’d dragged herself out of bed at 6:00 a.m. because Marigold’s great-aunt Imogen needed someone to help her gather eggs from the henhouse for breakfast and her handyman had recently quit.
Then she’d gone back upstairs to catch a quick nap while Imogen and Marigold made breakfast. She was not, by nature, a morning person.
When she went downstairs to join everyone for breakfast in the dining room, they all turned to stare at her as if she’d accidentally turned and was walking in on all fours.
“Is it true that you actually shot the sheriff down when he asked you to dance?” Miss Lamont, one of a pair of elderly twin spinsters who’d lived at the boarding house for forty years, asked Ginger. “In public? In front of everybody?”
“Yeah, I can’t believe you did that,” added Brenda, one of the archeology students, who all sat together with the professor at the end of the long dining room table. There were half a dozen of them, all girls. “I’d totally have danced with him.”
“You’d dance with anybody,” Tallulah, one of the other archeology students said snidely, earning a dirty look from Brenda. There was some odd kind of rivalry between the two of them; Ginger suspected it had to do with the handsome archeology professor Emerson Reese, who was leading the dig. He had wavy brown hair and wore glasses, and had kind of an Indiana Jones vibe going for him. He sat reading the morning paper, apparently oblivious to all the commotion around him.
“Everyone knows about it?” Ginger asked, sitting down at the table next to Tallulah, who scooted her chair over to make room. Tallulah was pretty in a washed-out, nerdy way, her hair scraped back into a French braid that she wound around the top of her head, her eyes made owlish by huge glasses with thick lenses. Brenda was her complete opposite, with stylish streaks in her flat-ironed hair, clothing by Hollister and a full face of makeup even at the breakfast table.
“Of course they do. It’s the talk of the town,” Imogen said cheerfully, setting down a steaming stack of pancakes at the table. She wore a floral a-line dress and her hair was styled in a white bouffant, courtesy of twice-weekly visits to the Kurl Up And Dye beauty salon.
“Eat up, dear! You’ll need your strength to deal with this fiasco.” Her eyes were sparkling with excitement.
“Who could have seen that coming? Oh, me. That’s who,” Marigold muttered into her eggs. Then she flashed a bright smile. “Who said that?”
Ginger felt a ripple of unease run over her. She used her fork to spear a couple of pancakes, plopped them on to her plate, and poured a generous helping of syrup on them.
“How did word get around so fast?” she asked, shoveling a forkful of pancake into her mouth.
“Social experiments have determined that in smaller communities, this type of salacious news travels in a manner similar to a contagious virus,” Winifred observed. “Only faster.”
“Also it was in the gossip column of the Tattler this morning.” Brenda waved a copy of the town’s newspaper in the air cheerfully.
“What!” Ginger choked on her pancake. Damned small town busybodies!
She poured herself some coffee and hastily took a swig to wash down the pancake. “Uh…I’m sure this will blow right over, right?” she said, looking around the table anxiously.
“Sure thing,” Reese said absent-mindedly, still reading his morning paper.
“Really?” Ginger asked hopefully.
He glanced up at her and shook his head. “Nope. Sorry, my dear. He’s an Alpha. You’re an out of town werewolf from another pack. You made him look like a fool in front of about a hundred people, many of them from his own pack. He’ll never live it down.”
Brenda nodded eagerly in agreement. He could have read the horoscope aloud and she would have nodded in agreement. Tallulah shot her a lot of contempt, and speared a sausage with a vicious stab of her fork, staring at Brenda coldly as she ate it with sharp little bites.
Reese turned to Brenda and smiled benevolently. “Would you be a dear and get me some more coffee?” he asked, holding up a half full cup.
Brenda and Tallulah both jumped to their feet. “He asked me,” Brenda hissed, grabbing the cup and rushing off to the kitchen.
Ginger swallowed hard. Damn it. She’d made the news? So much for a relaxing, get-away-from-it-all vacation.
“How’s the dig going?” she asked the professor, desperate to change the subject.
“Oh, can’t complain, can’t complain. We’ve made some excellent finds, and incited the ire of small-minded locals. The usual.”
She hunched over her plate and attacked her pancakes, but before she could swallow another bite, her cell phone rang.
Puzzled, she fished in her pocket and pulled it out. Who would call her at this hour? Only her mother – but she had a special ring tone for her mother. It was the wedding march, which was a private joke between her and Marigold, because Ginger’s mother had been trying to marry her off since at least kindergarten. Probably since birth. Ginger could picture her mother wheeling her around in her stroller, cooing at the mothers of other babies, “Ginger’s single, you know.”
The phone number was unfamiliar, but it had a New York area code.
Quickly, she stood up, pushed “talk”, and moved away from the table. Could something have happened to her parents? It wasn’t anyone from the school, it wasn’t any of her friends, it wasn’t Ashmont Cheating-Pig-lowlife-scum Warburton…
“Hello?” she said anxiously, as she opened the dining-room’s side door and stepped outside into the yard. Marigold followed her out the door.
“What the hell do you think you’re up to?” the furious voice of the Alpha of her pack crackled over the phone.
“Uhhh…good morning, Mr. Cruz,” she said nervously. “Whatever are you talking about?”
But she had a sinking feeling she knew.
“Publicly insulting the Alpha of the pack? Is that what you think is a good representation of the Red Wolves of the Upper East Side?” he snarled.
“You mean when I turned him down to dance? Seriously?”
“Yes, seriously. The news travelled down here immediately and everyone is up in arms about it! You practically neutered their Alpha! This is not a small matter, Ginger.”
Ginger’s heart sank to the bottom of her stomach. Her father worked as an accountant for Mr. Cruz’s public relations firm. Anything that she did had implications for her family, as well as for her entire pack. She just couldn’t believe that saying “No” to some stuck up, admittedly sexy as hell jerk, would have affected her pack up North. If she’d known, she’d have danced with the jerk and then hightailed it on home.
“I’m sorry,” she said, appalled. “Is it really that bad?”
“Is it really that bad?” Reynaldo Cruz echoed in horror. “Let me put it to you this way. Do you want to see me, as Alpha, challenged by the Alpha of Blue Moon Junction because one of my pack insulted him?”
“What?” Ginger gasped, stunned. That would be a disaster. No, actually it would be a bloody massacre. The red wolves were the smallest of the wolf species. Sheriff Armstrong was twice Reynaldo Cruz’s size, and Cruz was a fuss-budgety, designer-suit wearing little city wolf. A Chihuahua shifter could probably kick his ass without much difficulty. In New York, the prestigious Alpha position tended to be held by those who excelled in business and social climbing. That clearly wasn’t the case here in the more rural areas of the country.
“I’ll apologize to him, for God’s sake!” she spluttered. “This is being blown way out of proportion!”
Marigold was eavesdropping avidly, arms folded, with an “I told you so” look on her face.
Ginger glanced at the boarding house. The dining room windows were open and everyone was leaning out, craning to hear.
“You’ll do more than that,” Mr. Cruz said icily. “When I asked him what we could possibly do to make up for your terribly inappropriate behavior, he said that he needs a new assistant because his assistant is out on maternity leave. I mentioned your particular talents to him, as well. You will be working for him for the next two weeks, and you will be VERY deferential. Do you understand? I do not want to hear any more complaints about you, or the implications for you and your family will be…unfortunate.”
“What?” Ginger protested. “But I’m supposed to go back to the city next week! I can’t stay here – they don’t even have dryers! We have to hang our clothes out back on a clothes line! I ruined my best shoes stepping in a cow patty!”
“Consider yourself lucky there was such an easy solution,” Mr. Cruz said, ignoring her protests.
“I’m supposed to be teaching summer school in two weeks!”
“That’s been cancelled. And the renewal of your teaching contract will depend on your ability to repair relations between our two packs.”
“Cancelled?” Ginger wailed. This couldn’t be happening to her. She’d been counting on that money from the summer school job to pay off her credit card debt.
“The sheriff will come by shortly to pick you up at the boarding house, so I suggest you get ready and make yourself presentable. Good day.”
Ginger stared in horror at the phone, listening to the dial tone.
“Wow. I will have to admit, I did not see that coming,” Marigold’s eyes were wide. “I thought we’d be ridden out of town on a rail, or tarred and feathered. But not that.”
“How do you ride someone out of town on a rail, anyway? It might be a better alternative. I mean, if I got to choose,” Ginger said, mind reeling.
“I always assumed that it’s like taking Amtrak. Probably a one way ticket.”
Then, simultaneously, the wedding march ring tone sounded and the sheriff’s patrol car appeared, steering round the bend, heading right towards the boarding house.
Sheriff Sexy-butt sure hadn’t wasted any time in coming to rub her nose in it.
She heard the door to the dining room open, and the boarders trooped out onto the lawn, some of them still holding their coffee cups. This had to be the best entertainment in town, next to the drive in movie theater.
She quickly put her cell phone on silent. Her mother would, of course, have heard about Ginger’s bad behavior and was now calling her up to have a long-distance conniption fit. Ginger didn’t have time for a conversation with her no-doubt-hysterical mother at the moment; she was too busy panicking.
It suddenly occurred to her that she was still wearing her pajamas and slippers. Should she run inside and change?
Too late. He was already out of the car.
Mortified, she watched as the sheriff walked up the driveway and came around to the side of the house where she stood, cell phone in hand, future in doubt.
He looked her up and down with that perpetual quirk of amusement to his lips.
“Morning, Miss Colby,” he said. “I understand you’ve volunteered to be my assistant for the next couple of weeks.”
Chapter Three
He smelled masculine and earthy, with a hint of some woodsy-scented cologne. His uniform was pressed crisp and clean, the tan polyester molding perfectly to the curves of his biceps. It was obscene how good he looked this early in the morning.
Her pink button-front pajamas were rumpled, and she hadn’t combed out her big mop of red curls after she’d climbed out of the shower that morning. She was wearing bunny slippers. With button eyes and little ears. A gift from Marigold.
I am going to kill Marigold later, she thought irrationally. This is somehow all her fault.
“Absolutely,” she said, pasting a big smile on her face. “The Red Wolf pack of the Upper East Side is happy to assist you in any way we can.”
“You sure you know how to take orders?” He quirked an eyebrow at her skeptically. “Because I need someone who knows how to defer to authority.”
Ouch. He wasn’t going to make this easy on her.
“Your wish is my command,” she said with forced cheer, her smile still pasted on.
“Is that so?” A slow, lazy grin quirked his lips, and she found herself blushing. There was something about the way that he said it, the way he rolled the words around on his tongue, that made it sound like she’d just offered up some kind of sexual invitation and he was delighted to accept.
And she’d be darned if that pulsing hadn’t started up again, directly between her legs. Throb, throb, throb.
Down, girl! She mentally scolded her private parts.
As his gaze roved over her rumpled visage, she added quickly “I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting you. I’ll go change. Would you like me to come meet you at the sheriff’s office?”
“No, that’ll be fine. I’ll wait right here and enjoy some of Miss Imogen’s fine coffee,” he said, nodding at Imogen, who tittered and scampered off to fetch him some coffee. Damn the man, he could even set the hearts of elderly widows to thumping. He was ridiculous.
She ran upstairs, with Marigold following her, and quickly threw on a red dirndl skirt and white peasant shirt with red tulips embroidered on it. Then she stuck her feet into a pair of red espadrilles.
“What should a sheriff’s assistant wear? Does this work?” she asked Marigold desperately.
“I gaze into a crystal ball for a living. Don’t ask me.”
Ginger quickly ran a brush through her hair, grabbed her purse, and rushed from her room.
“I’ve got extra condoms if you need them,” Marigold added, following her down the hallway. “Do you want to tuck a few in your purse? How about a six pack? He looks like he’s good for at least a few rounds.”
“Shhhh! If he hears you, I will kill you! And are you crazy? I am being punished, not seduced!”
“Sometimes there’s a very fine line between the two. If you’re lucky,” Marigold said with wink.
“She is lucky,” Brenda said as she passed her and Tallulah on the stairway. “I’d assist him any day!”
“You’d assist anyone,” Tallulah sneered. Brenda stuck her nose in the air, sniffed “You’re just jealous!” and stalked off.
“Jealous? He respects me too much to take advantage of me!” Tallulah hollered after her, fingering her gold purity ring.
She turned to Ginger. “He’s just using Brenda for sex,” she confided. “He doesn’t respect her for her mind. Men prefer virgins, don’t you think?”
“Errr…enjoy your dig today,” Ginger said to her. “Hope you find lots of old bones.”
The sheriff was drinking coffee in the parlor, looking out of place and yet perfectly at ease in a floral pattered wing back arm-chair. The house was decorated in early 20th century style, with faded rugs, china cabinets displaying old bric a brac, framed needle-point pictures, and lots of ceramic roosters. The girls from the archeology class were all hovering around the sheriff and giggling; they scattered when Ginger came into the room.
Ginger followed him silently out to his patrol car, where he held open the door for her and let her in, and they pulled away, heading towards town.
They drove in uncomfortable silence for several minutes until Ginger couldn’t stand it any longer. He un-nerved her like nobody else ever had.
“Realistically, I know that you don’t need me to be your assistant,” she blurted. “You just need to save face after I turned you down at the dance last night. So how exactly do you want to do that? You want me to follow you around and act deferential? Like walk 10 paces behind you, or hang my head and act submissive or something? I just don’t know how it’s done out here.”
“How it’s done out here?” he echoed, looking baffled.
“I guess I don’t know how anything’s done out here. In New York, if I turned a guy down for a dance it wouldn’t be a big deal. I had no idea that it would cause such a huge stir here.”
“How about polite and respectful? You think you could pull that off?” he sounded exasperated.
“Yes,” she bit out evenly. “I’m pretty sure I can manage it.”
He fell silent, and they kept driving. She wanted to ask him what her duties were, but she didn’t seem to be able to speak without unintentionally needling him, so she kept her mouth shut.
Sitting so close to him was terribly disconcerting. He oozed sexuality even when he was doing nothing more than driving and staring at the road ahead of him; it was like he’d been dipped in a vat of pheromones. She didn’t want to stare at him directly, so she pretended to look out the window while she watched him in the side mirror.
His upper lip was curved like a cupid’s bow. The rational part of her brain knew that pretty much every attractive woman in Blue Moon County had sampled the sheriff’s candy; the irrational part of her brain just wanted to trace that curve with her tongue.
The radio crackled to life. “Car 11, there’s a Code 33 taking place at the Wishing Well Motel, repeat, Code Five at the Wishing Well,” the dispatcher’s voice said.
“I’m right around the corner, I’ll take it. On my way, ETA one minute,” he said, and activated the car’s lights and siren.
“What’s a Code 33?” she asked, as they quickly turned down a narrow side road.
“Burglary.”
“Somebody’s burglarizing the wishing well?”
“Happens more often than you’d think,” he said. “And it pisses me off every time, because those coins go to the local food bank.”
They turned down Wishing Well Road and raced towards a small, picturesque motel. The sheriff drove past the motel and up a small hill, where the well sat.
“Let me handle this.”
As they pulled up in front of the wishing well, they saw a skinny young man run past them, all elbows and knees poking out of holes in his clothes.
The sheriff quickly parked, and the young man dropped to his hands and knees. His clothes fell off him as he shifted into the form of a scrawny coyote. The sheriff leaped out of the car and followed suit, shifting into an enormous gray wolf and racing right out of his clothes to chase after the coyote.
He easily overtook him and the coyote fell to the ground, rolling onto his back and waving his paws in surrender. Less than a minute later, both men had shifted back and trotted over to where Ginger stood, holding out the sheriff’s clothes which she’d scooped up off the ground.
She looked away, shielding her eyes. She’d gotten a brief glimpse of the sheriff’s naked body, the solid muscles outlined in sharp relief, the massive muscles of his thighs, and the thick phallus that dangled between his legs, and she was struggling not to hyperventilate. Could she suddenly have developed asthma, at age 26? Where did they keep all the damned air around here, anyway?
“Good lord, woman, why you looking away? Haven’t you ever seen anyone shift before?” the sheriff laughed, grabbing his uniform and quickly pulling his clothes back on.
“We don’t generally run around naked in the city,” Ginger said, looking away. “That’s kind of a weekend thing, done out in the suburbs, and only with friends.”
The young man shimmied into his dirty clothes. When Ginger looked at him, she saw he was just a teenager. He was wearing an old army jacket, despite the heat, and a grimy white tank top and jeans that were too big for him.
“Ginger, meet Cletus Arbuckle. Cletus, put back all the coins that you stole before I kick your ass.”
Glowering, Cletus trudged over to the wishing well, emptied out his pockets, and threw all the coins back in.
“Poor bastard,” Sheriff Armstrong said to her in a low voice. “His father died in a hunting accident, and his mama took it real hard. She used to work as a cleaning lady; now she’s just a certified drunk. Doesn’t do a lick of work. I may have to call in county services soon to take his younger brothers and sisters away.”
Ginger winced. “Ouch. I hope that doesn’t happen.”
“Me too, but I don’t have a lot of options. “
Cletus trudged over to Ginger and Loch, his head hanging down.
“God damn it, Cletus, you got to cut this shit out. Pardon my French,” the sheriff said apologetically to Ginger, and she couldn’t help but smile, there was something so country-chivalrous about the way he said it.
The sheriff turned back to Cletus. “You’re lucky you’re still a juvenile. When you turn 18, you’re looking at doing some real time. Then who’ll take care of your family?”
Cletus shrugged angrily.
“I told you before, if you need money, I can give you money.” Sheriff Armstrong’s voice softened.
“My daddy didn’t raise me to take no charity,” Cletus muttered, his eyes glittered with tears. Then he muttered something else in a barely audible voice, something that sounded suspiciously like “Fuck you.”
“What did you just say?” The sheriff’s shoulders rose up and his eyes blazed with anger.
Ginger cringed. He was about to cuff Cletus to the ground, and humiliate him further, or haul him in to jail, or…
“Hey!” she said brightly. “You didn’t tell Cletus about the plan you were telling me about just a minute ago. Sir,” she added hastily.
“Plan?” Sheriff Armstrong stared at her as if she’d lost her mind.
“You know! The plan you came up with! It was such a great plan! You said, if you caught Cletus stealing one more time, you were going to sentence him to work for the community center for six bucks an hour.”
She’d pulled that from her memory; Imogen had been filling Marigold in on the town’s latest news, and she’d told her that they were building a new community center. Her handy man had quit because they’d hired him to help put in a garden.
She turned towards Cletus, talking fast and praying that the sheriff didn’t blow up right there. “Yep, he said that you’ll have to hold down a full time job for the next…ah, two weeks, as punishment. 9 to five.”
“I ain’t afraid of work. Not like anybody would hire an Arbuckle in this town for any job, anyway.” Cletus glanced at the sheriff, half fearful, half hopeful.
“Is that really what you said?” he asked him.
“Uhhh…of course. You aren’t saying my lovely assistant’s a liar, are you?” The sheriff was struggling to wipe the look of surprise off his face.
“No, sir, I ain’t saying that. If that’s what my sentence is, I guess I’ll have to do it. When do I start?” he couldn’t hide the eagerness in his voice.
“Tomorrow morning, nine a.m. sharp.”
“Oh, and lunch is provided free,” Ginger said, glancing at Cletus’s bony frame.
He looked at her suspiciously. “You’re not trying to give me no charity, are you?”
“No sir. Not at all,” she said, noting his look of surprise when she called him “sir.” “Everybody who’s working on the community garden gets lunch free. It’s standard.”
“All right then.” He nodded, then turned and jogged off down the road. Ginger waited until he was out of earshot before she turned to the sheriff.
“Okay. Let me have it,” she winced. Please, don’t eviscerate my Alpha, she thought desperately. I’m pretty sure my pack would ban me from not just the city but the state of New York. Forever.
Chapter Four
“Let you have what?” That amused grin was back, and Ginger found that, despite herself, a little shiver ran through her body and her nipples swelled into tight nubs. He was so annoyingly sexy when he smiled. “You’re a puzzle, Miss Ginger. Maybe if I could figure out what you wanted, I could give it to you.” There was a teasing quality to his voice, and a twinkle in his golden-brown eyes as he said it. As if he were picturing what he’d love to give to her.
Or maybe that was just Ginger’s sex-starved imagination.
“Well….I thought you’d yell at me for what I did just now.”
“Naah. You were surprisingly diplomatic about it.”
Ginger winced at the “surprisingly” part, but she’d earned it.
“And that was actually pretty damn smart of you,” Sheriff Armstrong continued. “I should have thought of that myself years ago. Every time I tried to offer Cletus and his family money, they say they don’t take charity; I should have realized the solution was to find Cletus some kind of job. He’s right that it’s hard for him to find any work, the Arbuckle’s have a bad reputation in town. Especially Cletus, he did time in juvie for a vandalism spree after his father died, smashed the windows on a bunch of businesses on Main Street, and a lot of folks in town hold that against him.”
“I’ll pay for his salary,” Ginger said, relieved that this wasn’t going to get her in even more trouble with her pack. “And his lunch.” She could charge it to her credit card, skip lunch for the next few months when she was in New York…
“Don’t be ridiculous, woman. I’ll get the town to cover it out of petty cash. We do need that garden weeded and planted.”
They climbed back in the car and headed into town. “Next time, consult me first,” he added.
“Will do.” She nodded, relief rolling over her. Disaster averted. Her Alpha, and her standing with the pack, were safe. For now.
“I’m going to take you to my office now, introduce you to everybody. We expanded our building recently. I’ve got boxes and boxes of filing that needs to be done.”
“Great!” she forced a bright, cheery smile, but inwardly she quailed. How would everyone at the station react to the woman who’d publicly insulted their Alpha? And how had she managed to get herself into this mess?
Her phone vibrated in her purse, and she pulled it out and glanced at it.
“Boyfriend?” he said, glancing sideways at her.
Hmmm. Why was he asking?
“I don’t have one of those,” she said. “But I do have a mother who’s apparently called me 11 times this morning.”
“No boyfriend? Men in New York must not know a good thing when they see it.”
“You’re too kind. I had a boyfriend. We…wanted different things.” That wasn’t a lie. She wanted fidelity, more passion and a wedding ring, and he wanted to have sex with Bitsy Saperstein.
Her phone rang again.
“Why does your mother’s ring tone sound like the wedding march?”
She shot him a dirty look, flipped open the phone, and her mother’s shrill voice rang in her ear.
“What have you done? Did I raise you like this? How will we ever get you married now? Are our packs going to be at war?”
“Mother,” she said, gritting her teeth together. “I am in the car with the sheriff. Everything is fine. Everything is going very well.”
“Really?” her mother perked up. “Does he like you now? Is he single?”
“Mother.”
“Maybe you could cook him dinner. Show him how domestic you are. I’m going to text you some recipes as soon as I hang up. Or maybe-“
“I’ll call you tonight,” she said hastily, and hung up. Loch was stifling a laugh. “Don’t,” she said crabbily. “Just don’t.”
The sheriff’s building was a squat brick structure, with black shutters and a big sign out front that said Blue Moon County Sheriff’s Office, with a picture of their logo, which was a wolf howling at the moon. It was located in downtown Blue Moon Junction, which was what passed for a town in those parts. They were gliding into Loch’s parking space by the front door when the radio crackled again.
“Some kind of disturbance call at Terry Jones house,” the dispatcher said. “She specifically asked for you to come, sheriff.” There was an undertone of amusement in her voice.
The sheriff rolled his eyes. “Thanks,” he muttered. “I’ll take care of it.”
He pulled out of the parking lot, looking annoyed.
About five minutes down the road, they pulled into a mobile home park. The homes were small but neat-looking, surrounded by well tended little yards.
The sheriff parked in front of a house towards the back of the park, and as he and Ginger walked up the pathway to the mobile home on 3622 Sand hill Crane Court, he said to her “Brace yourself.”
“For what?” she asked, puzzled.
“You’ll see.”
They walked up the white gravel path to an entrance which was flanked by artificial roses in plastic pots, and the sheriff rapped on the door with his knuckles. The door flew open, revealing…a voluptuous naked woman. Well, not totally naked. She was wearing a bikini made of saran wrap. It was quite evident that she waxed.
“Ready to unwrap me, Sheriff?” she purred.
Then her gaze lit on Ginger, and her face fell. “What’s she doing here?” she pouted.
“Miss Jones. I have talked about this with you before. This is inappropriate, and a waste of county resources. You could have taken me away from a real emergency.”
“But-” her lower lip stuck out.
“No buts. Next time you place a fake emergency call, you will be prosecuted.”
Her eyes widened with anger and shock, and she slammed the door hard before letting out a stream of curses. He turned and walked down the walkway, with Ginger following behind him and struggling not to laugh as they climbed back into his car.
“Soooo…I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that at one point, you did hit that, and she wants an encore?” Ginger said, struggling and failing to keep a straight face.
“You’re loving this, aren’t you?” His tone was irritated and he stared at the road straight ahead, but Ginger thought she saw a little smile struggling to break free.
“A little bit. Yeah. This will make a great story to tell the friends back home.”
“You in such a rush to leave us?”
“Oh, no, not at all,” she said politely.
Hell yes, before I accidentally offend someone else and start a full on war, she thought. Or before I climb on the sheriff and start humping his leg.
Stupid annoyingly sexy sheriff.
He harrumphed, and turned on the radio, flipping through channels until he found a country song.
Her cell phone rang, and she saw that it was Marigold. She quickly hit the “talk” button.
“Oh my God, have you had sex with him yet?” Marigold said.
“Why, hello, Marigold. You know, he can actually hear you. I’m in the patrol car with him. He’s like a foot away from me. So shut up, is what I’m trying to say.”
“Oooohhh! Did he arrest you? Are you in handcuffs?”
Her face reddened. “No, I’m not in handcuffs. How would I answer the phone if I were in handcuffs?”
“Good point. Hey, sheriff hot stuff! When you guys do it, you should do it in the back seat of the patrol car!” Marigold yelled into the phone. “Or maybe on the hood!”
“I am going to murder you when I get home tonight!” Ginger hissed, and clicked the phone off quickly.
Blushing, she turned and shot a venomous look at the sheriff, who was stifling a snicker.
“You’re loving this, aren’t you?” she demanded.
“A little bit. Yeah. So, you’re going to murder your friend tonight? Are you confessing in advance?”
“You hoping to put me in handcuffs?” She could have bitten her tongue off as soon as she said it. What happened to her promise to herself to be the only woman in Blue Moon County who did not stroke the over-inflated ego of Sheriff Loch Too-Sexy-For-His-Shirt Armstrong?
“Ginger Colby. I’d heard that big city girls were kinky, but I had no idea.” His warm brown eyes were like melted chocolate, and a smile curved his lips.
Her cheeks flamed red, and a sudden image flashed through her mind of herself handcuffed to her headboard while Sheriff Armstrong spread her legs open with his big, strong hands and... She pressed her legs together and shifted uncomfortably in her seat, praying she wasn’t leaving a damp spot there. She’d die. She’d literally die of mortification.
She quickly changed the subject. “So, you and trailer park Terry – you never answered my question.”
She was pleased to see that he looked uncomfortable. “Never on duty. That’s all I’ll say. And only once, with her.”
“Never on duty? Ever? With anyone? In your whole career?” Ginger gave him the skeptical side-eye.
He spluttered and then made an abrupt turn at an intersection, swerving the car so hard that she banged into her door and clutched at her seatbelt.
“Cherry pie?” he said.
“I’m sorry, what?” Ginger gasped.
“You like cherry pie? We’re going to Edna’s house of pie right now. Their pie is excellent.”
“Well…sure. Although I’m more of an apple pie girl myself.”
“Good to know.” They pulled up in front of a small diner style restaurant with a hand painted billboard sign that showed a perky 50s style waitress holding up a pie in one hand.
Ginger felt everyone’s eyes on her as they walked through the door, and she blushed. One man in a booth let out a low, appreciative whistle as he checked Ginger out.
Loch’s eyes blazed amber with fury and he spun to face the man. “Watch yourself.” It came out in a growl, and the man quickly ducked his head, muttered “sorry”, and pretended to be very interested in his menu.
The waitress lit up when they sat down at the table, simpering all over the sheriff. He grinned at her and winked, much to Ginger’s annoyance, and the waitress nearly dropped her tray of plates.
Of course, there was no reason it should bother her. She and the sheriff weren’t an item. They would never be an item.
The sheriff was sitting across from her, and she could feel his legs brushing against hers, and the physical contact almost made her whimper out loud.
She stared down at the menu.
Concentrate on the pie, she thought. Come on, Ginger, you can do this.
All she had to do was resist the sexiest man she’d ever laid eyes on for two weeks even though he kept throwing sexy innuendo her way, and also refrain from making snarky remarks born of sexual frustration, and she’d be able to go home in two weeks and put the sheriff out of her mind forever.
Piece of cake.
“So, those archeologists…are they still getting harassed by people from the panther nation?” Sheriff Armstrong asked.
Thank God, she thought. Normal conversation! Any more flirting and I’d crawl across the table and lick his neck. I am not a woman of willpower, damn it. My size sixteen ass is living proof of that.
“They’d mentioned it. What’s that all about? They’re not on panther territory, right?”
“No, but they’re uncomfortably close. Probably not the best place for a dig. The panthers suspect them of secretly looking for tribal artifacts, and the site keeps getting sabotaged. Tires have been slashed on vehicles, tools keep getting stolen. They posted a security guard there, and the security guard quit the next day, said he saw panthers pacing around in the shadows all night long.”
Blue Moon County was located on the border of The Panther Nation, a huge section of Florida forest and swampland that was inhabited only by a small, close-knit tribe of Native American shape shifters. It was strictly forbidden for anyone who didn’t belong to the Panther Nation to venture on to the property unless invited by the panthers, and they had resolutely refused to allow any archeologists on their land.
Some of them interacted with the outside world, operating stores, bars, farm stands, and a casino on the edge of their territory; some were more reclusive and never left their land.
“Well, they’ll be out of there in a few weeks, right?” Ginger said.
“If they last that long. I’ve got a bad feeling about it. I’ve been stepping up patrols, doing everything that I can to keep the peace out there.” The sheriff frowned as he dug into his pie.
Chapter Five
Ginger stood next to a cabinet in the file room, putting away case files and pretending not to eavesdrop.
The sheriff was engaged in a heated argument with an attractive sheriff’s deputy named Portia Sinclair. Portia was a reed thin woman with shining, waist length black hair, and an adorable little turned up nose, and a sulky mouth.
Portia had glanced up at Ginger and the sheriff when they walked in the door, and stiffened in her seat. Another member of the sheriff’s fan club, Ginger thought. And clearly she didn’t like Ginger.
She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she was sure it involved her.
Well, eavesdropping was the town’s national past-time, wasn’t it? Time to join in.
She ducked behind a stack of boxes and partially shifted. The bones of her face shifted and stretched, her ears lengthened, and all of her senses, including her hearing, instantly grew sharper.
“-you have to throw them in my face like this all the time?” Portia’s angry voice growled across the room.
“Portia, I never wanted you to join the sheriff’s department. You went over my head and got yourself hired after I asked you not to, so you don’t get to complain that you don’t like seeing me with other women. She’s our guest, and I damn sure expect you to be civil to her, or I’ll move you to the night shift at the North County substation.”
Portia let out a low growl of anger, and then Ginger heard the sheriff’s footsteps heading her way. She quickly shifted back to her human form.
What were they even talking about? Why would Portia feel threatened by her? Portia was beautiful. And Ginger was only here for two weeks.
She walked out of the room and nearly ran right into Loch. He stepped back with a grin, and she quickly folded her arms over her chest as her nipples sprang to attention.
“Everything going okay with the filing?” he asked.
“Absolutely! Is…is me being here causing you problems?”
“Not at all. I did have a couple of questions about your abilities. The ones your Alpha mentioned to me.”
Ginger made a face, although she tried to stifle it. “Sure. Ask away.”
“If it’s something that you’d rather not talk about, I don’t have a problem with that.”
“No, no, not at all. That’s not it. It’s just another thing that makes me stand out, and not necessarily in a good way.”
He looked at her quizzically.
“You know,” she said, gesturing at herself. “This figure. The only werewolves who are, shall we say, fuller figured, are the ones who are half-breeds. So we’re pretty rare. And then when I was little, before I could control my powers, I’d talk to people that only I could see. My mother had me tested and it turned out that I wasn’t actually crazy, that I was communicating with the recently deceased, but people still look at you funny when you carry on one-sided conversations. It took me until I was in my teens to learn to shut it out unless I was actively seeking to speak to the dead. By that point, the nickname Crazy Ginger had spread among the pack, and it stuck.”
Oh, crap. She’d just told him her very unsexy nickname.
But he was still smiling. No matter what she said, how dorky she sounded, he always looked at her like he wanted to spread whip cream on her and lick it off. Of course, he probably looked that way at every woman who was old enough to legally buy alcohol.
“Oooh, I think that’s a wicked cool power. Excuse me for eavesdropping.” A spiky haired girl with arms covered in tattoos walked up and stuck her hand out. Her fingernails sparkled with purple polish. “Hi, I’m Lola. I’m a secretary here. That’s why I get to dress like a freak. So, are there, like, ghosts right here? In this room?” she shivered in happy anticipation.
“I do sense a presence.”
“Really?” Lola squealed excitedly.
Ginger glanced at the sheriff, who nodded. “Go ahead. Let’s see what you got.”
When he said it, his gaze roved over her body, and she stifled a shiver. Why was it that everything he said felt like it was meant as a double entendre?
Ginger walked over to the far left corner of the room. The corner was empty, but she sensed that it hadn’t always been.
She closed her eyes and relaxed, letting her defenses down, letting the world fall away from her.
She opened her eyes again.
“Eek,” she said. There was a desk and a chair in the corner now, and there was a ghostly figure sitting in the chair, a sheriff’s deputy who was slumped in the chair with what was left of his head thrown back. There was a gun lying on the floor at his feet.
The top of his head was blown off, and splattered all over his lap. Her stomach lurched.
“Suicide?” she said. “No, wait…”
His head reformed. He was sitting there with a handkerchief in his hand, polishing the outside of his gun, which was pointed right at his face. He was humming a happy little tune.
Then the gun went off, and the top of his head exploded.
She turned to look at Sheriff Armstrong in dismay.
“Was it a suicide?” The sexy smile was gone. He was staring at her with concern stamped on his handsome face.
“No. He was cleaning his gun with a handkerchief and the gun was pointed at his face. He didn’t mean to kill himself,” she said.
“Whew. Glad to hear it. It happened just last month. The coroner’s inquest found that it was an accident, but there have always been questions. Poor ole Dumb Darryl,” he added, shaking his head sadly.
“That was really his nickname?”
“He’d already shot himself in the foot, twice, drove the patrol car through a store window, and accidentally set his own house on fire. Nobody wanted to go on patrol with him. But his wife will be relieved to get the final word that it wasn’t a suicide.”
“That was so cool!” Lola’s eyes were wide with admiration.
“Unless she’s certified, it’s not admissible as evidence,” Portia snapped. She had gotten up from her desk and walked over to them.
“I am certified as a post-death communications facilitator,” Ginger said.
“Got the paperwork to prove that?” Portia sneered.
The sheriff turned to Portia and fixed her with a cold gaze. “I just spoke to you about this.”
“You can’t reassign me. My aunt won’t let you,” Portia’s eyes blazed with anger.
“Your aunt doesn’t run this department. I do. Last chance, Portia. Now go sit down immediately.” The sheriff’s eyes turned amber, and Ginger shivered involuntarily. He was going all Alpha on Portia, and he was a damned scary sight when he did that.
Portia turned stiffly and walked back to her desk.
“Forget about her,” Lola whispered.
Ginger winced. She had a feeling it wouldn’t be that easy.
As she walked back to the filing room, she saw another werewolf watching her with a frown. He was a handsome, broad-shouldered man who was almost as muscular as Sheriff Armstrong. Loch walked over to her and introduced her to him.
“Ginger, this is Jax Mackenzie, my lieutenant. Jax, this is our special guest. You’ve heard all about her.”
“Sure did.” He flashed a brief smile at that, and Ginger almost snickered, but sobered up quickly as she remembered how much trouble her little gaffe had caused. “Pleased to meet you,” she said, and he nodded at her with no expression on his face, and went back to the case file he’d been studying.
“He doesn’t like me, does he?” Ginger asked in a low voice as the sheriff walked back to the file room with her.
“He doesn’t like anybody. Don’t take it personally.”
Ginger forced a smile, and glanced back at Portia, who was staring at her with eyes like daggers. When Portia saw her looking, she scowled and her gaze immediately dropped to her desk.
It’s going to be a long damned two weeks, Ginger thought, stepping into the file room and shutting the door firmly behind her.
Chapter Six
“Marigold, you’ve got a visitor. And a handsome one, at that.” Imogen’s creaky voice drifted into the sitting room, where Marigold, Ginger, and most of the half dozen students from the archeology group were playing spades.
Brenda and the professor were nowhere in sight. Tallulah’s gaze kept snapping up every time they heard a noise in the hallway, and then when the professor failed to reappear, her face would fall and she’d turn back to the card game.
They all looked up as the bartender from the Hoot Owl walked into the room. He wore jeans and motorcycle boots and a t-shirt with a skull on it. If Ginger wasn’t trying to find off unwanted erotic thoughts about the sheriff, she’d have found him totally hot.
“Hey, can I talk to you outside for a minute?” he asked Marigold.
“Uhh…” she glanced at Ginger, startled.
“Yes, she can!” Ginger called out.
Marigold shot her an “I know where you sleep” look, stood up, and gestured at Ginger to come with her. They walked outside, standing in front of the boarding house.
A warm wind ruffled the branches of the trees, and a chorus of crickets creaked in the background. The stars were like hard bright diamonds set in a cloudless, black velvet sky. Ginger couldn’t remember the last time she’d looked at the sky when she was in the city.
“You left before I got a chance to ask you out last night,” the bartender said. “My name’s Henry, by the way.”
He stuck out his hand and Marigold shook it.
“Sorry, I ah…”
“It’s my fault she left. That whole thing with the sheriff,” Ginger said. “The temperature in the room suddenly dropped 50 degrees and it seemed safest to head for the hills.”
“Oh yeah.” He chuckled. “That was classic. I don’t think a woman’s ever turned him down before. It was beautiful.” Then his face grew serious. “Don’t tell him I said that. Please. Seriously. Don’t.”
“I won’t,” Ginger promised.
He turned to Marigold. “So – dinner tomorrow night? I could pick you up around six?”
“Uhh, well – the thing is-“
“The thing is, she’d love to!” Ginger jumped in.
“Great!” Henry’s face lit up in a smile. Then he stood there awkwardly for a minute while Margiold flashed a pained, polite smile. “Well, I don’t want to keep you. I’ll let you get back to your card game.”
Marigold waited until he left to turn on Ginger with a scowl. “What the heck? There’s a reason I left without talking to him last night. I already looked into our future. I saw me going back to New York by myself. And crying.”
“You know what? You really need to stop looking into your own love future. It’s ruining your love life.”
“Or saving it,” Marigold grumbled. “Wouldn’t you have wanted to know what was going to happen with Sir Douche A Lot, back in New York?”
“I don’t know. Not necessarily. Yeah, it sucked, but you can’t live your whole life in fear of making a mistake. Maybe you need to have the life experiences that you’re meant to have, even the bad ones, so you can become the person that you’re meant to be.”
“What? That was so convoluted, you almost sounded like Winifred just now. Could you please make sense?”
“Just freaking go out on a date with him. Just this one date, and then I won’t nag you any more.”
“Fine. If you go out on a date with Sheriff Sexy Ass, I will go out on a date with Henry.”
“He hasn’t asked me,” Ginger said. “And he’s not going to.” She was pretty sure, anyway. For all his flirting, at the end of the day, he’d just dropped her off at the boarding house with a wink and a good night wave.
She had a feeling he flirted as a natural reflex, like breathing.
“Yes, he will. And no, I didn’t look into your future, I can just tell. Promise me that when he asks you out, not if, you will say yes. And I’ll go out on a date with Henry.”
“All right then, I will,” Ginger said. Ha. That was an easy promise. The sheriff would ask her out when pigs fly.
Ginger woke up early the next morning so she’d have time to shower, get dressed, and be ready when the sheriff came for her at 8. No way was he catching her in her pajamas again.
She tried on half a dozen outfits, finally settling on a pink shirt and pink floral skirt.
Staring in the mirror, she tugged at the neckline of her scoop neck shirt. Too much cleavage? Too little? One of the advantages of being a larger woman was having big breasts. Then again, she didn’t want to look like a floozy. She yanked the neckline back up.
Did the sheriff like big breasts? She wondered. Not that it mattered, of course.
Ashmont had not been fond of any display of her cleavage. He was easily embarrassed, and before he took her out anywhere he’d spend half an hour fussing at her clothes, yanking them around, readjusting them, picking out different accessories for her.
At the time, she’d told herself that she was lucky she’d found a straight man who actually cared about fashion.
Now that they’d split up she had to admit to herself that his fashion advice was always laced with subtle insults. He was constantly telling her to dress to hide her figure. “Wear this sash to make it look like you’ve got a waistline,” he’d say.
“Of course he’ll choose me. Ever heard of the Madonna Whore complex? Men have sex with sluts, but they marry virgins,” Tallulah’s smug voice drifted down the hall.
Ginger groaned and wished there was another way down to the dining room. She shut her door behind her, rounded the corner and walked down the stairs, where Tallulah and Brenda were standing locked in a heated argument. They both swung around as she walked towards them.
“Who do you think a man would want to marry? Some loose-coochie hoe bag or a virtuous soul-mate who’s saving herself for marriage?” Tallulah demanded.
“Bitch, what did you call me?” Rage flared on Brenda’s face and she gave Tallulah a hard shove. Tallulah let out a shriek and stumbled backwards, and Ginger barely had time to grab her before she fell.
“You’re not just a skank, you’re a crazy skank! I’m telling Professor Reese!” Tallulah screamed, hiding behind Ginger as Ginger quickly herded her down the stairs.
“Go ahead! I’ll tell him what you called me!” Brenda yelled back.
“He already knows about your loose coochie, you slut!”
Ginger stopped and threw her arms out between the two of them and yelled, in her best school-marm voice, “Stop it immediately and act your age or there will be consequences!”
They both settled down, shooting each other venomous glares and muttering under their breath.
“Both of you are risking getting thrown out of school, do you realize that? And if anyone thought that Professor Reese was romantically involved with any of his students, which I’m sure he’s not, he could be suspended from the university. Or fired. Is that what you want?’
Both of them hung their heads and muttered sullen “No’s” as they marched into the dining room. Professor Reese was already there, digging into a cheese omelet.
“So, how is our newest sheriff’s deputy?” Professor Reese asked cheerfully, as Tallulah took a seat on one side of him and Brenda sat down on the other side. He seemed completely unaware of all the tension that he was causing.
Winifred watched both of them with a quizzical expression on her face. Ginger imagined that she was probably composing a thesis proposal based on their behavior.
“Fine, thank you.”
“Pass me the butter, will you, my dear?” said the professor. The butter was a foot away from him, Ginger thought with exasperation, but she reached for it. “I’ll do it!” Tallulah said hastily, and leaped up, reached over the table, grabbed the butter, and set it in front him.
“Thank you, angel.” He beamed at her approvingly, and Brenda rolled her eyes and made a gagging motion.
Tallulah practically glowed at the compliment.
“By the way, you look very nice. I see you’ve finally started taking my advice and you’re putting on some makeup. Just in time for your ridealong,” Marigold said smugly. “I look forward to hearing all the details of your hot date.”
“How many times do I have to tell you, he doesn’t like me in that way? And the feeling’s mutual. He’s bossy and smug.”
“If he didn’t like you in that way, he wouldn’t have you riding along in his car with him all day long; he’d stick you in the office doing paperwork and answering phones. As for his personality, when he was waiting for you to get ready yesterday he was absolutely charming. I think you’re the one with personality issues.”
“You know, a lapful of hot coffee would severely cramp your style with the local boys,” Ginger said threateningly, nudging her mug with her elbow. “It would leave blisters.”
“I ain’t a-scaired of you,” Marigold said, but she scooted her chair away so she was out of Ginger’s reach.
“So are things going well on the dig?” Ginger asked the professor. “The sheriff mentioned that the Panther Nation have been giving you some grief.”
“Unfortunately, that’s true,” the professor nodded. “But we’re not going to let them scare us off. Are we, girls?” He beamed at his students.
They all shook their heads fervently, staring at him with adoring eyes.
“Why do they think that you’re after their artifacts?”
“Oh, just paranoia and suspicion of outsiders.” He waved his hand dismissively. “They’re trying to claim we’re here to steal their tribal artifacts, but we’re not. We’re working a very promising fossil bed from the paleolithic area. We’ve found mastodon bones and teeth. We’ve very clearly demonstrated the legitimacy of our dig.” He shrugged, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
The floorboards creaked as the new handyman walked in. Ginger saw Marigold’s eyes flick appreciatively at him. He was a good looking specimen. A panther shifter, he was muscular and had long black hair tied back in a ponytail, and he wore tight jeans and a tank top. He carried a tool box with him.
“Everything okay in here, folks?” he asked. “I just need to measure these windows so I can put in new frames, if it’s not a bother.”
“That is a fascinating regional dialect,” Winifred said. “Is your original pack domicile located in regions Northwest of here?”
“Uhhhh….” He stared at her, baffled.
“She’s saying she loves your accent and asking where you from,” Marigold jumped in helpfully.
“Oh! Thank you, ma’am. My folks hail from Alabama,” he nodded politely and walked to the end of the room with his toolbox. Winifred’s gaze briefly followed him and then she quickly turned back to her plate of eggs. Ginger thought that Winifred A car horn blared out front, making Ginger jump.
“Lover boy’s here!” Marigold trilled.
“Watch yourself, or I swear I’ll…I swear I’ll…”
“You’ll what?”
“I’ll make empty threats of violent retribution which I have no intention of actually carrying out,” Ginger snapped.
“Yeah, I thought so. Enjoy. Especially when he asks you out on a date. And you’re not allowed to say no because you promised,” Marigold said smugly.
When she got outside, the sheriff was standing outside the cruiser holding her door open for her. Ginger grudgingly had to admit that, even if the sheriff was the biggest flirt in Blue Moon County, at least he was a gentleman. She tried to remember if Ashmont had ever opened doors for her. Ashmont was big on women’s lib, which was usually nice, but every once in a while, a woman just wants to be treated like a lady, Ginger thought.
“You look nice today,” Loch said, giving her an appreciative once-over.
Ginger blushed. “Why, thank you,” she said. “Just something I threw on.” After half a dozen outfit changes. “What’s on the agenda for today?”
“This morning we’ll just cruise around town for a little while. I thought you might like to go for a run later. I could show you some of the sights.”
“A run? In the woods?” Ginger asked, startled.
He gave her that smile again, the slow, amused curl of his lips that made her heart beat faster and heat pool between her legs. That smile should be registered as a lethal weapon, she thought. It was just unfair.
“That’s where we usually do it out here. We can run through the center of town, if you want.”
“You mean, like, a run…without our clothes on?” a blush crept over her cheek and up her throat.
“Well, darlin’, I’ve never shifted and run in my clothes. Have you?”
“Er, no. But I’m a little self-conscious about my body,” she muttered. A little? A little didn’t even begin to cover it.
He glanced at her, his gaze running slowly up and down her body like a warm caress, and she quickly crossed her arms over her chest to cover the hardening of her nipples.
“Why? You’re blessed, the way I see it.”
She’d never seen it as a blessing. The constant stares and questions had started in kindergarten and had never let up. “My, you’re quite…unusual looking for a werewolf.”
She had to admit, though, the appreciative stares she’d gotten from men ever since she’d arrived in Blue Moon Junction were quite gratifying.
Before he could pursue the topic of going for a run any more, his cell phone jangled in his pocket and he pulled it out.
“Hello, grandmother. Right now? You sure you need my help right now? Maybe I could send over one of the boys instead? All right, fine, I’ll come over.”
He sighed. “We’re taking a brief detour over to my grandmother’s house. Hope you don’t mind. “
“Of course not,” she said with a smile. Especially because, if his family was anything like hers, there was major potential for watching his grandmother embarrass the heck out of him. Ginger was supposed to behave herself around the sheriff, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t live vicariously.
His grandmother lived on the outskirts of town, in an old red farmhouse with an iron rooster weathervane on the roof.
She was waiting for them on the front porch when they pulled up. She waved at them as they walked up her driveway, beaming at Ginger. She was short and chubby and her hair was piled high in a bun on top of her head.
“Well, hello, hello!” she smiled, and held out her hand to shake Ginger’s hand. “I’m Wilhelmina, but my friends call me Willie. Do come in, I’ve made iced tea.”
“I thought you said the fence needed mending.” The sheriff shot a narrow-eyed look at his grandmother. “You said all the horses were going to get out and run into the road.”
“Oh, it was just one fence post was leaning over a little bit. I pushed it back up. Iced tea’s on the kitchen table. Don’t be rude to your guest, now.”
“Grandmother….” Loch said, shooting his grandmother an indignant look as they trooped inside.
“Yes? By the way, she’s every bit as pretty as everybody’s been saying.” Willie’s voice sank to a whisper. “She’s got childbearing hips. I approve.”
“Grandmother! Seriously! I will turn around and leave right now.”
Ginger was delighted to see a stain of red on those broad, high cheekbones. The sheriff was actually blushing.
The sheriff, usually so self-assured and in control, was utterly mortified by his grandmother, and there was not a thing he could do about it.
The kitchen was decorated with pictures of wolves of all ages. There was a long wooden table in the center of the room. Willie had set out sweet tea in mason jars topped with sprigs of mint, along with plates piled high with meltingly sweet chocolate brownies.
“This tea is delicious. I’ve never tasted anything like it,” Ginger said.
“Ancient family recipe. Of course, if you were going to settle down here, I’d share it with you.”
“You’ll have to excuse my grandmother,” the sheriff said, shooting Wilhelmina a warning look, which she ignored as she poured more tea for Ginger. “She’s becoming extremely senile.”
“Nonsense. How are your brownies, dear?”
“Incredibly delicious,” Ginger grinned. This trip had turned out to be an unexpected treat. The sheriff had been making her squirm for days now; it was fun to see the tables turned.
“In fact, we’re thinking of putting her in a home,” Loch continued, glaring at his grandmother. “She’s a danger to herself and others.”
“Why, I think your grandmother is delightful.” Ginger flashed a smile at the sheriff. “I could come here every day. Especially if it meant more of this iced tea. And these brownies? Heaven.”
“Yes, my grandmother sure can cook. Grandmother, we really need to be going. I’ve got work waiting for me back at the station.”
“All right, but you bring your new girlfriend here any old time that you want. How about this Sunday? Sunday works for me.”
“We’ll see,” he muttered. He glanced at Ginger, who was holding a brownie in front of her face to smother a laugh.
Ginger turned to Willie. “Willie, would I be able to take a few of these brownies with me? It’s for a good cause.”
“Certainly,” she said happily, and grabbed a Tupperware box from a cupboard. She quickly put a dozen brownies in it. “There’s more where those come from. You come by any time.”
As they started to walk out the door, his grandmother put her hand on Ginger’s arm. “Why did you turn my grandson down when he asked you to dance?”
Ginger paused, startled. “Well…it was the way he asked me. He just marched right up and barked ‘Dance with me’…not even so much as a please.”
Willie shot him a look, and cuffed him on the side of the head.
“That is not how we raised you, Lochland Connall Armstrong.”
He groaned and rolled his eyes. “Grandmother, please.”
Ginger sighed. “Why can you get away with that and I can’t?”
“Well, dear, as family I do have certain privileges. But he’s the Alpha of our pack, so while I may chastise my grandson, I do it discreetly. And not in public.”
“Point taken,” Ginger nodded, and followed him out to his patrol car.
“That was delightful,” she said as they climbed in the car. “Can we go there every day for a nice long lunch?”
“No, we can not.” He glowered. “Are you giving me a hard time? Aren’t you supposed to be trying to please me so I give a good report to your Alpha?”
“You know, you’ve got all these women in town simpering over you and kissing your butt. I think I’m going to take a different approach.” She buckled her seatbelt. “Can we go check on Cletus before we go to your office?”
“Sure thing. And don’t think you’re escaping punishment for your sassy behavior back there, young lady.”
“Oh really? What did you have in mind?”
“Let’s just say you’re lucky you’re not a member of my pack, because I’d likely put you over my knee.”
A sudden image of her over the sheriff’s knee flashed through her mind, and a wave of heat rolled over. She stifled a whimper.
In her mind’s eye she was naked, and squirming, and he was firmly restraining her with one hand and bringing his other hand down on her bare buttocks.
She pressed her lips together tightly and tried to think un-sexy thoughts as they drove. Ashmont’s image flashed through her mind. How they always had sex with the lights off. How he only liked it missionary style.
“Here we are,” the sheriff said, pulling up in front of the community center, which was smack in the middle of the Main Street shopping district. They were on a big lot of land, set back from the sidewalk that led to all the little shops up and down the street. Like the sheriff’s office, it had a big sign with the Blue Moon junction logo of a wolf howling at the moon.
They both climbed out of the car. “Can you follow my lead?” Ginger asked. “Just agree with whatever I say.”
Cletus was in the garden, running his hoe through the dirt. He wore a handkerchief on his head.
“Hey, Cletus, glad to see you made it,” the sheriff said. He glanced at the garden. “You made some good progress here. If this keeps up, I might be able to recommend you to the town’s public works department for a full time job.”
“Really?” Cletus looked startled.
“Swear to God. I’m impressed.”
“By the way, Cletus, I thought maybe you could help me out with something. I’m trying to learn to cook, and I made these brownies this morning, but nobody will try them for me.”
She pulled the Tupperware container full of brownies out of her purse and held them out to him, making a sad face. “Everyone says that city girls can’t cook. Even the sheriff wouldn’t try one.”
Sheriff Armstrong sighed, but nodded. “Yep. That’s true. I don’t believe city girls can cook.”
Cletus took the container of brownies, bit into one, and his face lit up. “City girls sure can cook! Wow. I got to find me a city girl.”
“See? I told you!” Ginger flashed an ingratiating smile at the sheriff.
“Okay, I believe you. In fact I think I’ll try one.” He reached for the Tupperware container.
“You had your chance!” Cletus walked off quickly, shoveling two brownies into his mouth at the same time.
“Nice one,” the sheriff said in a low voice. “You have a way with people, Miss Ginger. You really do.”
“Sometimes.”
“Yep, sometimes. When you put your mind to it.” Was it her imagination, or did he look a little hurt when she said that? Like he wished she’d put her mind to it for him?
His cell phone rang, and he glanced at the number and scowled. He grabbed the phone and answered it. “I’ll be right back,” he said to Ginger, and turned and walked to the edge of the yard.
Ginger walked over to Cletus. “So, is everything else going all right?”
“Sure is. I’m saving the other brownies for my brother and sisters.” He smiled shyly. “You sticking around town, then?”
“Ahhh…” Ginger felt a sudden flash of guilt. She had a feeling that Cletus and his family really needed a friend. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Really?” His face lit up. “That would be nice. Not too many people around here will talk to me.”
Crud. She’d gotten his hopes up. Why had she lied? She couldn’t stay here. She had a job waiting for her back home – maybe. She had an overpriced apartment with a view of another apartment building’s air conditioning unit. She had an aversion to walking in fields full of cow patties.
“You know, when I put those coins back in the fountain…I made a wish,” Cletus said, staring down at the ground.
“Oh? What kind of wish?”
“I can’t say or it won’t come true.” His face wrinkled anxiously. “You think the wish will still work if I was using stolen coins?”
“Well, you were actually returning those coins at that point, so, uh…maybe?” Ginger’s heart ached for Cletus. What would he wish for? Clothing without holes in it? Food in the refrigerator?
“I better get back to work.” He set the box of brownies down on the bench and grabbed the hoe.
A couple of well-dressed women walking by glanced at him, and one of them clutched her pocketbook closer to her chest.
“Isn’t he that dirty Arbuckle boy?” one of the woman said loudly.
“Certainly is. I don’t think he’s had a bath in his whole life.”
Cletus’ face fell and he turned and began raking the dirt again, without a word. His eyes glittered with hurt and humiliation.
“Of course he’s dirty, he’s working in a freaking garden! Where there’s dirt! Maybe if you ever did a day of work in your life, you’d have room to talk!” Ginger yelled after them.
They flashed her a shocked lock. “What are you looking at?” she snapped, and they turned and hurried off.
“Don’t tell the sheriff I said that,” she told Cletus. “I’m already in enough trouble with him.”
“Join the club.” Cletus was smiling now.
The sheriff strolled over to them, tucking his phone in his pocket.
“What was that all about?” he asked.
“Nothing,” Cletus said.
“What he said,” Ginger added. He gave her the skeptical eyebrow raise, but didn’t say anything.
Ginger followed him to his car. “You looked a little perturbed by that phone call.”
“It’s nothing. Call from the council.”
“The shifter council?” The wolf shifter council was a big deal. They oversaw all matters for wolf shifters in their respective state.
“Yes, that’s right. Nothing to worry about. Anyway. We got to head out. There’s trouble at the dig,” he said.
Chapter Seven
To reach the dig, they drove down a joltingly bumpy country road for a mile and a half, until they finally reached a clearing by an old, dried up creek bed. There were several tents set up there, and outside the tents were tables and folding chairs, and a cluster of SUVs.
There was already a patrol car on scene when they arrived. Jax and another deputy were arguing with a group of panther shifters who were standing by a cluster of pine trees. The students were in the creek bed, sifting through dirt.
“You’ve got no damned authority here! None!” Jax was yelling at them. The shifter he was talking to, a tall muscular man with black flowing hair streaked with gray and white, who wore a traditional loincloth and buck skin boots, looked as if he were about to change form and throw down. Hair was bristling from the tips of his ears, and his eyes glowed yellow, as Loch and Ginger rushed up.
“Settle down, everybody. I’ll handle this. Montgomery, what’s going on –“
“These damned panthers”- Jax rushed in.
Loch spun on Jax with a growl, and his claws shot from his hands. His eyes blazed amber, and the bones in his face rippled and lengthened. Within seconds his face was covered with hair and his teeth sharpened into fangs.
For a brief second, Jax’s eyes sparked with fury, but then he quickly backed down and went down on one knee, bowing his head.
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt,” he muttered.
“You’ll wait in the patrol car.”
“Yes, sir.” Jax didn’t look happy about it, but he obediently climbed to his feet and loped over to his patrol car without a backward glance. His deputy glanced at Loch for guidance, and Loch inclined his head towards Jax’s car. “Go,” he said in a low growl, and the deputy ran after Jax.
He turned back to Montgomery and made a polite incline of his head. “My apologies,” he said. “My lieutenant spoke out of turn.”
Professor Reese was standing there, arms folded, glowering at Montgomery. “No he didn’t,” he said petulantly. “Your deputy was right. This man has no authority over me. He can’t tell me to do anything.”
Montgomery glanced over at Ginger. “Who’s this?”
“Ginger Colby.” She thrust her hand out to shake hands with him. “I’m delighted to meet you. I’ve heard so much about the Panther nation. I teach a unit on them to my fourth grade class in New York, you know.”
“I’m always happy to meet people who are respectful of our culture.” Montgomery inclined his head politely.
The panther shifters who were standing with him came forward and made a point of shaking hands with Ginger, while eyeing her appreciatively. “Tommy Deerkiller,” one of them said. “I own the souvenir shop. Come by any time.”
My God, Ginger thought, I love it here. I am going to call all of my fat friends and make them vacation here with me, so help me God. This is chubby chick heaven.
She heard a low rumbling growl and glanced over at Loch, who seemed to be struggling to contain himself. Quickly, she stepped back. He wasn’t actually jealous, was he? He couldn’t possibly be jealous.
Although she found herself oddly flattered at the thought.
“These are my pride mates, Richard Iron Claw and his son Jason Strikes True.” Montgomery nodded at two panther shifters who were standing by his side, muscular men with the shining black hair of their tribe pulled back into pony tails.
“Perhaps we could give her a tour of our property.” Tommy smiled at her lasciviously. “Since she’s so interested in our history.”
“If she can go on your property, why can’t a legitimate scientist?” snapped Professor Reese.
“Because you’re not a legitimate scientist. You’re a treasure hunting looter with no respect for indigenous people’s customs,” Montgomery snarled.
“So,” Sheriff Armstrong said quickly, cutting them off. “What brings you out here today, Montgomery?”
“I demand the right to inspect his site and all of his vehicles for stolen artifacts,” Montgomery said.
“Absolutely not. He may rule his Nation like a demi-god, but the second he steps out of the Nation’s territory, he has no authority.” Professor Reese folded his arms and looked smug.
“Why doesn’t he want us to look at his dig? Has he got something to hide?” Montgomery glowered.
“Let me on your land, and I’ll let you inspect our dig,” the professor smirked at him.
“Panthers don’t make deals with humans!” Montgomery roared, fangs descending.
“Show some respect for our leader, or pay the consequence!” Richard Iron Claw’s eyes blazed with rage.
“This whole expedition is a fraud! He’s not even a specialist in Mastadon fossils! He’s a specialist in early Native American tribal lore, and he has a reputation as a thief of priceless artifacts!”
“I gather artifacts for museums! You’re selfish! You hoard them and hide them from the world!” The professor sounded like a two-year-old who’d been denied a new toy.
“They’re our heritage! They’re not trinkets for people to gape at!”
“I’ve never stolen an artifact in my life! Keep flinging false accusations at me, and I’ll sue!” Professor Reese actually stamped his foot on the ground. He stood several steps behind the sheriff as he did so.
Ginger bit her lip in frustration. She was dying to jump in and yell at them as if they were all a bunch of kindergarteners, which is exactly what they were acting like, but to do so would be to undermine the sheriff’s authority.
The yelling grew more heated, and she turned and walked away.
As the shouting reached a fever pitch, Jax and his deputy leaped out of the patrol car and came trotting back to stand behind the sheriff. Both groups of men glared and bristled at each other.
Several minutes later, the panthers turned, shifted into panther form, bellowed out a series of threatening roars, and turned and loped away.
The sheriff joined Ginger a few minutes later. He left behind Jax and the other deputy, parked in their patrol car.
As they drove away, Ginger said, “Okay, I get it now. You can’t have anyone challenging your authority as an Alpha because then people like Jax think they can step up and challenge you.”
“I’m glad you see that. Jax has been making rumbling noises, coming near to challenging me, for months now. He thinks that being diplomatic is the same as being weak. He wants to do everything by force. If I let him have his way, he’d start a war with the panther nation.”
“Did I make things worse for you that night at the Hoot Owl?”
“Not too much.”
“I promise I won’t openly challenge you again.”
“Openly?” he was smiling now.
“Oh, come on. I just don’t have it in me to never give you a hard time. And it’s even more fun when I’m being subtle about it.”
“Speaking of giving me a hard time…did you yell at two old ladies who were walking by the community center? Portia called to inform me of it.”
Ginger winced. “She really doesn’t like me, does she?”
“She doesn’t, but that’s not the point.”
“They were yelling insults at Cletus! Did she mention that? They totally made fun of him. And he didn’t even say anything back to them; it was all me.”
“No, she did not mention that. However, there are probably ways that you could have responded to them that would have set a better example for Cletus and reflected better on your pack.”
She pouted as they rode in silence. She was right, damn it! She wished he could have seen the look on Cletus’ face when they mocked him. Grown women, making fun of a skinny young boy.
Finally, grudgingly, she said, “If it will help maintain your authority, you can punish me for it publicly. However you see fit. ”
His eyes lit up with a gleam.
“However I see fit? You sure about that?”
Her face flushed, the blush spreading all the way down to her toes. Her private parts were probably blushing. What did the devious sheriff have in mind? Nothing good, she was sure, but it was too late to back out now.
“Ahhhh….yes. I am a woman of my word. However you see fit,” she choked out.
“All right.” His smile turned sensual and his eyes had a gleam to them that worried her. “The punishment will take place tonight, after work.”
Did this count as a date? Her mind flashed back to what Marigold had said about punishment and seduction…and how there was a fine line between the two of them.
Damn it! She hated it when Marigold was right.
She spent the rest of the day at the office, filing and answering phones, and trying to ignore the feeling of Portia’s angry glare burning holes in the back of her head. At least Jax just ignored her, while Lola came and sat on her desk and peppered her with questions about New York City.
That evening, Loch dropped her off at the boarding house so he could go home and change.
Ginger was just in time to help Marigold pick out an outfit for her date with Henry. Marigold deliberately chose jeans and a tank top, to let Henry know she didn’t think the date was any big deal.
Ginger looked her over and shook her head, frowning. “I hate to tell you this, but you look sexy as hell in that outfit, and Loch also told me that Henry really likes a girl in jeans. What he doesn’t like is frou-frou city girls.”
“Really?” Marigold stared down at her outfit in dismay. She quickly ripped her clothes off and threw on a low cut, clingy red dress that molded to her slim figure. She climbed into a pair of high heels and put on some sparkly lip gloss, and topped off the look with big gold hoop earrings.
“Ha! That’ll repel him!” she said triumphantly, watching from the window as his car pulled up out front.
Ginger walked downstairs with Marigold. “By the way, I made all that up about the jeans,” she told Marigold as Marigold stepped out on to the front porch. “And you look hot in that dress. Ay, caramba! Oops, he’s already getting out of his car, you don’t have time to change.”
“What?” Marigold’s eyes went wide with shock. “You conniving bitch!”
“You’ve known me for 8 years, and you’re just now figuring that out? Heh heh.” Ginger cackled an evil laugh and ran back inside the boarding house, leaving Marigold alone as Henry walked up the flagstone path to the porch.
A rustling in the hallway behind her made her start, and she turned.
Winifred was standing there, looking perturbed. As usual, she had her hair pinned up in the pencil-bun. “I was wondering…” she said, wringing her slim hands. “That new person employed by Miss Imogen to assist her with the daily tasks at this domicile…”
“The hot handyman? What about him?”
“Are you aware of whether he has any, er, involvement or marital commitment with a member of the opposite sex? Or the same sex?” At Ginger’s startled look, she blushed and muttered “I’m asking for purely academic reasons.”
“I don’t know. You should ask him. But try to say it in normal-speak, or he won’t understand you. Just say, by the way, do you have a girlfriend? And if he says no, ask him if he’d like to buy you a drink at the Hoot Owl.”
“Really?” Winifred’s eyes widened at the thought.
“Absolutely. It’s the 21st century. Sisters are doing it for themselves.” As Winifred opened her mouth to demand an explanation, she held up her hand. “That’s an expression! It means, it’s okay for a girl to ask a guy to ask her out on a date.”
“Interesting. Very interesting.”
“Hold on.” Ginger reached out and grabbed the pencils out of Winifred’s hair bun, and handed the pencils to her as her golden locks tumbled down over her shoulders.
“Never do the pencil thing again,” Ginger told her. “Especially when you’re talking to the handyman.” She reached out and unbuttoned the top four buttons of Winifred’s oxford shirt. “Okay, now you’re good.”
Winifred nodded, stuffing the pencils into her shirt pocket. “Thank you. This has been a most illuminating conversation.” She wandered back into the house with a thoughtful look on her face.
Loch pulled up a few minutes later, sexy as sin in jeans and a white t-shirt. Ginger still wore her floral pink skirt and scoop neck shirt.
“Should I have changed?” she asked nervously, as they drove.
“You look beautiful.”
Her heart leapt in her throat. Her palms were damp with sweat and she struggled to control her breathing. Right now she was both terrified and fascinated by the sheriff, and so turned on that she wanted to tear her clothes off and crawl on top of him.
Down, girl, she told herself.
“Where exactly is this punishment taking place?” They were driving out of town, down a dark country road with no illumination but the glow of the moon and the car’s headlights.
“Now, why would I tell you and spoil all of my fun? Besides, the anticipation’s part of your punishment.”
“You’re kind of a sadist, you know that?” she grumbled.
“Is that right? Think about that before you smart-mouth someone, next time.” He was grinning hugely, enjoying himself way too much.
He took her down a small country road and into a wooded cove, to a non-descript warehouse style building. There were several dozen cars in the dimly lit parking lot.
“What is this place?” she asked him as they climbed out.
“It’s a private, member’s only club. I wanted to bring you here for a couple of reasons. I know you tend to bristle at authority sometimes, that you think I’m too dominant and overbearing.”
“Sometimes,” she muttered, blushing.
“I wanted to show you that being dominant isn’t all bad. It has its place, and its purpose. It can be very…pleasurable under the right circumstances.”
She stared up at him. Did he mean what she thought he meant? Was it…that kind of club?
Her heart was beating a million miles a minute, and she felt moisture soaking her panties. She didn’t bother to fold her arms over her nipples, which were swollen and straining against the fabric of her t-shirt, two sensitive pink nubs that yearned for Loch’s mouth to suck on them.
“I…” she was speechless.
“But if you don’t want to go in, that’s all right too. I would only want you to go in if you feel comfortable doing it.”
She swallowed hard.
“Will you be with me the whole time?” she asked, her heart hammering against her rib cage.
“Of course. Every second. I wouldn’t leave you.”
“I want to go in,” she breathed.
“You’ll need a safe word. Your safe word will be Florida. If you say that, I will stop what I’m doing immediately. Okay?”
“Okay.”
She followed him through the doorway, in a daze.
They walked down a long hallway, and inside, they stepped into a very large open room.
A room that was a dominant’s heaven. And a submissive’s too, for that matter.
There were padded benches and pommel horses and restraint stations of all type set up around the room. Chains dangled from the ceiling. On the walls were racks holding floggers and paddles and ball gags. The lighting was low and red-tinged. Music drifted from hidden speakers, an ominous instrumental soundtrack that Ginger didn’t recognize.
Muscular men in leather were enthusiastically punishing women who were tied down in various positions…and the women were moaning with pleasure.
The sheriff glanced over at her. “You okay with this?”
“I…yes. I mean, I’ve never done anything like this, but…yes.”
Her voice was husky with desire. She was surprised with how okay with it she was. More than okay. The idea of Loch tying her to one of those frameworks and caressing her with the leather tendrils of a flogger…she let out a small involuntary whimper of desire as she pictured it.
“I’m glad I’m your first.” His eyes twinkled as he looked down at her.
“Me too. I trust you. I couldn’t do this with anyone else,” she told him, looking around the room.
She suddenly realized that she recognized someone…Jax. He was stripped to the waist, revealing magnificent muscles. His partner was a beautiful redhead, naked except for a tiny g-string and a pair of spike heels. Her hands were tied together and stretched above her head, as she dangled from an overhead chain. Jax was standing back, flicking at her back with a rawhide whip that left red stripes criss-crossing her back.
With every strike of the whip, she let out an orgasmic cry.
Loch skimmed his fingers lightly over Ginger’s back, and she shivered and bit her lip, her breath quickening. “This way,” he said.
He led her over to a wooden frame that had metal rings fixed to it at strategic places, with ropes dangling from them, and he positioned her by two of the metal rings.
Then, he tied each wrist to a rope and adjusted them until her arms were stretched over her head. She was facing the wall, with no idea of what he’d do next. The anticipation made her shiver. She wanted his hands on her so badly, wanted to feel his muscular body crushing her up against him…
He grabbed the waistband of her skirt and pulled it down until it lay on the floor, puddled around her ankles. She was wearing pink lacy hipster underwear that exposed most of her generously sized rear end.
He ran his fingers slowly over the skin of her right butt cheek, fingers lovingly tracing the ivory globe. Trails of pleasure sizzled in the path of his fingers, shooting through all the nerves in her body, down to her fingertips and toes. Her pussy throbbed with need. She bit back a moan and squirmed where she stood.
“Remember your safe word?”
“Yes. It’s Florida.”
“You’re going to count out loud for each stroke,” he told her. She glanced back and realized that he was holding a paddle in his hand, and she tensed in anticipation. “If you don’t count, then the stroke doesn’t count. Got it?” His voice cracked through the air, stern and authoritative.
“Yes,” she whimpered.
Please. Do it, she thought.
“Yes, what?”
“Yes, sir.”
Suddenly she felt a sharp thwack on her right butt cheek, and felt mingled pleasure and pain sizzling through her body.
“One!” she cried out quickly.
“Louder. You get nine more strokes,” he said. He swung the paddle again, and she cried out, letting out a moan. “Two,” she cried out. He moved to a different spot and smacked the paddle onto her butt check. “Three,” she yelled, dancing in place.
Again, and she could feel the hot blossom of pain blooming where he’d struck, but it felt so right.
“Four!”
“Still not loud enough, Ginger.”
He moved the paddle again, and she gasped out loud as it struck her sensitive flesh, and glowing embers of pleasure bloomed inside her. “Five!”she yelled at the top of her lungs.
“Ahh, that’s much better. You’re learning,” he said.
“Yes, sir! Thank you, sir!” she called out, loudly.
“Very good, Ginger,” he said in a voice grown husky with desire, and then traced his fingers over the spot he’d just struck.
He knelt down behind her and ran his tongue along her stinging flesh. “Mmmmm,” she moaned, not even trying to hide her pleasure any more as he caressed her heated skin with swirling strokes of his tongue.
Then he stood up again, and resumed paddling her. Each strike sent lightning bolt of pleasure jolting through her body. She whimpered in pleasure, a ball of heat curling up in her abdomen.
“Five!” She clenched her teeth. When the paddle made contact with her bottom, the pleasure shot through her entire body, and she could feel heat pooling in her abdomen, below her navel. Her nerves were alive, crackling with desire, craving the sting of the paddle.
He was going to make her come. Right here, in front of everyone.
There were a crowd of men and women watching now, and she was breathing hard, gasping with pleasure.
Oddly she wasn’t self-conscious. Maybe it was the way the men looked at her here, as if she were incredibly sexy and they were turned on just by looking at her.
Several more paddle strokes and she couldn’t help herself. The final paddle stroke sent her over the edge. “Ten!” she screamed, and she felt the ball of heat explode inside her, shooting sparks throughout her body, and wave after wave of orgasm swept through her. She whimpered and shuddered as she dangled helplessly from the ropes. “Oh, oh, oh,” she gasped. Her panties were absolutely soaked.
When Loch untied her, she moaned with release and slumped into his arms. He held her up easily, his muscular arms wrapping around her, and she breathed in his scent, desire already rising inside her again. More. She craved more. She pressed herself against him, loving the feeling of his steel-hard muscles, the tightening of his arms.
What would he do to her next? The flogger? Nipple clamps? There were so many parts of her body that he hadn’t punished yet.
“Put your skirt on,” he commanded in a low growl. She bent down and quickly pulled her skirt back up. Her backside pulsed from the swatting she’d just received; she felt as if her skin were glowing red right through the cloth.
Suddenly she found him moving her quickly towards the door.
“Hey, Loch, can I play with her now?” A leather-clad wolf shifter stepped up eagerly, blocking their path.
Loch replied with a growl that raised the hair on the back of Ginger’s neck, and the shifter leaped back, alarmed. Loch rushed her through the front door and into the parking lot.
She stood there in the warm, humid, night air, bewildered and shaken.
“What…what’s wrong?” she stammered.
“Give me a minute.” Loch staggered back several steps. He was breathing hard, his eyes were glowing amber, his ears had started to lengthen and turn pointy. She could see him struggling to regain control of himself.
“What is it?” she pleaded. “Was it something I did wrong?”
A man walked up to them and looked Ginger up and down. “Nice, Loch. Would your new playmate like a threesome?”
Suddenly Loch shifted into wolf form and leaped through the air, knocking the man down and snarling and snapping at his throat. The man shifted into wolf form as well, crying out and waving his paws in the air.
Instead of backing off, Loch stayed where he was, his jaws snapping inches from the man’s throat, and the man cringed, howling in fear.
My God, he’s going to kill him, Ginger thought.
“Loch, stop!” she screamed.
Loch shifted back into human form, breathing hard.
“I’m sorry,” he groaned. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
He rushed her into the car, panting for breath and shaking.
They rode in silence back to the boarding house. The whole way there, she could see him shifting between wolf and human, struggling with the wheel. The car jerked on the road and she clutched at the door in alarm, pressing herself back against the seat.
When they got to the boarding house he let her out with a tortured groan.
“It was a mistake,” he growled, burying his face in his hands, which were covered with fur, thick black claws curving out. “Bringing you there. It was a mistake.”
Chapter Eight
Ginger lay in bed, stripped naked, burning with desire and head whirling in confusion.
Did the sheriff have feelings for her?
Apparently not. Apparently he regretted his very public scene with her.
Damn it…she wanted him so badly she couldn’t even think straight. Her brain was fogged with desire.
She gripped the rubbery shaft of her vibrator, closed her eyes, and, shamefully, pictured the sheriff in her mind. It hurt to want someone who didn’t want her.
She imagined herself naked, lying on this bed. Tied down, arms and legs secured to posts. He’d be on top her, straddling her…
She pressed the vibrator against her tiny, tight opening and worked it in, moaning wordlessly as she slid it in and out. Picturing his thickness, she felt heat gather inside her again and then sweep over her, pulsing to the ends of her fingers and toes. It wasn’t the same, though; her orgasm felt dull and muted, and left her aching for the feeling of Loch’s arms crushing her against the broad wall of his chest.
That night she tossed and turned for hours, tormented by vague dreams she couldn’t remember.
The next morning, apparently everybody was out of sorts. Marigold looked tired and sulky. Brenda and Tallulah sat glaring at each other. The professor didn’t even bother to show up.
And even Winifred was unusually quiet, although Ginger caught her staring out the window at the handyman, who was outside repairing a fence. At least she wasn’t doing the pencil thing any more, and she’d unbuttoned her shirt a couple more buttons, so she was actually showing a wee bit of cleavage.
Halfway through breakfast, Brenda threw down her napkin and stood up. “I’m going to go get the professor,” she announced. “He never sleeps in like this. Maybe his alarm clock is broken.”
“No, I’ll go!” Tallulah jumped up.
The two stood there, glowering at each other.
“Oh, for God’s sake! I’ll go, because I assure you, I have no interest in the professor whatsoever.” Ginger snapped, and turned and headed up the stairs, with Brenda and Tallulah on her heels.
She knocked hard on the professor’s door. There was no answer.
“Professor! Hey, professor!” she yelled.
Still no answer.
She reached down, turned the knob and pushed the door open. She could see the professor’s bed from where she stood. The handmade quilt was tucked in, the bed was neatly made, and the professor was nowhere in sight.
“Oh my God. He never came home last night!” Tallulah gasped.
“He was at dinner. What are you talking about?” Brenda protested.
“No, last night after dinner I was in the back yard when I saw him headed out. I asked him where he was going and he said he forgot something at the dig, and he’d be back later. Something must have happened to him!”
Ginger felt uneasiness roiling in her stomach. After yesterday afternoon’s confrontation, and with the heated emotions that had been stirred up, she wouldn’t be surprised to hear that he’d come to harm. Maybe the panther shifters had come back to check the site for stolen artifacts, and he’d surprised them?
She glanced at her watch, and was surprised to see that it was quarter after 8. The sheriff had picked her up promptly at 8 a.m. the day before.
And he hadn’t called. That didn’t seem like him at all.
She felt an iciness creeping over her. Apparently, this was it. He’d briefly flirted with the idea of seducing her…and he’d found the idea unappealing.
Last night, she’d sort of let herself hope that his violent reaction at the club was jealousy. Obviously it wasn’t. Maybe it was embarrassment.
Her cheeks burned with humiliation at the thought, and she hung her head, blinking back sudden tears and turning away from Tallulah and Brenda.
Apparently not everyone in Blue Moon County was attracted to fat chicks, she thought bitterly.
Brenda put her hand on her arm. “You were in love with him, too, huh?” she said sympathetically.
“The professor? No! Absolutely not,” Ginger spluttered. Her head was whirling. She could have called the sheriff to see why he hadn’t come for her – he’d given her his cell phone number – but stubborn pride kept her from doing so.
She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It did nothing to diminish the dull ache that throbbed inside her chest.
Focus, she scolded herself. We’ve got a possible missing person here.
“Can one of you try to call the professor?” she said, and Tallulah and Brenda both whipped out their cell phones and dialed at the same time. Ginger rolled her eyes. Everything had to be a competition with those two.
Both of them got his voice mail.
“Okay. I’m going to drive to the sheriff’s office and see if he’s in. If he’s not there, I’ll call him and let him know about the professor not coming home last night,” she said.
When she went back downstairs, Marigold gave her a quizzical look. “Everything all right? Not working today?”
“Can I borrow Imogen’s truck to go to town? The professor went to the dig last night to get something he forgot, and he never came home.”
“Oh. Good heavens. Yeah, go ahead. And if sheriff jerk-wad hurt your feelings, I’m going to punch the fuck out of him,” Marigold added. “Of course he’ll probably kill me afterwards, but it’ll feel really good while I’m doing it.”
“I thought he was Sheriff Sexy-ass?”
“If he upset you, he’s Sheriff Jerkwad.”
Ginger forced a smile. “Everything’s fine. No punching. No name-calling. I’ll call you from the sheriff’s office.”
As she drove to the office, her phone rang, and she grabbed it quickly. Her heart sank when she saw that it was her Alpha’s number.
“Ginger? How is everything going there? You haven’t caused any more trouble, have you?” Reynaldo’s tone was aggrieved.
“Everything is going fine,” she said brightly.
“Are you sure? You sound strange. What have you done now?”
“Nothing! Everything is going really, really well. Oh, gotta go! Another call’s coming in.” She hung up quickly.
When she pulled up out front, she saw that the sheriff’s patrol car wasn’t there yet. Now unease rippled through her stomach, warring with anger and hurt.
She walked inside and saw Jax sitting at his desk. He glanced up at her, his expression neutral. “Do you know what time the sheriff is coming in?” she asked.
“No. He called and said he’d be in a little late.” He went back to his computer.
Oh. So he’d called Jax, not her. So at least he was all right…he was just making it quite clear that he wanted nothing to do with Ginger.
Her heart thumped painfully in her chest. First Ashmont, then Loch. Rejection was becoming painfully familiar these days.
Should she turn around and go back to the boarding house? But that would make it too obvious to everyone there that something was wrong. And it might make Loch look bad, as if she’d disobeyed his orders and was ditching her assistant duties.
Portia, sitting at a nearby desk, flashed a cold smile that dripped with malice. “Oh, trouble in paradise?” she asked sweetly.
“Cut it out,” Lola snapped.
“Or what?” Portia’s eyes glowed.
Lola leaped up from her desk and whirled to face her. “Or, get up off your bony ass and you’ll find out what-“
“Lola! I need help finding a file on my computer! Could you show me?” Ginger said desperately. The last thing she needed was to be accused of starting a fight right in the middle of the sheriff’s station.
Grumbling, Lola followed her, shooting dirty looks over her shoulder at Portia, who bared her fangs and let out a long, low growl.
Jax was sitting at his desk, typing away on his computer.
Ginger sighed, took a deep breath, and walked over to him.
“The professor never came home from his dig last night,” she told him. She hated to tell Jax, because she didn’t want to stir up trouble between the wolves and the panthers, but she had the feeling that the sheriff didn’t want to hear from her.
It surprised her how much that hurt. It hurt far worse than when Ashmont had texted her to tell her it was over. This was like a bruise that spread all through her insides, deep and aching.
“What do you mean?” Jax looked up, his brow furrowing.
“He didn’t come down to breakfast this morning, so we went and checked his room. It was empty and his bed hadn’t been slept in. One of his students told me that she saw him after dinner last night, and he said that he was going to head out to the dig to get something he forgot. And apparently, he never came home.”
“Which student?”
“Her name is Tallulah.”
Jax waved one of the other deputies over. “All right. We’ll head out to the dig right now. Thanks,” he said, and headed for the door, muttering “Freaking panthers.”
Ginger felt unease ripple over her. There was no way Jax would approach this situation with any diplomacy – but after the way the sheriff had flipped out last night, she doubted he was in any better mood to deal with it either.
She walked back to the filing room to resume her filing. It was nearly impossible for her to concentrate; she could barely remember the alphabet.
A little while later, Portia came and knocked on the door.
“The sheriff wants you at a scene,” Portia said, her expression neutral.
“What kind of scene?”
“Death that was just reported this morning. It appears that the body’s been moved. We want to find out what happened during his final moments. Come with me.”
Portia turned and walked out of the room without looking back.
Ginger scrambled to follow her, head whirling. The sheriff wanted her to go with Portia? That was hard to believe. Then again, it was also hard to believe that the punctual sheriff had never showed up to pick her up this morning, and hadn’t even bothered to call her to explain what was going on.
Her heart sank. He really didn’t care what happened to her.
Silently, she climbed in the car with Portia. “Where are we going?” she asked as she shut the door.
“You’ll see when we get there,” Portia said coldly, and took off with a lurch as Ginger was buckling her seatbelt, so fast that Ginger slammed into the dashboard in front of her and then was slammed back into her seat.
Portia’s lips curled into a small, cold smile as they headed out of town.
After several minutes of driving, Portia suddenly took a turn down a narrow country road that was shaded by trees.
Ginger’s unease grew, and she wondered how much longer she should put up with this silent treatment before demanding answers. Could she even demand answers? Would this get back to her pack somehow, and get her in even worse trouble?
Frustration curled inside her, and she folded her arms across her chest, scowling.
“What’s the matter?” Portia asked snidely. “Don’t like the country? Then you’re in the wrong place, sweetheart. You should get back to the city where you belong.”
“I agreed to serve as the sheriff’s assistant for two weeks. I intend to keep my word,” Ginger said, in a cool but neutral tone.
“I should think it would be fairly clear by now that the sheriff has already lost interest in you. You could leave town right now and he wouldn’t even notice.” Icicles dripped from Portia’s words. “In fact, you should. You’re just embarrassing yourself, panting after him like a lovesick pup.”
Was that true? Ginger wondered. She knew that Portia was bitterly jealous of her – but still, after the way the sheriff had vanished, Portia’s words stabbed at her.
“You know, it’s obvious to everyone that you’re incredibly out of place here,” Portia continued. “A red wolf in a gray wolf’s territory. A half-breed running with an Alpha. Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s dangerous to leave the safety of your pack?”
The car slowed. Suddenly Portia’s eyes were glowing amber, and the bones of her face began to shift and lengthen. Thick black claws shot from her finger tips.
And that was that.
Ginger had had it.
She’d grown up being bullied, taunted for being different, for being fat, for being weird, for talking to people only she could see. And, back in middle school, she’d finally gotten tired of it. She was never the type to start anything – but she’d sure as hell finish it.
Her foot shot out and slammed on top of Portia’s foot, jamming on the brake so hard that the car skidded and bounced on the road before screeching to a halt.
“What the hell was that?” Portia shrieked, as Ginger’s fangs sprang out and hair sprouted on her face.
“That was me saying I’ve had enough. You’re obviously counting on the fact that a typical red wolf is half the size of a gray wolf. Well, I’m not a typical red wolf, in case you hadn’t notice.” Her voice came out in a snarl.
Portia stared at her, frozen in shock, her eyes widening.
“I’ve got a good eighty pounds on you in human form. You want to find out how big I am when I turn? You want to find out how we deal with bullies in New York? Step outside of the car and let’s settle this.” Ginger opened her door and gestured at the road.
Portia just kept staring, breathing hard, and finally she turned back to the road, started up the car again, and said in a cold, quiet voice “Please close your door.”
Ginger slammed the door shut, hard.
“You and I are done speaking to each other,” Ginger snapped. “I don’t want to hear another word out of you while we’re in the car. Drive me to this scene, if there even is a scene, and let’s get this over with.”
Portia’s face darkened with anger, but she didn’t say a word. She made a u-turn, drove back to town, and soon they were in a high end subdivision, driving past mini mansions surrounded by massive sprawling lawns.
They pulled up in front of a Tudor style home, with a steeply pitched roof, rubblework masonry and decorative half-timbering. There was an ambulance parked out front, a deputy’s car, and a hearse.
They walked up the flagstone path and climbed the steps in silence. Two life sized statues of stone wolves sat on either side of the doorway, signifying that these were wolf shifters. Wealthy wolf shifters.
Inside, in a spacious living room, a small crowd had gathered. A woman in a two piece Chanel suit and shiny black pumps sat on the couch, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. A young man was holding her hand. Several well dressed couples who were probably her neighbors sat on the overstuffed leather sectional, murmuring words of support.
There was a deputy sitting in a chair with a laptop on his lap, tapping away as he wrote his report. They all glanced up when Ginger walked in.
“This is Ginger Colby, sheriff’s office liaison. She’s a certified post-death communications expert,” Portia announced loudly. “She’ll be able to communicate with the deceased about his final moments.”
The woman in the Chanel suit blanched.
“Well, I really don’t think that’s necessary…” she protested.
“After everything that she’s just been through!” one of the other women on the couch said indignantly.
“It’s routine.” Portia threw a glance at Ginger. Everyone was staring at Ginger with open hostility, and Ginger glanced back at Portia, to see that cold little smile playing across Portia’s lips again. The smile vanished as soon as Ginger’s eyes were on Portia, and her face went carefully neutral.
“Follow me, please,” Portia said, and lead Ginger down a hallway and into the couple’s master bedroom. It was a large room decorated in dark gray and black tones, with black lacquer furniture.
A corpse lay on the bed with a sheet pulled over him.
“The rigor mortis and livor mortis in the body shows us that he didn’t die in the position that we found him. He’d been dead for several hours, and then somebody moved him. But the wife is insisting she came home from her garden club meeting this morning and found him in exactly that position,” Portia said.
Ginger sighed, taking a deep breath.
She closed her eyes, letting the world disintegrate around her, and when she opened her eyes she could see a man with curly silver hair on the bed – and he wasn’t alone.
The silver haired man was mostly naked, on his hands and knees, facing the edge of the bed. He wore a leather harness held together with metal rings.
Standing by the bed was another man – a muscular young man who had pulled his pants down around his ankles. The silver haired man had the younger man’s cock in his mouth, and was enthusiastically fellating him – when suddenly, he collapsed, face down and buttocks in the air, still in the kneeling position.
The younger man jumped back in shock. Then, grimacing, he reached out tentatively and shook the older man by the shoulder, and shouted his name several times. When he couldn’t rouse him, he quickly pulled his clothes on and fled without a backward glance.
The silver haired man abruptly sat up and looked straight at Ginger. Sometimes the dead did that. Sometimes they just played out the scenes of their death, again and again.
“My wife can’t know,” he said. His eyes were huge and hollow.
Ginger shook her head, clearing her thoughts, and the room returned to normal. No ghosts, no final death scene.
Her hands were shaking. She turned and walked quickly out of the room, with Portia following at her footsteps.
“Well?” Portia said loudly, glancing around the room. Everyone stared at Ginger with a mixture of anger and fear.
It was likely they all knew about this man’s double life, or at least suspected. And Ginger would lay odds that the body on the sheet had been stripped of the leather harness and repositioned before the police were called.
Ginger took a deep breath. Portia knew exactly what had happened, and she’d set Ginger up to be the bad guy.
If it were necessary, Ginger would have announced the truth, but there was no need to humiliate this man’s family. The man hadn’t been murdered; he’d died in the middle of sex.
“Death by natural causes,” Ginger said coolly. “He appears to have collapsed and died from a heart attack.” She turned to the widow. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”
There were audible sighs of relief from the widow and several of the people sitting with her.
“What?” Portia’s voice cracked angrily through the room. “Remember…you’re certified! You are sworn to tell the truth!”
“I am telling the truth,” Ginger said coldly. And she was. It appeared that the man had died of a heart attack. She didn’t need to mention what activity he was indulging in when he had that heart attack.
“If you lie during an investigation, you will lose your certification!”
“You think that the coroner’s office is going to find some other cause of death besides a heart attack? He wasn’t shot, stabbed, strangled, or poisoned…he collapsed,” Ginger said firmly. “I’m not a doctor, but I know what I saw. He collapsed. And never regained consciousness.”
Suddenly Portia looked around the room and realized that all eyes were now on her. All the people in the room who’d been glaring at Ginger were now glaring at her.
Her gaze dropped to the floor, and she shot Ginger a dirty look.
“We’ll just see about that,” she mumbled angrily.
“Portia Sinclair, what the heck is going on here?” Loch Armstrong’s voice rang through the air.
Chapter Nine
Loch had come into the house un-noticed, and was standing in the arched entryway to the living room, his face dark with anger.
Portia’s face went pale.
“Outside. Now,” he snapped.
Portia swallowed hard, then turned and stalked out of the house without a word.
The sheriff nodded at the widow. “I’m sorry for your loss, Miss Timmons,” he said, and turned and walked out, and Ginger followed him, her heart frozen in her chest. What the hell was happening here?
Portia was quickly climbing into her patrol car when the sheriff barked at her “Get back here, now!” She froze and sat there for a second as if contemplating the idea of ignoring him, then she slowly climbed out and walked over to where he stood, her face sullen.
He glanced at Ginger. “What are you doing here?”
“Portia said that you wanted me to investigate…” she saw Portia frantically gesturing at her as if begging her to be quiet. Obviously Portia had lied when she’d said the sheriff wanted Ginger at the scene.
The sheriff turned to Portia. “Are you crazy? You thought you’d get away with going behind my back like that?”
Portia didn’t answer, staring sullenly at the ground.
“We all know what happened with Mr. Timmons. There was absolutely no need to humiliate that woman and her family like that. You brought Ginger here to stir up trouble and make her look like the bad guy – at that family’s expense.”
“I didn’t say anything to the family,” Ginger said hastily. “I just said that it appears that he collapsed and died of a heart attack. Which is true. Mostly. I mean, there was a young man in the room with him when he collapsed, and they were, uh…”
“I can imagine,” the sheriff said darkly.
He turned back to Portia. “I should be out dealing with a missing professor, and preventing Jax from starting a war with the Panther Nation. Instead I’m here dealing with your childish and completely unacceptable behavior.”
“Unacceptable!” Portia hissed. “I’ll tell you what’s unacceptable! She’s a red wolf, you’re grey! You can’t-”
The sheriff let out a low, warning growl, and his eyes glowed amber with rage.
Portia wilted, shrinking back. “You can’t treat me like this. You know who my aunt is,” she muttered weakly. “I’ll quit, that’s what I’ll do.”
“Resignation accepted. Ginger, come with me.” He turned on his heel and walked away, with Ginger quickly following him.
Portia’s wails of protest filled the air. “You can’t do this! You’ll hear from my aunt! You’ll hear from the council!” she shouted.
Ginger and the sheriff climbed into the patrol car. Ginger had to hug herself to keep her hands from shaking.
The sheriff pulled out of the parking lot. “I apologize for that. And for this morning. I owe you an explanation,” he said. “Portia…her family has been trying to arrange a marriage between us for ages, for political reasons. Their family is very wealthy, mine has a lot of connections and influence in this area of the state. I made it very clear to them that she wasn’t my fated mate, but they kept pushing . A year ago I took her out on a couple of dates, and then I broke it off. She didn’t take it well. She managed to get herself hired at the sheriff’s department by having her aunt pressure the mayor, and she’s constantly trying to meddle in my personal life.”
“Who’s her aunt?”
“A member of the Shifter Council.”
“Oh. Good lord.” The seven member council oversaw all matters concerning the various werewolf packs in Florida. Each area of the state had a representative. Every state had a council, and their word superseded that of the Alpha, if they felt that an Alpha was acting against the interests of his pack.
“Don’t worry about it. The real issue is…what happened between us last night.” He was breathing hard, and Ginger stared at him. He looked disheveled, his hair rumpled and a twig caught in his hair. She reached out and plucked it from his hair without thinking, and he let out a low groan at the feel of her fingers.
“Did you shift and run in the woods before you came here?” she asked him.
He rubbed at his face with one hand, the other hand clenching the wheel so tightly that his knuckles were white.
“I had to,” he groaned. “I ran for hours. I felt like I was burning up. Like I was going to explode.”
She stared at him. “What, exactly, is going on with you?”
“Last night, at the club…I scared myself.”
“You scared me too. And that wolf who made a pass at me outside the club.”
His eyes blazed angrily at the mention of it, and he took a deep breath, and then pulled over to the side of the road. “I’ve never reacted like that before with anyone. I’ve taken plenty of women to that club before, and I didn’t care who else played with them. Who they fooled around with. But you…the thought of any other wolf laying his paws on you, any man touching you…it literally made me crazy.”
Ginger’s heart leaped to her throat, choking her. Loch wanted her. And he didn’t want any other man to even come near her.
“I wasn’t going to fool around with anyone else,” Ginger said. “I only want you.” As soon as she said it, she bit her lip. She hadn’t even realized she was going to say it, hadn’t even realized that she meant it, until she heard herself saying those words.
“I mean…”
He took another deep breath, clearly struggling for control. “We need to go out to the dig site right now and deal with the missing professor. Can we talk about it after that? Please?” The normally dominant Alpha was begging her, in a low, sexy growl.
Ginger’s panties suddenly were soaked with the juices of her desire. She squirmed in her seat and bit her lip. She could feel desire pulsing between her legs and jolting through her body.
“Yes,” she said huskily. “We can talk about it whenever you want.”
“Good God, woman. You have no idea the effect you have on me. Can you try not to talk in that sexy voice?”
“Umm…” she lowered her voice to a comical bass pitch. “Is that better?”
He threw back his head and laughed. “Much better.”
They drove to the dig site, where several patrol cars were parked. Jax was standing with a group of deputies, glaring at Montgomery. Montgomery was pacing back and forth like an angry cat. A dozen other panther shifters were milling about, and they were clearly angry.
“Sheriff,” Jax said. “There are ATV tracks leading from the site into the woods. We were waiting for you before we follow the tracks.”
The sheriff nodded. He glanced at Montgomery. “We’d appreciate if you’d accompany us, Montgomery. To ensure that we don’t accidentally encroach on your territory.”
Jax glowered, looking as if he were about to argue, but then his shoulders sank in defeat and he shrugged angrily. “Fine,” he muttered.
“I’ll be back,” the sheriff said to Ginger. “Wait here for me.” She nodded her assent.
The men all strode to the edge of the wood, and then shed their clothes, leaving them in piles. She watched as they shifted, sinking down on all fours, snouts lengthening, fur sprouting, tails lashing, and then dashed into the woods.
The students were milling around uncertainly, not sure what to do. Some of them sat inside a tent they’d set up, drinking bottles of water and muttering among themselves.
About half an hour later, the shifters returned, shifting quickly and changing back into their clothes. The panther shifters left immediately, headed into the woods, and the sheriff and his deputies trotted over to where Ginger sat inside the tent with the students.
“The ATV tracks lead into panther nation territory,” Loch said. “Unfortunately we have no authority there.”
The students let out a chorus of protest. “We need to find the professor!” “They murdered him!” “That’s not fair!”
“I’m going to go back to speak to Montgomery tomorrow to see if I can convince him to let us come onto their territory, after he’s had a chance to calm down,” Loch said, shooting Jax a dark look. Jax scowled at the ground. Clearly, Jax had exchanged words with the leader of the Panther Nation, and clearly, it had not been well received.
“Does he admit they murdered him?” Brenda’s eyes were glittering with tears.
“No. He denies any knowledge of the professor’s whereabouts. He says he was unaware that the professor came onto their territory until just now, when we saw that the ATV tracks led there.”
“So you’re going to just give up?” Tallulah wailed.
“No, we’re not going to just give up. My men are going to need to take statements from all of you. I’m also going to have to go through the professor’s room to see if there’s any indication as to why he’d go into Panther territory when he knew the consequences,” Loch continued. “And if I need to, I can contact the Panther’s shifter council to see if they’ll intervene. But we’re not there yet. Montgomery can be reasoned with as long as he’s approached respectfully.” He fixed Jax with a hard look before turning away to head back to his patrol car.
It was hours before Loch had finished taking statements and searching the professor’s room.
Ginger went back to the sheriff’s office and finished up the filing, while the sheriff sat in his office and fielded phone calls from North Florida University where the professor taught, family members, the mayor, the town’s newspaper reporter, and others.
Loch confided in Ginger that the last time the professor had used his phone had been about half an hour after he left the boarding house…and it had been right outside the Panther Nation’s territory. According to cell phone tower signals, the person who answered the phone had been inside the Panther Nation.
Unfortunately, the person he’d called had used a disposable cell phone that was untraceable. Neither the professor’s cell phone, nor the person he’d called, were returning any signals now.
In the professor’s room, in a hidden compartment in his suitcase, they’d found a research paper about a feared shaman who’d ruled the panther nation several centuries ago, and who had practiced magic so dark that his own people had risen up against him and assassinated him.
“The Shaman, who was called River Runs Red, had turned to virgin sacrifice and black magic. He used that magic to create what were believed to be icons of great power and great evil,” Loch told Ginger. “There were some sketches included in the research paper, showing what the icons are believed to look like.”
“Those kind of icons would be very valuable, wouldn’t they? And terribly dangerous if they got in the wrong hands?” Ginger said.
The sheriff’s expression turned somber.
“What?” she asked.
“There have always been rumors that those icons can’t be destroyed, that they still exist deep within panther territory, and that’s why they’re so territorial, why they never let outsiders on their lands. They believe that if anyone were to get their hands on those icons, it would unleash unspeakable evil.”
Something about the way he said it sent a cold shiver rolling down her spine.
“But there’s no way the professor could get to them. He’d have to know that. It would be absolute suicide for him to even attempt it.” He shook his head.
“The professor is far from suicidal,” Ginger agreed. “And he knew how the panthers felt about him, and about any attempts to remove their ancestral icons from the territory. But…it sounds as if you thought he had an inside man.”
“We do. But how would an inside man get him past all of the other panthers? It still doesn’t make sense.”
He ran his hands wearily over his face. “Okay. The day’s over. Let’s go for a run. I need to clear my head and then we can talk.”
They drove outside of town, and the sheriff pulled into a small wooded cove by the side of the road. Loch got out of the car and Ginger followed suit, shutting the patrol car door.
He walked over to stand next to her, and she felt that familiar tingling sensation rolling over her, the pulse of desire that throbbed inside her with each heartbeat. “Talk to me,” Ginger said.
“Ever since the first time I laid eyes on you, I wanted to claim you as mine,” Loch told her. “That’s why I went all caveman on you at the Hoot Owl. I’ve been trying to fight the urge to grab you and rip your clothes off every second that I’m alone with you.”
Ginger stared at him in amazement. Several long seconds ticked by as she tried to process what he was saying.
“Why me?” she asked finally.
“Why? Because you’re beautiful, and smart, and kind, and sexy, and because you give me a hard time when nobody else dares too, and because you’re my fated mate.”
“I…what? You believe in that? In the city, we think that’s kind of a myth.”
“Of course we believe in that,” Loch said. “It’s true. My grandmother was with her fated mate for seventy years until he passed away, God rest his soul. My mother and my father, too. They live north of here; you’ll meet them.”
“But…I just met you.”
“Don’t you feel it too?” He took her hand in his, his eyes pleading. The feeling of his skin brushing against hers set her senses on fire, and she bit her lip, stifling a whimper.
“I don’t know what I feel. Every time I’m near you, I tingle all over and I can barely concentrate and everything I say sounds stupid and…” she was blushing and staring at the ground.
“Have you ever felt that way about anyone else?”
“Never.”
“Listen, this isn’t the olden days where the Alpha drags his fated mate off to his homestead the second he scents her, and there’s a shotgun marriage on the spot,” Loch assured her. “Although, let me tell you, those marriages always lasted. That’s how my grandfather claimed my grandmother, in fact.”
“What?” Ginger’s eyes widened in surprise.
“This is the 21st century. I get that. We can take all the time you need. And there’ll be courting. Plenty of courting.” His voice dropped to a low growl. “But no other men.”
“And no other women!” she protested, and then wanted to smack herself. Was she agreeing to this? Had she gone completely crazy?
“Of course, no other women.” At her skeptical look he added, “I know my reputation. But I’ve literally never been serious with any other woman before I met you. And I’ve never lied to a woman. All those women that I was with…it was like I was trying to fill a void while I was looking for the one.”
“Oh.” Her eyes were round with wonder.
“Let’s run,” he said.
Chapter Ten
Quickly, they both shed their clothing and shifted.
Ginger’s senses blazed to life, the glorious scents and sounds of the forest swirling around her as they dashed through the woods. She could smell rich loamy earth and the scents of every kind of tree and the berries on bushes, and the sun warmed her fur as she followed Loch.
He weaved through the trees, leaping over bushes and logs, and they ran and ran until they finally came to stop by a stream bed. Loch bent over the bank and dipped his head to drink, and Ginger did too, their long pink tongues curling the ice cold water into their mouths. There they both shifted again, and stood naked on a bed of moss by the running water.
With a growl, Loch swept Ginger into his arms as if she were light as a feather, and then set her down gently on the moss bed. He grabbed her wrists and pinned her arms above her head, sliding on top of her. His muscular body was covered with a sheen of sweat, and he was breathing hard.
“Just so we’re clear…in bed, I’m always the dominant.” His voice rumbled out, deep and sexy.
“I gathered that,” she said, between panting breaths. “I like it.”
He moved down, his lips pressing against hers, nibbling at her lower lip, and she let out a whimper of pleasure. Then his mouth moved on hers, and her lips parted, accepting him. His kiss was hungry and demanding, his tongue probing, exploring.
The weight of his body felt delicious. Everywhere his skin touched hers, she could feel her nerves sizzling. The thickness of his erection pressed between her legs and she moaned and parted her thighs.
He began kissing her neck, nipping at it hard enough to make her gasp with delight, then running his tongue over the tingling skin in long, slow laps.
He moved down to her breasts, kissing them and cupping them in his hands, and then sucked her swollen, sensitive nipple into his mouth and teased it with his teeth.
“Ohhhhh,” she wailed. “Yesss….like that…” He scraped his teeth across it and she gasped her pleasure. He moved to her other breast, tongue swirling in circles around the pink circle of her aureole, and then closed his mouth around her nipple and sucked hard.
Hot waves of pleasure snaked through her, and she tangled her fingers in his silky curls, caressing him. She could feel the warm rays of the sun beating down on them, and the trilling of birds was like a symphony.
When he moved down lower to kiss her rounded belly, she flinched and tried to move away. He grabbed her hands and pinned them by her side.
“Stop,” he growled. “I love your curves. They’re what make you a woman. Let me show you.” His tongue swirled in circles on her stomach and dipped into her navel, and her breathing quickened, coming in short, sharp pants.
He slid down further, spreading her fleshy thighs apart with his hands, and kissing and nipping at the curves of her flesh.
Then he was between her legs, caressing the dewy wet petals of her pussy, spreading them open. “Ohhhh,” she wailed. “My God. Like that. Just like that.”
She would have done anything for him. The hot waves of pleasure felt like rivers of lava now, burning her with unbearable ecstasy. When he sucked the swollen rosebud of her clitoris into his mouth and scraped his teeth over it, she screamed aloud, in pleasure so intense she thought she’d die.
Loch was merciless, his hands spreading her lips wide apart and his mouth sucking hard, teasing, nipping, until she could bear it no longer.
She felt as if the earth fell away from her and she writhed beneath him, shuddering violently with the force of her orgasm. She lost all sense of time and place, vaguely feeling him sliding up on top of her and kissing her neck as he positioned himself on top of her.
“Inside me,” she moaned. “I want you inside me.”
“Like this, baby?”
Loch moved his hips, and the head of his cock nudged between the wet pink petals of her pussy.
She wailed, moving to accept him, and he forced his way into her tight tunnel, sliding in several inches.
“Harder,” she gasped.
“Shameless hussy.” He thrust again, deep inside her, and she grabbed his butt cheeks with both hands, fingers sinking into those perfect, muscular globes.
“Oh my God, you’re so tight. Yes,” he groaned, and began moving his hips, pistoning into her rhythmically. He’d pull back, almost sliding out of her, and she’d moan with anticipated loss, and pull him back in.
His hips moved faster and faster, and his breath was harsh and quick, searing her ear as he groaned in pleasure.
She felt that heat inside her again, curling inside her pelvis, bunching up so tightly that it was as painful as it was pleasurable, and then she could hold back no longer, and she wrapped her legs around him and pinned him in place, plunged deep inside her.
The ball of heat shattered and sent shards of ecstasy shooting through her body. She let out a long, low moan and felt the sheath of her muscles clenching convulsively, clamping hard on his cock, and with a groan of pleasure he exploded deep inside her, his body shuddering as he joined her in climax.
Afterwards, when his breathing had slowed and his body had stilled, he cupped her face in his hand and turned her head so she was staring up into his eyes. His beautiful brown eyes, which were glowing amber with passion.
“Say you’re mine,” he commanded.
“I’m yours,” she whispered, heart beating a thousand miles a minute.
He nipped at her lower lip.
“Say I’m the only one for you.” He growled it into her mouth, and she let out a little moan of pleasure.
“You’re the only one for me.”
“And you for me.” He gathered her into his arms, crushing her up against him.
“I feel…That burning inside me, that madness that took over me, it’s…better. It’s lessening. As long as I have you with me, I’m all right,” he rasped.
“I’m with you,” she promised.
She felt him relaxing, and gradually his breathing slowed until it matched hers, and they were breathing in rhythm.
“We should get back,” she sighed, glancing at the sun sinking below the horizon. “The professor…everyone will be waiting and wondering. I wish we could stay out here forever.”
“We have forever,” he whispered in her ear, his breath tickling her. “We’ll have all the time in the world.”
He reluctantly let go, sliding off her.
The two of them shifted again and dashed back through the woods, the cooling night air delicious in their fur. When they reached Loch’s parked patrol car, they quickly shifted back and changed into their clothing.
As they pulled to a stop in front of the boarding house, Loch suddenly turned to Ginger. “Come spend the night with me,” he pleaded.
She hesitated, biting her lower lip. “I want to, more than anything. But this thing with the shifter council…that’s no joke. I think we should keep this on the down low for a little while. Let people get used to me.”
He let out a low growl of frustration.
“All right…for now,” he said reluctantly. “But I don’t know how much longer I can wait to publicly claim you. I’m on fire when you’re not with me. My wolf claws at me from the inside.”
“I know,” she groaned, and reached for his hand. He pulled it away, clenching it into a fist. “If you touch me and I know I can’t have you…” His voice were harsh and his eyes dark and gleaming.
She nodded, and swallowed hard. “Soon. A few more days. Let’s give it a few more days. Maybe Portia will calm down and get over it.” Somehow, she doubted it, but she didn’t think it was a good idea for her and the sheriff to rub their relationship in Portia’s face right after Portia had basically been booted out of the sheriff’s office.
She climbed out of the car and headed back to the house.
Marigold and the students were all in the sitting room, and they looked up anxiously when Ginger walked in. Ginger shook her head. “I’m sorry, guys. There’s no news.”
The students faces fell, and they went back to muttering among themselves.
“You missed dinner, but we can reheat something for you in the kitchen,” Marigold said. “And by the way, you’re going to tell me absolutely everything.”
“You first. What about you and loverboy?” Ginger said, following.
Marigold shrugged, looking unhappy. “We went out. He was very nice to me. He’s funny. He kissed me good night and he’s a great kisser.”
“So?” Ginger grabbed a plate from the refrigerator and carried it over to the microwave.
“So, I already told you what I saw as our future.”
“But-“
“No buts,” Marigold grumbled. “My mother’s been divorced six times. She’s getting ready to marry number seven. I’m an expert in how relationships end. That’s why I try to avoid them.”
“So you’re not going to see him again?”
“Well, after he kissed me I found myself agreeing to let him cook me dinner at his place tomorrow night. I guess after dinner, I’ll tell him it’s over.”
Ginger shook her head, sighing. “You’re being ridiculous, but I can’t live your life for you.”
Under much prodding from Marigold, she gave her a g-rated description of her afternoon with the sheriff, including the fact that the niece of the local Council member had it in for her.
“What a bitch,” Marigold shook her head.
“You don’t know the half of it. I don’t know, I’m still…I’m so confused about everything. He says I’m his fated mate. He’s so completely different from me, this town is so different than everything I’ve grown up with, but it feels so right.”
“If it came right down to it, you could teach here just as well as you could teach in New York. I’d come visit you here.”
“Do you think that the whole fated mate concept is really a thing?”
“It’s a thing,” Marigold nodded solemnly. “A thing that I’ll probably never have. If he says that he’s your fated mate, then you are. The sheriff may be many things, but he’s not a liar. I can tell. Why fight it?”
Ginger fell asleep that night with a deliciously satisfied ache between her thighs, and was woken up early the next morning by a pounding on her door.
With a groan, she made her way across the room and yanked the door open.
The archeology students were standing in the hall.
“Is it true that you can communicate with the dead?” Brenda demanded.
“The professor.” Ginger smacked her forehead with her hand. Of course. She should have tried to communicate with him as soon as it was established that he was missing. She’d been so distracted by Loch that it hadn’t even occurred to her.
“Have you heard from him? From the other side?” Tallulah’s voice came out in a high pitched wail.
“No, it doesn’t work like that. I have to be at the scene of their death, or in their home, or somewhere that they spent a lot of time. Sometimes it works if I just touch something of theirs, a physical object that they’ve touched. Somewhere their psychic energy would be lingering, so it opens up a pathway for me to communicate with them. And over the years, I’ve built up my mental defenses to the point where I actually screen out the other side most of the time; I need to be concentrating, and focused, to communicate with the dead.”
“Well, let’s go then!” Brenda said impatiently, arms folded, tapping one foot in a nervous staccato.
“Let me call the sheriff first and get his okay.”
“No, now!” Brenda tried to push her way into Ginger’s room.
“I said I need to call the sheriff,” Ginger said firmly, shutting the door in their face and locking it. Brenda immediately began knocking on the door loudly, yelling “Hey! Hey!” over and over.
“Shut up! Let her call him!” Tallulah yelled.
Sighing, Ginger dialed Loch’s number. He answered immediately. “Good morning, beautiful. Did you sleep well?”
The warm, rich sound of his voice made her tingle pleasurably.
“Good morning to you too. I slept very well. Listen, there’s something I should have thought of. If I go into the professor’s room, I can try to communicate with him. Maybe I can get an idea of how he died.”
“My God, I should have thought of that.”
“We were both a little distracted.”
“Wait for me. I’ll be there in about 20 minutes.”
She shivered in anticipation, and prayed she wouldn’t act like a complete dork when he pulled up. She was in the middle of a possible murder investigation, and she still felt hot and tingly all over at the sound of his voice. She must be a complete pervert.
Quickly, she dressed and left the room. The students followed her down the stairs, with Brenda haranguing her the whole way.
“You have to go up there right now! It can’t wait! We have a right to know!” Brenda wailed as Ginger sat in the dining room and sipped coffee that Marigold had bought for her. Brenda and Tallulah were standing behind her, breathing down her neck. Winifred and the other students were at the table, picking at their breakfast, distracted, along with the other boarding house lodgers.
“Actually, no, you don’t,” Ginger said irritably. “You’re not a family member.”
“We were very close,” Brenda sniffed, blinking back angry tears.
“Sure you were. Your vagina was, anyway,” Tallulah muttered.
“Jealous bitch!” Suddenly the two of them were jostling, bumping into Ginger, making her slosh coffee on the floor.
“Cut it out!” Ginger snapped.
“All right, settle down, ladies.” Loch was standing in the doorway with Jax. Ginger’s heart did a funny little happy dance in her chest, despite the grimness of the situation, and she flashed him a smile.
As Ginger, Loch, and Jax started to head up the stairs, the girls tried to follow. They grumbled when Loch shook his head, and clustered together at the bottom of the stairs, muttering.
Loch walked in the room with her while Jax stood outside.
In the professor’s room, Ginger sat down on his bed and closed her eyes, consciously relaxing, slowing her breathing.
When she opened her eyes, she was startled to realize that she felt…nothing.
She glanced up at Loch, startled. “He’s not dead,” she said.
Chapter Eleven
“Are you sure?”
“I would sense it if he was. He might not communicate with me, but I’d at least sense his presence on the other side. He is not there. He’s still alive.”
Loch looked at her in consternation. “Then the panthers must be holding him prisoner somewhere on their property. That’s the only explanation for his disappearance. I’ve got to talk to Montgomery today.”
Ginger nodded. “If he says you can’t come on their property, then what?”
“I’ve always found Montgomery to be a reasonable man, as long as he’s approached respectfully. I’m pretty sure that if I talk to him later today, he’ll let me on the property. If they deliberately harm the professor, or if the professor disappears on their land forever, it’s bad publicity for all of them. People won’t want to visit their stores or their casino. It will be devastating economically.”
As they drove to the sheriff’s station, her cell phone rang. Wedding march ring tone. She grimaced.
“Answer it, Miss Ginger.” When she made a face, he said sternly, “Answer it. I’m the Alpha. Unless you want to be punished later.”
“Of course I want to be punished later,” she grinned, and hit talk.
“How are things progressing with the sheriff?” her mother said. No hello; she cut straight to the chase.
“Just fine, mother. No war is imminent.”
“I’m debating whether you’d look better in white or cream. What do you think? Maybe even pink. You’ve always looked lovely in pink. Also, I’d been thinking about a wedding cake made of cupcakes, but that may be passé’.”
“Mother! I just got here! Quit drinking the crazy juice!”
“Also, do you think the wedding would take place in New York or Florida?”
“Love you, mother. I’m at work, so I can’t talk. Bye.” She hung up quickly. “Crazy. She’s crazy.”
“What, because she thinks you should marry me?” he said with mock hurt.
“Come on! I just got to town, we agreed we’d take it slow…”
“Hmmm,” he grumbled. But he didn’t say anything else as they headed to the station.
As they pulled into the sheriff’s parking space, Loch groaned aloud.
Reporters from all over the state were blocking the entrance to the station. Ginger dodged past them and dashed inside as the sheriff held an impromptu press conference, reassuring them that everything possible was being done to find the missing professor.
When Loch went inside, Lola greeted him apologetically. “You’ve got a few million messages,” she said, handing him a stack of pink “While you were out…” notes. The professor’s disappearance, and the Panther Nation’s refusal to cooperate, was getting massive amounts of attention.
Loch had to place a dozen calls to people inside the Panther Nation before he finally heard back from an assistant to Montgomery. Montgomery agreed to meet with the sheriff that afternoon, at the entrance to the Panther Nation’s property.
Around mid-morning, Ginger asked Loch if he could have his grandmother make them some sandwiches, with a few extra for Cletus.
“We’ll go over there for lunch. It’ll win me some major points with her,” the sheriff said.
His grandmother was waiting on the front porch for them when they pulled up, with a plate piled high with sandwiches. She set the sandwiches on a table on the porch.
“She just gets prettier every time I see her,” Willie said Loch as they sat down to eat, and then she went inside to get them some lemonade.
“I swear she’s measuring my hips with her eyes,” Ginger whispered to Loch. He grinned.
“Your mother and my grandmother. We should get them together for coffee some time.”
“Good lord, no. My mother would show up with a wedding dress, a priest and a shotgun. And your grandmother would probably have a giant butterfly net, a bible, and some flower girls. What is their rush?”
“Well, you’re not getting any younger.” He winked as he said it. She still kicked him in the ankle.
“Careful there, darlin’,” he said. “Respect the Alpha. You haven’t seen how hard I can spank when I’m truly motivated.”
The thought sent delicious shivers rolling through her body. His hand on her bare naked buttocks…
Willie walked out with a pitcher and two glasses.
“That’s very thoughtful of you to feed that Arbuckle boy. Poor thing,” Wille said with a sigh, as they drank their lemonade. “I hear his mother ran off a couple weeks ago. Just up and left the whole family.”
“Oh?” the sheriff raised an eyebrow.
“No!” Ginger said quickly. “You can’t have his brothers and sisters taken away from him! He’s got a job now.”
“He’s not 18 for another six months. Legally, there needs to be an adult in that house.”
“If you take them away, you take away his incentive to work, to straighten out his life. Have a heart,” Ginger pleaded.
“I’ll think about it. But my ultimate duty is to uphold the law.” He didn’t look happy.
Her phone jangled, and she recognized the number as her Alpha’s. She stood up and walked away from the table, clicking the “talk button”. She was ready to accept the lavish praise he’d heap on her for saving the day and improving relations between the Gray and Red wolf packs.
She’d be humble about it, of course. Nobody likes a gloater.
“Are you completely off your rocker?” Reynaldo hissed into the phone.
“What?” she gasped, shocked.
“Don’t you ‘what’ me. I just heard from a Florida council member, Aurora Sinclair. She says you’re just about ready to start a war down there! She says you’re offending absolutely everybody with your boorish behavior, and they want you out of town immediately! I expect you on the next train back to New York, and when you get here, you are in serious trouble. As is your family.”
“She’s lying!” Ginger turned pale.
Willie and Loch both rushed to her side. “What is it?” Loch demanded.
“It’s my Alpha,” Ginger managed to sputter, weakly. “Aurora Sinclair told him that I’m offending everyone down here and –“
Loch grabbed the phone from her, his face like thunder.
“This is Loch Armstrong. What did you just say to my fated mate?”
Ginger’s eyes widened with surprise at his public declaration.
“Goodness, what took him so long to realize it?” Willie whispered.
Ginger could hear Reynaldo spluttering on the other end of the phone, stammering out apologies.
“Aurora Sinclair does not speak for my pack. Our pack has been delighted with Ginger’s company, and we are hopeful that she’ll consider our offer to permanently relocate down here. You may consider Ginger to be under my protection.”
More spluttering from Reynaldo.
“I don’t care that Aurora’s a member of the council. She is the only one who’s unhappy with Ginger’s presence here, and that’s because she’s trying to arrange a marriage between me and her niece. If you have any problem with what I’m saying, you may name the Challenge location of your choice.”
Reynaldo’s spluttered quickly changed to apologetic mewling.
Loch hung up, and turned to Ginger. “How did that man ever become Alpha?” he asked, amazed.
“It’s different in New York.”
“Obviously.”
Ginger managed a weak smile. “Thank you for defending me.”
Loch peered at her with concern. “What’s wrong?”
“Council members have a lot of power. She could cause you a lot of harm. For that matter, she could cause my family a lot of harm. I know she’s a member of the Florida Council, not New York, but still…”
Loch shook his head angrily. “She won’t ruin what we have. I won’t let her. Nobody is taking you from me.”
“But it doesn’t affect just you. Depending on what action she takes, it could affect the whole pack. And my parents. My father has worked for the Alpha for years, and if he were fired from that firm…my parents have a mortgage and three more kids to put through college.”
Willie laid her hand on Ginger’s arm. “Believe my grandson when he says that he won’t let her take you from us. Everything will work out fine.”
Hot tears of gratitude burned Ginger’s eyes. Willie had said “us”. As if Ginger belonged there.
Could it be true? Ginger had never really belonged anywhere before. Not all wolf, not all witch, with her large size always outing her as a genetic anomaly who straddled two worlds.
But the very fact that these people were so kind to her was the reason that she should leave town, she realized with a sinking heart. A vengeful council member could cause all kinds of grief for a pack.
“We should go,” Loch said, draping his arm protectively around Ginger’s shoulders. “We have work to do. Let’s concentrate on that.”
She nodded, and tried to force a smile on her face. When Loch had his arm around her, she felt so safe and protected. She felt as if she were exactly where she’d belonged. The thought of walking away from him made her feel small and cold and alone.
They headed over to the community center. Cletus was standing there talking to Elmore Bishop, the center director, while two little girls and a little boy played on the jungle gym. They were coyote shifters; clearly they were Cletus’ younger brother and sisters.
The sheriff frowned when he saw them. Ginger shot the sheriff an indignant look.
“There’s got to be an alternative to foster care,” she said. “Besides, you have enough on your plate as it is right now. Can you just give it some time? Their mother could come back.”
Privately she wished she could track down their mother and smack her upside the head for what she was doing to her family, but she put a big smile on her face, walked over to where Cletus stood, and handed him the plastic box of sandwiches.
“I’m practicing my sandwich making skills now,” she told him. “You need to test these out for me. Everything going okay?”
“It’s going great. Mr. Bishop here said I could stay on and help out with the maintenance. He said I did a real good job,” he said, with an undertone of defensiveness, as if he expected her to challenge him.
“Of course you did,” Ginger said soothingly, and he relaxed a little.
“Sheriff Armstrong doesn’t mind me bringing my brother and sisters here, does he?”
“Nope. its fine,” she said firmly, praying she was right.
The sheriff dropped her off back at the office. “I’m headed out to speak to Montgomery now,” he told Lola. “I’ll be back shortly.”
Jax stood up from his desk. The sheriff turned to him and shook his head. “You’re not coming with me,” he said. “You are not to speak to any of the panthers until you learn some diplomacy.”
Jax let out a low growl of displeasure. “We need to take a firm line with the panthers. They’re making us look weak.”
“Following the law, and the boundaries of their nation, isn’t weakness.” The sheriff stood up straight, his eyes taking on a warning glow. “It’s respect.”
“The species that deserves respect is the one that proves its strength,” Jax snapped, his shoulders hunching up defensively. “The only way to earn respect is by establishing who’s top dog. You’re letting the panthers-“
“Enough!” Loch roared, and everyone in the room fell silent. “I am the Alpha. You do not argue with me. If you want to hold a Challenge, we can do it right here, right now. Otherwise, you’re on desk duty. Permanently. And if I hear of you challenging the panthers, or my word, again, you face expulsion from the pack.”
Jax’s eyes blazed with fury, and his body shook with the effort of restraining his inner wolf. His muscles swelled and rippled, and Ginger held her breath for what seemed like forever, before Jax finally nodded his ascent.
Clearly furious, he walked stiffly back to his desk, sat down, and turned his computer on.
“Do you want me to come with you to meet Montgomery?” Ginger asked.
Loch shook his head.
“No, it’s best if I go alone. I know how to handle him.”
The sheriff came back an hour later; his face was creased in a frown.
“I don’t know what’s gotten into Montgomery,” he said to Ginger. “He really wasn’t himself today. He says we absolutely cannot come on to panther nation territory. And he’s still claiming that there’s no sign of the professor on their land. That’s got to be a lie. By now, with all the hoopla around the professor’s disappearance, they would have searched the land thoroughly. They would have followed the professor’s tracks to wherever they ended.”
“So what now?”
“We’re working on figuring out who the professor’s inside man was. We’ve got some leads, but I can’t discuss them yet.”
The Panther Shifter council were still considering the matter, and hadn’t given the sheriff an answer yet. Loch confided to Ginger that he suspected they were going to stall for as long as they could. They were being placed in a difficult and politically uncomfortable position. They were supposed to do what was best for the panthers, but what was best in this case?
Over-ruling Montgomery’s decision would be perceived as an attack on his authority – but the refusal of the Panther Nation to allow anyone to look for the professor was hurting the reputation of all the panthers.
Towards the end of the day, Ginger’s phone rang. Her father was calling.
Worried, she quickly answered. These days, phone calls from home never seemed to bring good news.
“Ginger, what is happening down there?” he asked, his voice shaking. “Reynaldo is talking about laying me off. Saying he can’t afford to have me associated with his firm, with the way my daughter’s behaving. What is going on?”
“What? Oh my God. I’m so sorry.” Her heart sank. She could just picture her father, pacing in the living room. He was a small, perpetually anxious man, with thinning red hair and worried little eyes peering out behind gold-rimmed spectacles. He was the kind of man who lived for his family, who worried about their safety all the time, who tortured himself by calculating the statistical probability of every possible disaster that could happen to them, from getting salmonella from a bad tomato, to getting hit by a meteor. He worked overtime so his daughters could do to private school and college. The desk at his office was crowded with pictures of him, Ginger’s mother, and his four daughters.
She looked across the room, at Loch sitting in his office. He was so handsome, so perfect, so right for her…and she was going to have to say goodbye to him.
“Dad, I’ll fix this,” she promised. Her eyes burned with tears as she hung up the phone and walked over to Loch’s office. Her stomach churning, she opened the door.
“Loch, we need to talk,” she said.
Chapter Twelve
“You’ve got to stop her!” Tallulah said, grabbing Ginger by the arm.
Ginger cursed under her breath. After what had happened yesterday, she was not in the best of moods. She was trying to make her way to the dining room, but clearly she wasn’t going to get a chance to eat breakfast.
Tallulah was standing there blocking her way.
“What? Who am I stopping?”
“I mean, she’s a bitch and a whore, but I don’t want her to get herself killed,” Tallulah added.
“Oh. Brenda. What is she going to do?”
“She said she’s going on to the Panther Nation territory to find him herself!”
Ginger rushed into the dining room to find Brenda in a heated argument with one of the other students. Brenda swung towards Ginger. “You said that he’s still alive, right?”
“Yes. Most definitely.”
“Then I’m going to find him,” Brenda said defiantly, and turned and strode towards the door.
“No, wait!” Ginger pleaded. “The professor went on their property, and disappeared. What do you think they’ll do to you?”
“I don’t care.” Brenda’s chin quivered and her eyes swam with tears. Her eyes were bloodshot and ringed with runny streaks of mascara and eyeliner. “None of you even care. None of you are doing anything to help him.”
That wasn’t true, but Ginger knew it was pointless to argue.
“Listen,” she said, “Let me go talk to the panther nation’s souvenir shop and talk to Tommy Deerkiller. Maybe he’ll listen to reason, or have some ideas on how to talk to Montgomery. He’s the one who stands to lose the most from this, because the disappearance is going to hurt the tourist industry.
“You promise you’ll talk to him today?” Brenda sniffled, wiping at her cheeks with the back of her hand.
“I’ll go right after breakfast.”
After she ate, Ginger got the keys to the pickup truck and headed over to Tommy Deerkiller’s. She had an uneasy feeling that this wouldn’t sit well with the sheriff.
After the phone call from her father the day before, she’d told him that she needed to go back to New York right away. He’d begged and pleaded, and finally she’d told him that she’d give it a couple more days and think about it, but she’d asked for the day off from work to clear her head.
The truth was, she was trying to build up her resolve to leave town, but she couldn’t do that if she was working twenty feet away from Loch’s office. Her heart melted and her shirt wanted to unbutton itself every time she looked at him.
The souvenir shop was located on Rural Route 220, right near the entrance to the Panther Nation property. It was a weather-beaten, one story wooden structure with a picture of a snarling panther on the billboard sign out front. “Authentic Panther Nation Souvenirs!!!” the misspelled but enthusiastic sign advertised.
There were necklaces of fangs and claws, painted pottery, handmade leather and wood drums, moccasins, packages of venison jerky, and thousands of other knick-knacks and odds and ends cluttering the shelves inside. Tommy Deerkiller was stocking the shelves when she walked in. He lit up at the sight of her.
“Well, if it isn’t the beautiful red wolf,” he said. “How may I serve you today?”
“Actually, I came to talk to you about Montgomery,” she said. “I’m worried about what’s going to happen if he continues to refuse to allow us to investigate the professor’s disappearance.”
“I agree,” Tommy nodded, frustration creasing his forehead. “People will be afraid to do business with us. Our sales are already down, because of it.”
“Is there any way that you could persuade him to reconsider? Sheriff Armstrong has always been very respectful of the panthers, from what I understand. Maybe if Sheriff Armstrong went on the property by himself?”
Tommy frowned. “Normally, I’d say yes. The problem is, ever since the professor’s disappeared, Montgomery has been acting…different. Not himself. There’s no talking to him or reasoning with him. Frankly, a number of us are concerned.”
“What’s he doing that has you concerned?” Ginger felt a ripple of unease shudder through her.
“A lot of things,” Tommy said vaguely. Clearly he was uncomfortable discussing it.
“So what could you do about it?”
“We’re debating that. But don’t say anything to anybody; challenging Montgomery or going over his head isn’t something that can be done lightly,” Tommy said, lowering his voice and glancing around fearfully. “If you could tell the sheriff that we’re working out how to address the matter, and ask him to be patient?”
“I could try.” If Loch was speaking to her.
At the sound of a truck pulling up outside, they both glanced out the window. It was Montgomery’s pickup truck, and he had two young women in the front seat with him.
“I better go,” Ginger said. Tommy nodded, looking worried. “Not a word,” he said to her anxiously.
“Of course.”
As she walked out, Montgomery saw her and waved at her from the truck window.
She paused, waiting as he climbed out and walked over to speak to her.
“How are you doing, Ginger? Come to buy some souvenirs?” he asked cheerfully. It was as if he had no idea there was a potential war brewing and he was the cause of it.
“I’m fine, thank you. How are things with you?”
“Can’t complain. So what brings you to our territory?”
She took a deep breath and thought fast. “I was looking for you, actually.”
“Really?” he looked delighted at the prospect. “Would you care to join me in a drink? We could go to the Panther Lodge, if you like.”
“On Panther territory?” she asked, startled.
“Certainly. I know you’ll be respectful of our property and our people. And I’d love to introduce you around.” He glanced at her with a gleam in his eye and a curve to his lip, his gaze roving over her body.
Good heavens, he certainly acted differently when Loch was around, she thought. Should she go? Maybe it was a way to encourage friendlier relations with the Panther nation.
Then again, he was acting downright flirtatious. Exactly how friendly did the panther leader want to get with her?
Ginger never had a chance to find out, because at that very moment, the sheriff pulled into the parking lot, and he did not look happy.
He glanced over at Montgomery, and nodded at him.
“You’re needed back at the office,” he told Ginger. “It’s urgent.”
She smiled apologetically at Montgomery. “Perhaps some other time,” she said.
“Any time at all. You know where to find me.”
She climbed into the sheriff’s car, baffled by the odd change in Montgomery’s demeanor.
As they pulled out of the parking lot, the sheriff snapped “What the hell was that? He was flirting with you!”
Ginger nodded, bewildered. “He was, wasn’t he? That was a really strange encounter.”
“Why were you even talking to him?”
She related what had just happened that morning, and the sheriff shook his head angrily. “That was a terrible idea, Ginger. By the way, Tommy Deerkiller is the one that we suspect of being the professor’s inside man.”
“What?” Ginger gasped. “I had no idea!”
“I can’t tell you everything that’s happening with the investigation. You shouldn’t have gone out there without consulting with me first.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry. I was worried that Brenda would go onto the panther’s territory and they’d kill her or kidnap her, like they did the professor.”
“I don’t think they would. The professor was deliberately antagonizing them, and he clearly went on their property to steal artifacts. That wouldn’t be the case with Brenda.” The sheriff sighed. “Not that it would be a good idea to have her go on their property when tensions are running so high.”
Ginger suddenly realized that they were driving down an unfamiliar road, headed for the driveway of a blue clapboard bungalow-style house.
“Where are we?” she asked.
The sheriff blinked in surprise. “Oh. I took you to my house. I wasn’t even thinking.”
He parked the car in front of his house and turned to her, exasperation on his face. He grabbed her hand, and at the touch of his skin she felt the familiar sizzle of attraction burning through her. “I just can’t think straight when I’m around you,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I barely slept last night.”
She swallowed hard. “I’m sorry. I really am. I’m just trying to protect my family, and keep the peace with my Alpha.”
“I’ll talk to him again,” Loch said, his hand closing around hers. “I can’t let you go. You’re what I’ve been looking for all of my life. You’re like the puzzle piece that I didn’t realize was missing.” His thumb moved across the back of her hand. Ginger’s breathing quickened, and heat flared between her thighs.
She glanced at the house.
“So,” she said. “Here we are. At your house. Just you and me.”
“I’d be rude if I didn’t offer you a guided tour,” he said.
“Yes, that would be very rude.”
“Just a quick tour,” he promised. She followed him into the house, cursing her complete lack of willpower. Loch was harder to resist than chocolate, and that was saying a lot.
The sheriff’s house was decorated with a spare, masculine style, with handmade wooden furniture and a deer’s skull with antlers over the flagstone fireplace. A floor to ceiling window looked out on a riot of tropical greenery, with red flowering hibiscus splashed in a blaze of color amidst orange trees and palmettos.
“It’s beautiful,” she said.
“It could use a woman’s touch,” he said, bending to kiss her neck, and then nipping it gently. “Know any women who might be interested in helping me redecorate?”
She laughed. “I imagine there’s no shortage of volunteers.”
“I have very particular tastes. She’d have to be a sexy redhead with a smart mouth and a good heart and a very voluptuous body. And a fondness for spankings.”
Loch pulled Ginger up against him and hugged her, hard. “You were a very bad girl, going to the souvenir shop without asking me first,” he murmured in her ear.
“Yes, I was.” Ginger’s voice was husky with desire. “Are you going to punish me?”
“Walk over to the couch.” He released her and stepped away.
Legs trembling with anticipation, she walked over.
“Now bend over the arm.”
She did as he commanded, lying with her head turned to the side, face pressed against the sofa cushion, and her buttocks raised up in the air. She could feel the deep ache of need pulsing between her legs, and she let out a low, helpless moan. Waiting for him was sweet torture.
The sheriff grabbed the hem of her skirt and yanked it down, and then did the same with her underwear.
He slid his hand between her legs and began caressing her, fingers lightly skimming the lips of her pussy.
She let out a little whimper and shifted her weight, opening her legs wider.
His fingers probed deeper, and she drew her breath in between her teeth in a sharp hiss of pleasure.
Then his free hand descended on the round ivory globe of her right butt cheek, delivering a stinging smack.
“Oh,” she cried out, and his fingers moved faster on her pussy, strumming her clit, playing her like an instrument, as he spanked her again. And again. The stinging sensation was delicious, and she squirmed with pleasure, whimpering with each smack. His hand moved to the other cheek, warming the skin with each stinging slap, and she quivered beneath him, struggling to catch her breath.
“You just love to be punished, don’t you, Ginger?” His voice was hoarse with desire.
“Yes,” she moaned, “Oh, yes.”
The heat rose up inside her and then broke and flowed over her in hot waves. She clutched at the couch, fingers sinking into the fabric as she wailed her pleasure and the orgasm shuddered through her body.
“Don’t move,” he commanded, and she heard him fumbling with his belt and his pants, and then she felt the thick head of his cock sliding between the slick, wet petals of her pussy.
With a savage thrust, he speared her, forcing himself several inches inside.
She clutched the couch harder, knuckles turning white. “Yes,” she moaned, and he grabbed her hips and thrust again, sliding all the way in and holding her firmly.
“I’ll never let you go,” he said, and drew back to thrust again.
“Oh, God,” she whimpered, face down on the couch. He pumped harder, and she felt the tickle of his pubic hair against her buttocks, and the slapping of his testicles against her bare skin.
He slammed into her so hard that it rocked her body with each thrust, and she put her hands flat on the couch and braced herself, pushing back against him. She wanted all of him, wanted him to bury himself inside her to the hilt. He was so big that she could barely contain him, and she loved it, loved how it felt to squeeze his stiff cock with her muscles.
His breath grew harsher and faster, and his hands tightened on her hips, holding her firmly in place as his groans of pleasure reached a crescendo. His hot, sticky seed flooded inside her, and she felt his body shuddering with the force of his orgasm.
Finally, slowly, he pulled out of her with a groan. He pulled her up and spun her around, taking her into his arms, crushing her up against him.
“We can work this out,” he told her. “Stay here with me, Ginger.”
She wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed up against him, breathing in his scent, the smell of sweat and cologne mixed with the sweet scent of sex.
Her heart swelled in her throat, with an aching longing. In his arms she felt warm and safe. The thought of walking away her sent icy shivers through her.
“I want to more than anything in the world,” she said. “But I can’t make any promises right now. We’ll have to take things day by day.”
He let out his breath in a frustrated hiss. “I think you’ve just earned yourself another spanking,” he said.
Chapter Thirteen
The setting sun lit the horizon on fire, painting the tips of distant treetops red and yellow. Marigold stood in the backyard staring into the distance, arms folded, a frown creasing her face.
“That’s not how you’re supposed to look when you’re standing out here in God’s country, watching a beautiful sunset,” Ginger said.
“I told Henry I couldn’t see him any more.” Marigold’s face was a mask of misery. Her eyes glittered with angry tears.
“Oh,” Ginger said. “Was he bad in bed?”
“No, he was incredible. Ten out of ten. Wait, make that twenty out of ten.”
“Was he rude while you were out on dates? Flirted with other women?”
“No, he held the door open for me, acted like I was the only woman in the world, and seemed fascinated with everything that I said.”
“Wow. He sounds like such a douchebag. I’d have dumped him too.”
“I know, right? What a dick.” Marigold sounded aggrieved.
“Remind me again why we’re mad at him?”
“Because he’s acting like the perfect guy and then he’s going to do whatever it is that he does that breaks my heart.”
“Right. Of course. Dick.” Ginger turned to walk back to the house, but then she stopped.
Just because her relationship was doomed didn’t mean that everybody else’s relationship had to be doomed. She tried to think about how to diplomatically approach the situation. How to get Marigold to see how foolish she was being.
“Marigold, you’re being a total, pig-headed dumbass.”
Oops. That hadn’t come out in the loving, supportive manner that she’d meant it to. Maybe she was a teensy bit crabby because she was still stressed out about the situation with the sheriff.
“What?” Marigold said, shocked.
“Listen. Did it ever occur to you that you can affect the outcome of your psychic visions?”
Marigold started to protest, but Ginger held up her hand. “Hear me out. You’re so burnt out and bitter from having lived through your mother’s world-record-breaking number of divorces that you go into every relationship expecting it to fail. What if you decided to try your hardest to make this work?”
“Well, I-“
“I happened to have asked Loch about Henry. He said that word among the shifters is, Henry’s talking non-stop about how much he likes you.”
“Really?” Marigold blinked back tears. “But I already broke up with him. And he was really upset. It’s probably too late.”
“He was upset because he really likes you, you moron! Call him back and be honest with him. Tell him that you really really like him too, but you’ve been through so many bad relationships that it’s hard for you to trust anybody.”
“I saw myself in the future, going back to New York, alone!”
“But that’s what happens if you have the mindset that no relationship is going to work. Look, happy relationships are out there. We’ve both seen them. My parents are a perfect example. Change your mindset, for God’s sake. Go apologize to him now. Do something crazy, show up wearing lingerie under a coat or something like that.”
“I – I - ”
“Go! My love life may be screwed because apparently I’m the wrong color of wolf, but that doesn’t mean that everybody else has to suffer.”
“Well, if I’m a dumbass, so are you. You’re giving up way too easily,” Marigold said, and marched back to the farmhouse, leaving Ginger standing by herself watching the sun sink lower and lower into the horizon.
A sudden noise coming from behind the outhouse made Ginger start. She couldn’t quite figure out what it was; it sounded like two raccoons fighting, but the scent from behind the outhouse was definitely human.
Carefully she crept behind the outhouse, peeking behind bushes to see…Winifred and the handyman, buck naked, on the ground. Their clothes lay in a pile next to them. Winifred was on top, straddling the handyman, head thrown back in ecstasy, riding him like a cowboy on a bucking bronco. Her hair flowed down her back and over her small breasts like a golden waterfall.
“Harder!” the handyman yelled. “Ride me like a bull!”
Good lord, she thought, even Winifred’s got a better love life than me.
With a sinking heart, she turned and walked back to the boarding house. The wedding march ring tone sounded, and she reluctantly answered her phone. More bad news?
“You are not coming back to New York,” her mother said. “You are going to stay there and marry that sheriff, and that’s final.”
“Hello. By the way, that’s how normal people start their phone conversations. They say hello. Maybe exchange a few pleasantries. How’s the weather in New York?”
“Cloudy, with a chance of weddings. Listen. I spoke to your father. We are not going to allow Reynaldo Cruz bully us like that. He hasn’t even given your father a raise in years. Your father is already updating his resume and putting out feelers with other firms.”
“If the Alpha fires him and puts out the word not to hire him…”
“We could relocate to another pack, if we had to. This wedding is happening, damn it!”
“Mother, why are you so insanely determined to see me married?”
“Because meeting your father was the best thing that ever happened to me, and I have been ridiculously happy every day that I am married to him. Even when he annoys the living crap out of me, which is fairly frequently. I want that for you. The happy part, not the annoying part, but I think they go hand in hand, unfortunately.”
“Oh.” Sudden tears sprang to Ginger’s eyes. It was true. Her parents were a living testament to the power of love. She yearned for what they had. “I could swear you just used a cuss word. You’d wash my mouth out with soap if I said that!”
“Well, I’m frustrated. This is ridiculous! Some jealous cow is trying to ruin your relationship because you and the sheriff are different types of wolf? I’m a witch and your father is a shifter. We couldn’t possibly come from more different backgrounds, and we’ve been ridiculously happy for 30 years. And we have four of the most beautiful daughters any family could hope for. And I want some damn grandchildren to spoil while I’m still young enough to bend over and pick them up!”
“Good gracious, mother. Language. Watch your language. You really think that you and dad will be all right if I stay here?”
Her mother had already mentally moved on to more important matters. “I’m trying to decide what type of paper you should choose for the wedding invitations. Also, there’s a lot of different styles of calligraphy to consider and I think-“
“I am officially hanging up on you now. I love you, and you’re insane. Seek professional help.” Ginger clicked the “off” button, but as she walked up the back stairs, she allowed a little flutter of hope to quiver inside her heart.
Maybe she could stay here. Maybe she could keep Loch. Maybe her heart didn’t have to break into a million pieces.
Chapter Fourteen
“So if you get married, can I be a bridesmaid?” Lola was leaning back in her chair with her combat boots propped up on the desk, flipping through the pages of a bridal magazine.
Ginger grabbed it away from her. “My God. You, my mother, Loch’s grandmother…Why is everyone in the world so obsessed with marrying me off?”
Then she peered at the page Lola had been looking at. “That is a beautiful dress. Wow. Ivory silk. And look at those hand embroidered roses. You know-no, damn it! I will not be sucked into this madness! It is way too soon to be talking about weddings!” She threw the magazine back down on Lola’s desk.
“Not around here. When the Alpha claims a mate, it’s pretty much bam, boom, done. And an Alpha wedding is amazing. All the packs from all over the state come, and the party lasts for days. Think how many hot guys I’d meet.” Lola pouted. “I’m bored with all the guys in Blue Moon. I need fresh flesh. Why can’t you think about my needs?”
Ginger walked away, laughing. Then she glanced at the corner of the room and saw Jax glaring at his computer, lips pressed together in an angry line, and she sobered up a little. She had a feeling that one way or another, Jax wasn’t going to last with the sheriff’s office much longer. He was a man of action, he had the temperament if not the self-restraint of an Alpha, and there was no way he’d put up with a desk job forever.
She looked up to see Loch walking out of his office, towards her.
“There’s been a break in the case,” he said.
“What break?”
“We got an anonymous tip from a disposable phone, telling us to search Tommy Deerkiller’s house. And Montgomery actually agreed to let us come on to Panther Nation property so we could do the search; he agreed this case needs to be resolved. We found the professor’s clothes hidden under Deerkiller’s bed. They were shredded, as if by panther claws, and they’re blood-stained We’ve been investigating Deerkiller for some time now, even before the professor’s disappearance, for suspicion of dealing in stolen Panther Nation artifacts.”
Loch didn’t look happy as he said it, though.
“What is it?”
“I just don’t like it.” Loch shook his head. “I don’t know why, because everything ties together neatly, and we do know for a fact that Tommy deals in stolen goods, but something doesn’t smell right here.”
“I agree, there’s something off about it. Who made the anonymous call? Why would Tommy hide the professor’s clothes at his house? And if he was the professor’s inside man, why would he kill him?”
“Theoretically, they could have argued over money. The professor could have threatened to blackmail him.” He sighed and shook his head. “Nothing we can do about it right now, anyway. Tommy’s lawyered up. My grandmother’s holding a barbecue at her place tomorrow afternoon, by the way. She invited you.”
She held up her hand to argue with him, and he shook his head. “Ginger, let me worry about the pack. Just come, all right?”
“That’s a very public statement you’d be making.”
“Yes it is.” He looked at her steadily, and she felt her heart swelling in her chest. He wanted her, and he wasn’t afraid who knew it. He’d be proud to be seen by her side. The thought took her breath way.
Still, when she went back to the boarding house that evening she felt strange and unsettled. She felt as if they were missing something important. And she knew damned well that the professor wasn’t dead. Her powers had never steered her wrong before.
Tommy Deerkiller had, of course, vociferously denied knowing anything about the bloody clothes in his room. He’d denied killing the professor, communicating with the professor about selling him icons, or seeing him on the night the professor disappeared.
But he admitted that he’d been dealing in stolen property.
Odd, Ginger thought.
When Ginger walked in the door, Marigold was waiting for her.
She told her that three of the archeology students had gone home already. There was no point in staying; it was pretty obvious that the professor wasn’t coming back. “Also, heads up, Brenda and Tallulah are in a snit because you told them the professor was alive and now the bloody clothes make it look like he’s dead.”
Brenda and Tallulah, their rivalry apparently forgotten, were sitting on the living room couch crying on each other’s shoulders.
They both looked up and glared at her when she came in.
“Fraud,” Brenda hissed, her eyes swollen into little slits from crying.
“You got our hopes up for no reason,” Tallulah sniffled self-righteously.
Ginger tried to speak, but they both got up and flounced out of the room.
“Damn it,” Ginger said unhappily. “I know that I’m right. He’s not dead.”
“I have news that might cheer you up,” Marigold said. “Not professor-related news, but still…”
Ginger peered at her closely. “Oh my God, you’ve got that I’ve-just-had-multiple orgasms look about you. Henry forgave you and you had makeup sex. In the middle of the day. Only a complete floozy does that. I know from personal experience.”
“It’s even better than that.” Marigold was glowing with satisfaction.
“Better? What’s better than you and Henry and makeup sex?”
“Winifred and the handyman. Sittin’ in a tree.”
“Okay, explain this to me, without the use of nursery rhymes. I could desperately use some good news.”
“Yesterday Winifred came to ask me if there was any hope for her and the handyman. I looked in her future and saw Winifred crying in her room and the handyman driving off in frustration.”
“Okay. And this is good news because?”
“I was about to tell her that, but then I thought about what you told me. Winifred was asking me for a reading, in her own barely comprehensible geek speak, because she was afraid that it wouldn’t work out. She was afraid that they were too different. And you were the one who told me that when you expect the end of a relationship, you end up unconsciously sabotaging yourself.”
“True.”
“So I asked her if she wanted it to work out with him, and she said yes. I asked her what she saw as the potential barriers to it working out, and she told me. Then I told her to pretend she was writing a thesis on why it could work out, and to come up with solutions to all of the problems that she found.”
“And?”
“And then I looked into my crystal ball again and I saw them, I am not kidding you, with wedding rings, and each of them holding a twin baby in their arms. And I told her it would work out. And this morning she told me that apparently you don’t have to connect intellectually with a person to be happy, as long as you connect emotionally. Well, she said it much geekier, but that was pretty much the gist.”
Her smile grew mischievous. “And she had bite marks on her neck this morning. And her shirt was buttoned up wrong.”
Ginger gasped. Winifred was an obsessive neat freak. “It must be love!”
“I know, right?” Then her face fell. “But Ginger, if I can affect the outcomes of my readings, than I’ve ruined relationships for no reasons. I’ve broken up people who might have gotten married! Oh, my God-”
Ginger quickly made a shushing motion. “Don’t do that to yourself, Marigold. There’s no guarantee that you could have talked those people into trying to work things out. Most of them probably would still have probably gone on to ruin things for themselves, and you know what? People can survive a breakup. The question is, what are you going to do with your new found powers, now that you’ve found a new approach to your love readings?”
“Well, Henry would like me to stay here and give things between us a try. And Winifred told Imogen about how well things worked out with my reading, and Imogen spread the word, so I’m getting a lot of requests.”
“Would you miss New York?”
“Sure. But it’s not like a prison sentence. I can visit. And there’s things that I like about it here, too.”
Marigold looked at Ginger through narrowed eyes. “And you’re staying, right? Because you’re not a complete fool?”
“It’s not that simple,” Ginger said.
“This is ridiculous,” Marigold grumbled. “What does that bitch of a council member think that she’d get if she broke up you and Sheriff Hot Stuff? It’s not like he’s suddenly going to turn around and marry Portia.”
“Maybe she’s fooled herself into thinking that might happen. Or maybe it’s just spite; if Portia can’t have him, she doesn’t want anyone to have him.”
“Maybe.”
The next day…
At 11 a.m., Ginger glided to a stop on the street in front of Willie’s house and parked Imogen’s pickup truck behind a patrol car. There were dozens of cars there already.
Everyone had congregated behind the house. As she strolled up, she could hear country music blaring from a boombox, and a happy babble of voices. There were easily a hundred people there.
As she walked up to a table laden with plates of corn on the cob and biscuits and bowls of fruit, she was surprised to see Cletus and his younger brothers and sisters there, sitting cross-legged on the grass hunched over their paper plates. Their faces were smeared with barbecue sauce and there were piles of gnawed bones on the plates.
He looked up at her and flashed her a big grin. “The sheriff invited me,” he said. “That was real nice of him. I guess he’s not all bad.”
“Not all bad,” she agreed. “He has his good points. Wipe your faces, kids.” She winced when Cletus obligingly wiped his face on his sleeve and his younger siblings followed suit, but she decided to give it a pass. He’d done what she told him to, hadn’t she?
She headed over to Lola, who was standing with her arm around a Goth-looking Coyote shifter.
“Hey, Ginger. Beer?” Lola said, holding up a bottle of Corona with ice chips clinging to it.
“Give me that.” Ginger grabbed it from her hands as a group of wolf shifters headed straight for her. “I’m going to need it. And more. Are they all going to interrogate me?”
“But of course. His parents will be here soon.”
“What?” It came out in a squeak. She downed half the bottle in one gulp.
“Remember. Bridesmaid. And don’t be picking any butt ugly bridesmaid’s dresses, either. I don’t look good in yellow. Washes me out.”
“The world has gone mad. You must have something better to do than planning my non-existent wedding for me.”
“Not really, which is actually kind of sad when you think of it,” Lola said cheerfully.
The wolf shifters crowded around Ginger, peppering her with questions.
“Are you moving in with him right away, or are you going to live somewhere in town?” A heavy-set woman with a bouffant asked her.
“Are you going to marry my uncle?” a little boy said, yanking on her skirt.
“Can I be your flower girl?” a little blonde girl piped up. “I like flowers. Will you pick me some flowers?”
“Oh, my goodness. Look, is that Dora the Explorer standing over there?”
When they turned to look, she turned and ran.
Suddenly she was grabbed from behind, by two strong muscular arms. She didn’t need to turn around; his familiar scent sent a wave of delicious heat sizzling through her.
Smiling, she spun into his arms.
“That was a dirty trick,” he grinned.
“It was a matter of survival. It was them or me. I had to escape.”
With a huge grin, he added, “How’s this for a dirty trick?” And then he said very loudly, “Ginger Colby, will you dance with me? Please?”
Everyone turned and stared. Everyone held their breath.
Ginger Colby was no fool. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice.
She made a big show of doing a graceful half curtsy and answered loudly “Of course, I will dance with you.”
He swept her into his arms as Wilhelmina turned up the boombox, and the two of them spun around on the grass. Ginger loved to dance, but Ashmont had always acted as if he were afraid she’d fall on him and break him.
But Loch spun and twirled Ginger as if she were light as a feather. He dipped her backwards until her hair brushed the grassy lawn. He spun her like a top.
And when the music stopped, the crowd burst into applause.
“Ginger Colby, there’s something else that I want to ask you,” the sheriff said loudly. Ginger froze.
Seriously? Was he going to ask her what she thought he was going to ask her?
And how would she respond?
“No, you don’t.” A shrill voice cracked across the lawn.
Ginger turned, her heart sinking in her chest. Portia Sinclair and an elegantly dressed woman who looked like an older version of Portia were walking across the lawn towards them. Portia wore jeans, strappy high heeled sandals, and a clingy, silky t-shirt, and her lip curled in disgust when her eyes lighted on Ginger. The woman wore a tailored linen suit that fit her narrow frame like a glove, and she carefully picked her away across the grass in high heeled pumps.
There were two Werewolf Enforcers with them, in uniform, tall muscular men with buzz cuts and grim, expressions stamped on their faces. The Enforcers worked for the council.
“Aurora Sinclair, you were not invited. Get off my property,” Willie snapped, eyes blazing with anger.
“I’m sorry, Willhelmina, but this is council business.” Aurora turned to Loch, who looked as if he were about to explode with anger.
“She is a red wolf. You are a gray.” Aurora spoke in clipped tones. “If you two mate, your pups will not be pure. For the good of the council, if you insist on continuing this relationship, I will be forced to order your removal as Alpha and replace you with Jax.”
Ginger gasped in horror. Hot-headed Jax? That would be an utter disaster. He would have the Blue Moon wolves at war with the panther nation before the week was out. Every wolf shifter in Blue Moon County would be in danger.
Her parents, Loch’s pack…she couldn’t do this. She just couldn’t. There were too many good people that she’d hurt if she selfishly insisted on staying. There was much more at stake here than her own happiness.
As Loch started to protest, Ginger spoke up, eyes filling with hot tears.
“Stop!” she shouted. “I’m going back to New York, tonight. It’s over, Loch. That’s my choice.”
She turned and ran back to her car.
Behind her she heard howls of rage, and snarls. It sounded as if Loch was clashing violently with the Enforcers. She knew he’d be all right, because he had dozens of his relatives there.
But she had to get out of there right away, she knew, before she changed her mind.
She drove down the road blindly, tears streaming down her face, her heart aching. She’d been so close to happiness.
Loch was right, he was her fated mate. Every time he came near her, her heart sang. How could this be? How could she find her fated mate and be torn away from him? Why was fate such a cruel bitch?
Crying so hard she had to gulp out her words between sobs, she called Marigold to tell her what happened, and asked Marigold to pack her bags and meet her in an hour at a gas station on the edge of town. She couldn’t bear to set foot in the boarding house again, couldn’t bear to face Loch if he came to the boarding house and tried to change her mind.
Chapter Fifteen
She turned off her cell phone and drove aimlessly, down country roads she’d never see again. She rolled down the windows so she could feel the breeze caress her face and hear the birds sing one last time.
When she showed up at the gas station, she was shocked to see that Marigold and Brenda were both waiting for her, and Brenda looked frantic.
“I found this under my door,” she said, and thrust a note at Ginger.
“Jax and a gang of wolves started a fight with the panthers, and a bunch of them are at the hospital now,” Marigold said at the same time. “And the panthers grabbed Jax and kidnapped him.”
“What?” Ginger’s jaw dropped. “Slow down. What the hell is going on?”
She looked at the note. “The professor told me not to tell anyone, but I had to let you know so you wouldn’t be sad any more. He’s not dead. He asked me to come with him and be his bride. Don’t worry, Brenda, you’ll find your own true love some day. I’ll tell you more when I can.” It was signed, Tallulah.
Ginger felt an icy chill radiating from the note, and her heart dropped to the bottom of her shoes. She closed her eyes and concentrated, opening her mind.
Tallulah was dead, and she had died violently. She could sense it.
She blinked hard, tears burning her eyes. She didn’t want to tell Brenda and Marigold until she was absolutely sure, but deep in her heart she knew.
“What happened with Jax?” she asked in a shaky voice.
“We drove to the sheriff’s station with this note and gave it to Jax,” Marigold said. “He said he’d take care of it himself, because the sheriff never does anything. I guess he rounded up some wolves and they went to the Panther Nation and tried to muscle their way in, and it started a huge fight. The wolves were injured, and they ran off, and Jax was dragged away by the panthers.”
Ginger’s heart sank.
She didn’t dare go talk to Loch. She might weaken. Or Aurora might see her talking to him, and take away Loch’s position as Alpha on the spot.
“I’ll go try to talk to Montgomery,” she said. “We’ve got to find out what happened to Tallulah. And if the professor’s still alive, maybe he’s hiding out on panther territory still. Maybe he had help. If Montgomery actually let people on to his territory to arrest Tommy Deerkiller, I think he’s coming around and he’ll listen to reason.”
“I feel like something really bad’s happened to her,” Brenda said. “Has it?”
“I’m not sure yet,” Ginger lied.
“I feel terrible for all those times that I said mean things to her.”
“You were both victims of the professor. He’s been alive all this time and letting both of you suffer? He manipulated you both. He played you against each other.”
“I see that now.” Brenda nodded, and tears filled her eyes. She put her hand on Ginger’s arm. “Be careful, Ginger. I’m sorry I’ve been such a naggy, annoying pain in the ass.”
“You weren’t at all,” Ginger assured her.
Yes you were, Ginger thought.
With her heart aching for poor Tallulah, Ginger quickly headed out to panther territory. Her head was in a whirl; what the hell was going on here? What would she find there?
When she arrived at the gates that led into their territory, she identified herself to the shifter in the guard shack.
He spoke to someone on the radio, and then came back and nodded to Ginger.
“Wait here,” he said to her.
A few minutes later a car pulled up, and the panther in the car gestured to her to follow him. With shaking hands, she followed him down a narrow country road.
There were no telephone poles out here, no electric poles. The trees loomed like ancient giants, dark and swaying in the wind, and she had an uneasy feeling churning in her stomach as they reached a sprawling wooden structure that was more like a compound than a house.
She parked and climbed out, and with every step she took she felt more and more certain that she’d made a terrible mistake coming out here by herself.
She paused at the front door, hesitating. Should she just turn around and leave?
Before she had a chance to decide, Montgomery opened the door. “I’m glad to see you,” he said, grim-faced. “We’ve got a problem, and I don’t know what to do about it. I need to talk to you.”
“Is Jax here?” she asked him anxiously.
“He’s here. I’ll let you talk to him in just a minute.”
She swallowed hard, her palms damp with perspiration. If Jax was there, she had to go in. He was probably injured. She might be able to sweet talk Montgomery into letting her take Jax with her.
She followed him into the house. Hand woven rugs in geometric patterns adorned the floor. The walls were plaster, and paintings of panther shifters decorated the walls without frames.
Something felt very wrong here. Somebody was trying to speak to her from the other side, pounding at the edges of her consciousness. Tallulah? She wondered. But how would Tallulah have reached her here? She needed to be touching something that had belonged to the dead, or in their home or a place they’d spent a lot of time, before she could communicate with them.
Jason Strikes True and Richard Iron Claw were standing in the spacious living room, still as statues, with their arms by their sides. They had odd expressions on their faces. A ripple of alarm ran down Ginger’s spine as she noticed that the curtains were all drawn. It made the house feel like a dim, closed-in prison.
“Hello, Jason. How are you?” she said.
He stared at her, his eyes bulging, and his lip quivered, but he didn’t speak.
Suddenly Montgomery’s radio crackled.
“Sheriff Armstrong is at the gate. He’s asking to speak to you,” a voice said.
“Perfect. Send him back here,” Montgomery said.
Perfect? Ginger thought with alarm.
What did he mean by that? Why was it perfect?
“Come with me,” Montgomery said. He nodded at Jason and Richard. “You come too,” he said.
Well, at least Loch would be there, she thought with growing unease. She followed Montgomery down a long hallway, with Jason and Richard right behind her.
Montgomery led her through several doors and into a large library with books stacked high on the walls, and as she walked through the doorway, the coppery tang of blood filled her nostrils.
She froze on the spot and spun around, but before she could run, Montgomery nodded his head at Jason and Richard. “Grab her,” he said. “Bring her in the room.”
They both leaped forward and grabbed her by the arms, dragging her across the floor. She struggled and screamed, but it was useless. Their grip was like iron
The smell of blood was overpowering. Glancing at the back of the room, she saw where it was coming from. A body lay on a wooden table, wrapped in a tarp. Flies buzzed around it. There was a bloodstained knife resting on top of the body, with a cruel curved blade.
It was Tallulah. She could sense it.
Ginger wanted to scream, or cry, but the sound died in her throat.
She suddenly realized with shock that Jax was sitting in a chair by the table, his arms by his side. He was staring straight ahead with a blank expression on his face. His lip was split, one of his eyes was blacked, and the right side of his face was swollen.
“Jax!” Ginger cried out. “What are you doing? Help me!”
He blinked hard but didn’t move.
“I’m afraid he’s not capable, my dear,” the professor’s voice said. “I own his mind now. I own his will. And soon I will own yours.”
Montgomery walked around to stand in front of her. His face began to melt. The professor’s wavy hair appeared, his face…
Professor Reese stood before her. He had several small stone icons dangling from a leather cord on his neck.
“Where is Montgomery?” she gasped. “Did you kill him?”
“Oh, of course. The night I disappeared.”
Yes. That was who had been hammering at her mind, trying to get her to open up. Montgomery. As soon as she’d walked in he’d tried to warn her.
She heard Loch walking down the hall and she struggled to scream, to warn him. “Cover her mouth,” the professor said to Richard, and Richard clamped his hand firmly over her mouth, pinning her in place. Ginger writhed and bit at Richard’s hand until it bled, but he didn’t move.
Should she shift? There wasn’t much point; she was in a room with two panther shifters who could easily take her wolf down.
Loch entered the room a minute later, and froze for a second in shock when he saw the scene before him, with Ginger restrained and struggling. Then he let out a roar of rage and lunged forward.
Professor Reese waved the stone icon and said a few words, and Loch went crashing down to his knees, and his eyes glazed over.
“Stand up,” Professor Reese barked. Loch stood up. “Sit at the table, in that chair,” Reese ordered, and the sheriff did as he was told.
“What did you do to him?” Ginger gasped.
“You’re next, you know,” Professor Reese smiled gently, the way he did when he was asking one of his students to fetch him coffee. “You’ll still be able to understand what’s going on around you, and feel rage and despair and humiliation. But you won’t be able to do a damned thing about it. I could tell you to gauge your own eyes out, and you’d do it.”
Ginger’s heart was pounding so hard she thought it would crack through her rib cage.
Was Loch’s mind gone forever? Was there no saving him? The thought made her so angry that her vision swam red. Her mate. Loch was her mate. Professor Reese was hurting her mate.
She needed to stall. This couldn’t be the end. Ginger Colby was not a quitter. “Tell me what happened first,” she pleaded.
His smile spread wider. He was a raging egomaniac, and she knew he couldn’t resist the urge to brag.
He turned to Jason. “Tell them what you did,” he ordered him. “Tell him about how you brought about the end of the Panther nation.”
A tear glittered in Jason’s eye, and he blinked hard, and began talking, in a wooden, despairing voice.
“I was supposed to guard the icons,” he said. “It was my sacred duty, but I let myself be distracted by Tommy Deerkiller’s daughter. While we were in the woods together, someone broke in to the hut where we keep them. It was probably Tommy; we’ve known for a long time that he was stealing and selling sacred panther items. I heard the noise and ran back there and interrupted the burglary, but it was too late. Someone had disturbed the wooden box which held the most powerful of icons, the Mind-stealer. The box was on the floor and there were stone amulets scattered all over. I told my father. He said that it was high time we found a way to destroy the icon, but we didn’t know which one it was.”
“How could you not know?”
He stayed silent.
“Answer her,” Reese said.
“We never open the box. We simply guard it. It hasn’t been opened in centuries, since the death of River Runs Red. We thought that there was only the Mind-stealer in there. We were shocked to see all the icons scattered on the floor.”
Ginger glanced over at Loch. His face twitched, his eyes blazing with anger, but he stayed frozen where he sat.
“Richard and his father contacted me at the university, and secretly hired me to come out here and look through the icons and identify the Mind-stealer,” Professor Reese said with a smile. “I set up the dig so that I could get close to the panther’s property, and then Richard and Jason arranged for a disturbance on the far edge of the property to distract everyone, so I could have time to come on the property and look at the icons in the hut where they’re guarded. I saw the shape-shifter icon in there, recognized it, and changed shape just as Montgomery came into the hut to confront me.”
“You killed him and took his place,” Ginger said. “Why take his place?”
“For all kinds of reasons. For power. For fun. To hide the fact that I’d killed him. So I could stay on the property and look through all of the icons at my leisure. I’m the ruler of the panther nation now. I’ve been fucking every young panther woman I fancy. It’s been delightful.” He grinned, and his eyes had a mad glow to them. Jason’s face twitched with anger, but he stood still as a statue.
“Jason’s sister was particularly tight and delicious. I fucked her in every hole,” The professor taunted. “Of course, she cried when I popped her cherry, and she cried even harder when I took her up the ass, but no panther dares to refuse the orders of Montgomery Eagle Feather. She could barely walk when I finished using her. Limped out of here bleeding, and wailing like a kitten.”
Jason’s lips quivered.
“Got something to say, Jason?” the professor grinned.
Jason stood silently, with murder blazing in his eyes.
“Why did you kill Tallulah?” Ginger blinked back tears.
“Ahh, yes. Quite sad. Tallulah was an angel, wasn’t she? But it had to be done, you see. The Mind Stealer is the most powerful icon of all, giving the wearing complete control over any shifter…but it is only activated by the fresh blood of a human virgin.”
Ginger felt as if she were going to vomit. Tallulah must have been overjoyed when she saw the professor again, and over the moon when he asked her to marry him. She’d eagerly run off to her death. Ginger could only pray it had been quick.
“When did you kill her?”
“Last night. The people here were starting to suspect me. Jason and Richard came to confront me. I needed to gain control of them.”
“If the icon gets its power from fresh blood, won’t the power wear off?” she asked despairingly.
“Yes, it will. I will have to re-activate it at every full moon, with a fresh human virgin. That won’t be a problem. Killing is surprisingly easy after the first time.”
“It doesn’t work perfectly. These people here are still fighting you. If anyone saw them out in public, they’d know something was wrong.”
“It takes time. The longer I have people under my control, the weaker their minds become. I’m still experimenting, learning my way around these icons. But the day will come when I control all of the shifter leaders in the nation. And now…it’s your turn.”
He pointed the stone icon at Ginger and said the words again. She froze in place.
“Let go of her,” he said to Richard. Richard released her arm.
He pointed at the table. “Go sit down,” he told her. She walked over to the table and sat down, staring at Tallulah’s body. The smell of blood was overwhelming, threatening to choke her.
How long had it taken Tallulah to die? She wondered, blinking back tears. What had her final thoughts been?
He walked up behind her, and ran his fingers through her hair.
“I’m going to make you watch while I fuck your fated mate,” he told Loch. “She’s going to suck me dry. She’s going to howl like a dog for me. Then I think I’ll have her fuck every panther shifter under my control, all at the same time. We’ll have a big, delightful orgy. I might even make you join in.”
Ginger felt fear and nausea swirling inside her. She was so terrified that she was light-headed, her heart pounding in her chest. She could feel her lunch roiling in her stomach and struggled not to vomit on the table in front of her.
Loch quivered, but couldn’t move.
“Isn’t this fun, Ginger?” Professor Reese grinned, bent down, and ran his tongue up her neck. She sat frozen in place.
The professor turned and started to walk away.
Ginger’s hand shot out. She grabbed the bloodstained knife that lay next to Tallulah’s body, and leaped through the air, knocking the professor to the ground. He hit the floor with a surprised oof.
Big girl power, she thought.
Before he could move or bark a command to his enslaved thralls, she’d slashed the leather cord holding the stone icons, and yanked it from his neck. The icons scattered and bounced on the wooden floor.
“What? How?” His eyes were wild with fright and shock.
Her fangs sprang out, and her eyes blazed with rage. “I’m only half shifter,” she snarled. “So the spell didn’t work on me. Stay down, or I’ll kill you.”
Something black appeared in her peripheral vision, and the next thing she knew, two huge panthers who had been Jason and Richard knocked her away and sent her rolling on the ground. And then Loch and Jax joined them, in wolf form, huge and gray and howling with fury.
She heard roars, and claws rending flesh, and horrible, horrible screams that grew higher and higher in pitch. She covered her face with her hands; there was nothing that she could do to stop the enraged shifters.
The screaming turned to wet gurgling.
She felt strong hands on her. Loch was in human form again, kneeling next to her.
Loch pulled her to feet and she collapsed into his arms, weeping, her knees trembling so hard she could barely stand.
Chapter Sixteen
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Loch asked for the millionth time.
“Fine. I’m fine.” Ginger’s voice was steady but her hands were still shaking.
She was sitting in the sheriff’s office with Winifred, Loch, Lola and Marigold crowded around her. Lola had bought her an ice pack which she pressed against her temples; she had a throbbing headache from the whole ordeal.
“I just heard from Marcus Running Horse, who was the Panther Nation’s second in command. He’s temporary leader while they convene and figure out what to do next,” Loch said. “This is unprecedented.”
“What about the icons?”
“They’re going to modernize their security. Build a massive vault to store the icons in.”
“What about Tommy Deerkiller?”
“He’s still going to be prosecuted for dealing in stolen property. He’ll likely get a few years in prison. Obviously he didn’t kill anyone. It appears that the professor, disguised as Montgomery is the one who framed him, put the bloody clothes in his house and called us from a disposable phone to tip us off.”
Ginger nodded, wearily. “I still can’t believe Tallulah’s dead. That poor, silly, naïve girl. Have you notified her parents?”
“Yes.” Loch’s face was resigned and sad. “The part of my job that I hate the most. They’re flying in to claim the body.”
“At least this hideous ordeal is over with,” Marigold said.
“Most of it. We’ve still got the Wolf Shifter Council gunning for us,” Ginger pointed out.
“No, you don’t. You didn’t stick around at the barbecue to see what happened,” Willie said. “I told Aurora that I’m planning on making an immediate challenge for her council seat. You should have seen her face. She went white as a sheet.”
“You can do that?”
“Yes. It requires 90 percent of the vote to pass, and normally it’s just about impossible to unseat a council member, but Aurora’s very, very unpopular, and she knows it. Her family’s been throwing their weight around for years. And everyone knows that she tried to replace Loch with Jax. After what Jax pulled, openly attacking the panthers and nearly starting a war, that makes her look like a fool. She’s going to lose her council seat, big time.”
“I can stay?” Ginger’s eyes lit up, and suddenly she felt as if she could breathe again.
“I was never going to let you go,” Loch’s voice came out in a growl.
He went down on one knee and took her hand in his.
“You’re going to ask me to marry you, right here and now?” Ginger asked.
“No, not now. What I am going to do is, I’m going to tell you that I’m going to ask you to marry me, when a little time has passed, when we’ve put this day behind us. I love you. When you’re not with me, I ache for you. You are my fated mate, and you are here where you belong.”
“Oh.” Ginger’s voice was husky with emotion. “Well, when you ask me to marry you, I will say yes. Because now that I’ve met you, I believe in fated mates. I never did before, and I fought it every step of the way, but I can’t fight it any more. I love you so much it hurts. You are the one for me. And I will dance with you any time that you ask.”
Epilogue
“You’re sure that you want to do this?” Loch said, as they pulled up in front of the battered metal shell that served as the Arbuckle residence.
“Rather than have Cletus’ family taken away and placed with strangers? Yes,” Ginger said firmly. “You know what that would do to him. He’d fight you like crazy, and it would be horribly traumatic for everyone, and then he’d probably quit work and fall to pieces. I think he’d be okay with me stepping in as foster parent until he turns 18. He likes me. I’m the best alternative.”
She’d stalled Loch as long as she could, but Loch had finally put his foot down. He had to uphold the law. He couldn’t leave four young children living in a house with only a minor to supervise them, and Cletus was still a minor.
“It’s too bad,” Loch said, shaking his head. “The house looks the best I’ve seen it in years. He’s obviously doing a pretty good job keeping it up.”
The house actually did look as if someone was taking the best possible care of it. The lawn was mowed, there were fresh geraniums planted out front in a bed of mulch, and someone had washed the metal exterior recently and slapped a fresh coat of paint on the shutters.
The door swung open, and Cletus walked out. When he saw Ginger and Loch, his face lit up in a smile, to Ginger’s surprise.
“You heard about my ma?” he asked.
A woman appeared behind him, and walked down the steps, holding a broom in one hand, which she set down on the stairs. She was older, with a weary, lined face and brown hair shot through with gray and pulled back in a bun. She wore a faded dress and had holes in her dirty sneakers.
“You’re back?” Loch’s jaw dropped.
“I went away to rehab. I haven’t had a drink in a month now,” she said proudly.
Loch peered at her. “By god, you’re right. If you had I could scent it on you. You should have told someone where you were going, though. You should have arranged for care for your kids.”
She looked down at the ground, ashamed. “I know I should have. I was just so afraid I’d screw up, and let everyone down again. But I’m back now for good. That man at the community center, where Cletus works, he gave me a job cleaning up.” She smiled proudly. “He said Cletus is a real hard worker. Best one he’s got. He said any family of Cletus, he’d be proud to have on his payroll.”
Loch nodded slowly. “See that you stay clean this time, Emmaline. You pretty much are out of second chances.”
She bobbed her head earnestly. “I know. I know.”
Ginger pulled Cletus aside. “That was your wish, wasn’t it? At the wishing well? You wished for your mother to come back?” she said in a low voice.
He nodded, his eyes suddenly glittering with tears that he blinked away quickly.
“It worked, didn’t it?” he said proudly.
“It most certainly did. Because we’re in Blue Moon County, where wishes come true.”
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