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Captive lightning in multiple colors flashed across the ceiling in time to the trip-hammer beat of the band on stage. Wildly gyrating bodies filled the dance floor to over flowing, the flashes from the ceiling repeated in the plastile flooring under their feet.

The rest of the Wolf’s Den-- formerly an import export business’ warehouse-- was dim as a back alley and anything could, and did, happen there from petty drug deals to outright homicide.

But it wasn't all that terribly different from any of a dozen or so similar clubs that clotted the old Hong Kong shipping district.

One thing set this club apart from those other clubs: It was owned by a man only known as the Wolf of Hong Kong.

Who he really was, and what his real name might be were a total mystery. The fact the Wolf allegedly headed the biggest crime corporation in the whole city-- probably in all of China--wasn’t a secret. His company was indirectly linked with drug manufacturing, cloning of human pets for the underground slave trade, and more deaths than the most recent outbreaks of avian flu had caused in the last two decades.

Maryanne Lamb knew why she’d been chosen for the assignment in the Wolf’s Den. Looking around made it obvious. All the women working as waitresses at the club were shapely and ranged from attractive to incredibly beautiful, though she suspected few, if any of them, had been born with their looks as she had. She was also the only blue-eyed platinum blonde in the whole place-- not surprising since there were very few Anglo women working there at all. The other reason for her selection for the job had less to do with her

outward appearance and much more to do with the fact she was the most beautiful woman with the requisite field experience in under cover work.

As the most important assignment she’d ever been put on, Maryanne wasn’t exactly unhappy she’d been chosen, at least not initially.

But three months of the nightly grind of waiting tables and being groped by strangers, coupled by the aftereffects of night after night of the loud music-- Well it was starting to wear on her patience. Especially since, in all that time, she’d seen not a single glimpse of the Wolf.

Until he showed up she couldn’t even request a change of duty. It had taken all of the organization’s considerable talent to create an identity that would pass the screening process used by the Wolf’s Den. So until she could make a report on his identity-- at the very least-- she was stuck working there whether it took another day or a year to get the information she had to stay.

A hand slid down her leg, only the black hose she wore between her and the groping heat of the damp palm. She forced a smile, and grated out, “Don’t touch me, please.”

The man just leered and reached for something a little farther up her body as she put the man’s drink on the table.

“Come on baby, you know you want it. Dressed like that, you’ve got to want it.”

She sighed. What was it with men? Put on a skimpy costume and they automatically assumed it was either an invitation to touch, or that you were advertising your availability for sex.

“We don’t pick our costumes sir, they’re assigned to us,” she replied as she evaded his searching hand and did her best to resist the urge to hit him in the face with her serving tray.

He just laughed and tried to feel her up, but she danced out of his reach, and dropped his change from his drink on the table and got well away from him.

The club was always busy, but tonight it was beyond busy. Madhouse was the first thing that came to mind, a total nightmare of endless customers dead set on getting as staggering drunk as possible. As far as she could tell the only empty table in the entire place was the one permanently reserved for the Wolf. The bouncers had already run off three groups of patrons who’d tried to claim it.

Glancing that way she got a shock. There were now several goon and thug types standing around the table, acting as guards, even though the table itself remained empty.

A hand grabbed her and she spun to find a half drunken club goer leering at her. “Hey baby, ya wanna dance wif me?” he asked in alcohol sodden English.

“No, thanks. I’m working. You know how it is,” she replied automatically.

“Sure, sure, bosses get mad. Maybe after huh?”

She just gave him her best glacial smile and darted away to try and get a better look at the men around the Wolf’s table. Maybe being able to pick one of them out of the groups of faces she knew were associated with his crime organization might give her some clue to the identity of the Wolf himself.

Maryanne hadn’t made it more than ten feet closer to the table before she noticed that the rippling sea of bodies filling the club were moving, and not in the typical ebb and flow of people moving about the tables, entering and leaving the dance floor. This time there was a ripple through the middle of the crowd, a distinct parting like a shoal of fish moving aside to for a shark.

Her heart started to pound, excitement filling her.

This is it. It just has to be the Wolf. They wouldn’t get out of way for anyone else except maybe some kind of celebrity and we always know when any of them are coming.

From her vantage point on the second tier of the club she could catch glimpses of the slow moving knot of people. Men mostly, with a few barely clothed women toward the middle.

She tried to see who was at the center, but all she caught sight of was a dark-haired head that might or might not be the Wolf.

I’ve got to get closer. I have to find out if one of those people is the Wolf, she told herself as she pushed through the club patrons. Those who’d noticed the commotion on the lower level were as eager to see the new arrival as Maryanne, but they were just curious. Maryanne rose on tiptoes trying to see, wanting to find out if the Wolf had actually come to the club.

If so her months of waiting would finally pay off.

If not, she’d be stuck undercover and working her tail off as a waitress until he did finally put in an appearance.

God let it be him, please. I don’t know if I can take the noise in this place much longer.

The knot of people reached the guarded table long before Maryanne managed to get close enough to see who was at the center of the group. When they dissolved from their clump to take seats at the table she finally got a good look at the dark-haired man.

She stared not sure if the man was the Wolf or not. He appeared to be a lot younger than she’d been led to believe, in his mid to late twenties rather than the forty-something man her briefing told her to expect.

Her gaze moved over the man at the heart of the group. Taking in what she could of his appearance in the flashing lights of the club. Younger and a lot more attractive than the sketchy descriptions provided by their informants ever suggested. And both facts led her to the abrupt conclusion that this couldn’t be her man. Disappointment filled Maryanne, but she squelched it. Just because this man wasn’t the Wolf didn’t mean the Wolf wouldn’t put in an appearance. If someone sat at his table, he’d be there, sooner or later.

Maryanne watched as the rest of his entourage settled around the table, most of the men taking up places as guards, the women taking seats and trying to get as close to the as they could. She felt a momentary pang of jealousy as the blonde woman leaned closer and pressed a heated kiss to his mouth, because she really would love the chance to kiss those sensual lips.

He’s just gorgeous. I wonder what the rest of him is like under that suit?

While Maryanne observed the woman’s whole body came out of her chair as she deepened the kiss, turning it into something closer to an assault.

When the man-- was he the Wolf or not? - pushed the blonde firmly back into her seat Maryanne couldn’t keep from smiling. The stormy expression on his ivory face showed that he certainly hadn’t appreciated the woman’s brash behavior.

Give it up girl, he’s a crime manager at the very least. Or the head of a Tong so no point in even daydreaming over that kissable mouth. You get paid for taking these guys down, not for going down on them.

Or letting them go down on you... She shook herself and banished thoughts about what she’d like to do, or have done to her, by a man that handsome.

She stood there, watching, taking in the sight of the man who might or might not be the Wolf when his dark eyes met hers.

Maryanne felt warmth flood her cheeks, despite her ability to normally keep such reactions under control.

The man’s lips curved, revealing perfect teeth in a smile that warmed her blood and blossomed into heat low in her belly in a reaction that startled her with its sudden intensity.

He watched her as he motioned to one of the goon squad surrounding the table. The thug bent down and his boss said something. The man nodded in response and walked away from the table heading directly for Maryanne.

‘The Wolf is partial to blondes, especially blue-eyed ones,’ she remembered being told at the briefing for this assignment. Her natural coloration, coupled with her good looks were the major reasons she’d been selected for the job. The majority of the other women with the requisite field experience would have required extensive enhancement surgery. They’d saved time-- and a great deal of money-- by giving her the assignment.

Maryanne stood there, poised to bolt, wanting to run from the powerful attraction she felt for the good-looking man at the table.

Girl you need to get laid if a pretty face and what might or might not be a hot body under that suit can get your juices flowing.

Instead of running, Maryanne stood her ground and watched the man at the table. He smiled, his eyes full of amusement. He winked at her. Stunned by the renewed blush that heated her face and fanned a fire much lower in her body, Maryanne struggled to breathe.

Maryanne took a step back, even more ready to bolt for an escape route. It felt like a trap had closed around her, fear and panic coming to the forefront regardless of her training and experience.

And if he is the Wolf do you want to blow your chance to get an ID on him? But the urge to vanish into the crowd, to flee the scene and deny the heat that had begun to dampened her panties was a powerful one.

She hadn’t been involved with any men since she’d graduated college with her criminal justice degree over five years ago. Nor had her prior stint in the US Army given her many opportunities she’d wanted to act on. Those few she had accepted always turned out to be mistakes in the long run since her dream hadn’t been to ‘find the right man and make babies’ the way two of her lovers suggested. No, she had a goal in mind which was to become a police officer like her mother and her grandfather before her.

Since she’d gotten her degree she’d been far too devoted to her chosen career to even consider involvement with a man.

After graduating from the police academy she’d gone into law enforcement as a police officer in Los Angeles police where she’d found herself attached to a special gang taskforce due to her prior miliary experience.

Two years later and with several commendations to her credit, she’d been offered a position with the covert organization she worked for now. An organization that specialized in breaking up international crime cartels: Perseverance.

And that’s exactly what she had to do: persevere. The assignment couldn’t end until she had the knowledge they’d worked so hard to attain.

This guy stared at her from across the room with such a penetrating gaze had to be her assignment, and there was no option of backing out and trying to hide in the crowd. Not now. Not when years of covert work by other people, and months of her own time were at stake, along with a lot of lives-- innocents as well as criminals belonging to other crime corporations.

The burly man approached her, his size becoming even more apparent as he got closer. She’d known he was a big guy, but he wasn’t just big, he was huge. Her head barely reached to his broad shoulder, despite the fact she had four inch heels on and was taller than most women. His sable brown eyes took her in the way a man devoured a sweet treat, all at once and with apparent relish. A lustful glitter filled his gaze. “The boss wants you to wait his table, babe,” he said. He spoke English, but his thick accent-- possibly a German or Austrian not that she had any expertise in recognizing accents--made it difficult for her to understand him.

She pasted a winning smile on her mouth, “Okay, sure!” she sounded enthused, but her heart started hammering, and not just from the excitement of her covert work finally bearing fruit. Something about this guy set off every warning bell in her head, words like dangerous and nutcase coming to mind.

“Come on then,” he said, taking her upper arm in a hand that closed completely around her biceps big as a bear’s paw. He pulled her along and she almost tripped as they went down the short series of steps to the lower level. Off balance, she collided with the brute's shoulder which earned her rougher handling as he yanked her arm to keep her from falling.

They reached the table without further mishap, and she received no more ham-handed mauling from the goon.

The first thing that Maryanne noticed about the man seated at the table was the thunder and lightning glare leveled on the goon who’d brought her.

“Kiel what have I told you about handling women?” His voice matched his face, a honey warm baritone that sent a shiver down her spine that ended in a renewed blossoming of heat low in her belly.

The man instantly let go of her arm, his face going red, whether from embarrassment or anger she couldn’t tell. Maryanne suspected Kiel wouldn’t dare argue with the seated man.

“Well?” the man asked, the tone of his voice cracking sharp as a bullwhip.

“Boss, I...” the man shifted from foot to foot like a nervous schoolboy. “I’m sorry.” Kiel even sounded sorry. Afraid too if the way he failed to look at his boss was any indication.

“Forgot? Is that what you were going to say, Kiel?”

The man nodded.

“And what did I tell you the last time you ‘forgot’ Kiel?”

“That if I forgot again you’d make sure I couldn’t forget anymore.” He did look up then, true fear in his gaze, face gone bloodless in terror.

If nothing else the man’s very reaction to his boss’ words just about convinced Maryanne that she’d found the Wolf of Hong Kong.

The man’s gaze went hard and unfeeling as onyx as he regarded his erring thug. He made a sharp gesture with one hand and snapped his fingers.

Three goons closed in and it all Maryanne just managed to get out of their way as they grabbed their fellow and dragged the man away. “No, I'm sorry. Boss! ”

She turned to watch the crowd parting for the struggling mass, and started when a gentle hand touched her abused arm. She turned her head to find herself looking into the same dark eyes that had warmed with genuine concern as he examined the dark smudges starting to appear on her skin.

“Forgive me for employing such a fool. I should have rid myself of him sooner. You have my sincerest apologies for his behavior.” He gave a bow and waited politely for her reply.

“I ahhh...” she stammered. He apologizing to her while he’d undoubtedly just sent a man to his death over a bit of rough handling.

The man was a cold-blooded killer, she knew that, yet... he seemed truly unhappy over the minor damage his man had caused her.

Maryanne wondered how many deaths this man might be responsible for, and just how many people the thug who was going to his death had killed. Then there were the people she’d killed, faces that still haunted her dreams from time to time.

Dangerous men, killers who had to be stopped.

Human lives.

A gentle hand touched her arm.

“Do you work here in my club?”

Maryanne blinked herself back to the here and now. He’d said my club which made him the Wolf of Hong Kong. “Yes,” she managed to get out as found those concerned dark eyes staring at her.

A slight frown tugged at the man’s mouth, marring the smile on his very kissable lips--lips she had trouble tearing her gaze away from. The warmth came flooding back, and she fought to control her own reaction. He was the Wolf of Hong Kong, a deadly Tong leader and here she stood wet and ready for him just because he had a pretty face.

Nodding she gave him a forced smile and saw the change in this expression, subtle, but there. A flicker of anger, but at her or his erring goon she didn’t know.

“Lies do not become so beautiful a woman,” he murmured as he released her arm and returned to his seat between the woman.

Maryanne noticed their jealous glares. If looks could have killed the unveiled hate in their expressions would have caused her to burst into flame and crumble to ash right then and there.

“Go,” the Wolf snapped, waving his hands in a very plain demand that they leave.

“But baby we...” the blonde started.

A sharp glance from the man silenced her. The pair of women left the table without a backward glance that told Maryanne volumes about their actual feelings for the Wolf-- or rather their lack of any.

“Come sit with me.”

“I really should get back to work...”

“I promise you won’t be fired. No one would dare.”

She smiled, “No, I guess they wouldn’t.” She took the offered seat recently vacated by the brunette.

“Do you enjoy your job here? Be honest.”

“It’s okay,” she replied. “The music gives me a headache sometimes, and the customers can get...” she shrugged, “pushy.”

He smiled warmly at her. “Is that what I’m being now? Pushy?”

“Oh no, what I meant is they, you know, grab things without being invited to do so.”

“Ah, I see. So groping is a problem?”

“Yes.”

He laughed softly, the sound sliding through her entire being and turning up the heat inside her another notch. “Beauty is like a bright light, it draws all the pests,” he said as he reached out a hand and cupped her chin, gentle pressure forcing her to meet his gaze.

She blushed and he started to chuckle softly.

“You’re a lovely girl,” he told her and then glanced away. “But my business associates have arrived and it’s time for you to get back to work. Tell the bartender we’ll take my usual order and that you’ll be waiting on my table for the night.”

Maryanne nodded and was just getting up to leave when a powerful arm swept around her waist. She all but fell into his lap, soft lips closing over hers in a passionate kiss she was too startled not to return.

Her heart hammered in her chest as heat spread through her entire body and pooled low in her belly, something deep inside her throbbing as moisture gathered in her panties. She moaned and shuddered as his hand slipped up her thigh, the heat of his skin burning her through the hose she wore. The hand stopped at the apex of her legs, pressed gently eliciting a shudder and another moan from her.

She was breathless when the kiss ended, her cheeks flushed with desire, chest rising and falling with each ragged gasp as she fought for breath and self control.

He smiled and winked. “Tell the bartender to give you my mark. He’ll understand.”

Her mind reeled as he set her back on her feet. She’d heard about the ‘boss’ mark’ but hadn’t known what it might be, or how it worked. All anyone would ever tell her was the girls regarded it as an honor to receive it, and once you had it the customers stopped any inappropriate behavior. There were enough rumors of patrons meeting bad ends after groping one of the ‘boss’ girls’ to keep even the most rowdy customer in line.

Well now she would find out all about it, including the effect it had on customers up close and personal.

Very personal. Her thigh where he’d touched her felt hot, like she’d been branded. Everywhere he’d touched felt over heated especially where his hand had come to rest over her mound.

He sat there, smiling slightly, watching as a group of men appeared through the crowd.

Maryanne recalled the Wolf telling her his business associates had arrived and she wondered how he’d known if they were only now close enough for him to see. Then she realized there had probably been some secret signal via a communications device from the bouncers at the door.

So those rumors were true also. He only came to the Wolf’s Den to do business. And here he was about to conduct some kind of underworld crime deal. It would be of great value to Per if she could find out what his next move would be as it might give them a clue how to break his Tong.

“You should go get those drinks,” he urged, patting her bottom to send her on her way.

The hand on her behind rocked her, not because there was any force in it, but because, yet again, her vaginal walls clutched and rolled reacting with powerful desire to his touch.

“Sure... boss...” she replied, barely able to get her brain to cooperate and make her mouth and her shaking legs function. Still dazed by her body’s reaction she hurried away just as a group of men¬- thugs and a boss clothed in an expensive designer suit-- joined the Wolf at his table.

Maryanne was halfway to the bar when another woman intercepted her, bumping into her and whispering, “Is that him?”

The undercover Per agent blinked and stared at the beautiful Asian woman. There was something very familiar about her, and then she realized she talked to another Per agent. A Japanese man she knew from the Tokyo Bureau. On assignment in Hong Kong, he made very convincing female in the clinging faux-silk dress, high heels and artfully applied makeup he wore.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she asked in a hard-edged whisper. Glancing around Maryanne tried to see if anyone was watching them, worried they’d be spotted by one of the many bouncers-- more of the Wolf’s hand picked thugs-- or anyone else that

might be watching her for their Boss. At least the music would make it almost impossible for anyone to listen in on their conversation.

“Checking up on your progress,” he replied with his lips almost touching her ear. The soft flutter of his breath in her hair sent another jolt of need tearing through her body and she had to stifle the moan as goosebumps rose on her skin.

What the hell is wrong with me? First I get all hot and bothered over a killer, now this? Mary-girl you need to get laid and bad. This is ridiculous.

“Well don’t. Do you want to blow this for me?”

“No, but I’ve got a warning from Upstairs.”

She frowned. Upstairs was their way of referring to the unknown people in charge of the entire organization. Rumor said they were well placed within the international business community, with enough wealth to fund such massive endeavors against crime. With no specific allegiance to any country they called the world their home and all of humanity and civilization their responsibility to protect from the depredations of people like the Wolf.

“Well deliver and disappear,” she said, speaking directly into his ear.

“Rumor is that the Wolf’s lab has developed two very interesting things. A cologne that induces uncontrollable lust in anyone coming in contact with a wearer...”

She frowned. Well that goes a long way to explaining a few things.

“I’d say we’ve got confirmation of that,” she muttered.

“Oh,” he glanced back at the table they could barely see through the crowd. “Okay then, I’ll be sure to report that when I go back into HQ.”

“What’s the second thing? I’ve got to get going.”

“A serum that not only prevents aging, but reverses the process.”

She nodded. They’d expected an older man to be the Wolf. She’d met a much younger man who was very apparently the same man who’d held the title ‘Wolf of Hong Kong’ for close to twenty-five years. An anti-aging serum would explain the discrepancy she’d noted regarding his age.

“Well that explains the fact he looks a lot younger than our information led us to believe,” she told him. “Now if you don’t mind I’ve got to wait on his table. You should just trot off to the ladies room so it looks like you were getting directions from me. We can’t

be too careful here.” She pointed in the direction of the nearest lady’s room to aid her cover story should anyone ask what they’d been talking about.

He grinned at her. “Thank you sweetie. That’s a great idea.”

She watched him as he moved off into the crowd. Even from behind he looked female. Shaking her head she went to the bar.

“The big man wants his usual order, and said you should give me some kind of Boss’s Mark,” she stated when the bartender finally arrived to get her order.

“Right away,” he answered giving her a wink and a big grin. He reached under the bar and handed her a black sash with a mass of red fringe and long dangling gold tassels at the ends. “Put it on and I’ll get the drinks.”

She ran the fabric though her hands. It was silk. Real honest to deities silk not the chemically created mechanically spun faux silk moderately well off people could afford. No it was the real thing that only the ultra rich could buy.

But what else could she expect of the man in charge of the biggest most dangerous crime ring in all of Hong Kong? She wrapped it around her hips and tied it at a slight angle so the tassels would sway nicely as she walked. She felt almost piratical with it on.

A tray was placed on the bar top, the man behind the bar smiling at her. “It looks good on you, Lacey,” he said using the name everyone at the Wolf’s Den knew her by. “Congratulations on becoming one of the Boss’ girls.” He winked, “Comes with fringe benefits.”

She groaned at the bad pun as he expected her to and took the tray. “I bet it does,” she remarked as she turned to go.

“Lacey, seriously, he’s a good man to work for and he pays his girls well.”

She shot a smile back at him, “I’m betting he does.” She hurried off carefully maneuvering through the crowd toward the Wolf’s table.

Her sleek and well toned form drew his eyes as she returned, the sash around her hips moving with an almost hypnotic sway that held his gaze the way a magnet held iron.

She wasn’t the simple waitress she tried so hard to imitate, and anyone with the knowledge could see serious training underlying her waitress act. The way her eyes swept the vicinity, her gaze taking in every person at or near the table as she drew near made that quite

evident. And if that hadn’t tipped him off, her gracefulness distinguished her from the other women in the club. These weren’t a dancer’s lithe movements. Her easy grace was that of someone who knew how to kill, and it drew him the way a bee became drawn to nectar filled flowers.

Or the way a tiger knew his mate.

His cock throbbed and went partly hard as he gazed at her, his attention drawn away from his would be business associate and the man's attendant bodyguards.

A creeping chill edged across his senses and he looked up.

Slow, much too slow.

A black rimmed eye of death focused on him from the hand of the Tong boss, the man taking on the task of ending the life of his long time rival himself.

The Wolf’s lips drew back in a snarl; cornered beast meeting his end.

But a well thrown tray, complete with a load of glass and beverages spoiled the man's aim. The bullet cracked into the plaster behind him, narrowly missing one of his bodyguards, barely missing his own head. He was moving now, his own gun drawn, sending a pair of small lead killers in the direction of his would be murderer.

He didn’t even wait to see if they hit. He knew they had.

He fired a third bullet at one of the other Tong boss’ guards just as his own men opened fire on the cluster of enemies who'd come to his club to kill him. To kill the Wolf in his own Den.

The patrons of the club nearest them began to react, the first screams and the sharp tang of panic rising over the music and the smell of alcohol, cigarettes and massed humanity.

A shower of bullets and plaster followed him as he bolted for the nearest way out, his bodyguards doing their jobs, protecting him, dying for him.

He reached the secret panel in the wall and felt one of his own men collide with him before he fell dying to the floor. He shoved the panel open, and turned to fire at the men intent on killing him only to find the waitress-- a compact gun in gripped in her delicate fist. “GO!” she shouted at him as she ran in his direction.

He stepped into the secret passage and froze.

“Sorry boss,” one of the two men standing there said as his finger started to squeeze down on the trigger of the big pistol in his hand.

Hot trails and the mosquito scream of small high velocity bullets whizzed past him at head level.

Just like that. One. Two. Both men went down and the woman who was no waitress banged into him.

“Go!” she shouted, her hand pushing at him, urging him to run.

He shoved her into the narrow passageway and yanked the armor lined door shut just as a rain of lead rattled on it. Shoving the locking bolts into place he turned and grinned.

“You handle a gun well... for a cop,” he told her.

She frowned. “What makes you think I’m a cop?”

He shrugged. “Oh, sorry, my mistake. You aren’t a cop, exactly are you?”

He leaned in, inhaled deeply of her fragrance. In the enclosed space her scent was so very intoxicating, the perfume of Heaven itself. He took a deeper breath, drawing her scent in his eyes half closed, cock going almost fully erect oblivious to the muffled sound of something heavy repeatedly striking the wall panel.

“Not that it matters at the moment, but no,” she replied.

Another concerted effort by the men on the other side of the door left a crack through which they could see light.

“Ummm... it might be a good idea if we run. This door isn’t going to keep them out of here forever you know,” she informed him.

He smiled at her, dazed by her scent and the life shining in her bright blue eyes.

“Why?” he asked, needing to know.

She blinked. “Why what? Why run? I don’t know, maybe because the alternative is being killed?”

He shook his head, “No. Not that. Why did you save me?”

The woman sighed. “I don’t know. It just seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“And now?”

The banging on the door grew louder, a sharp crack getting their attention as one of the hinges started to give.

“And now I think we should really run,” she told him as she grabbed his hand and pulled, trying to urge him along.

Laughing he yanked her around and kissed her until his cock felt like it would give up the pressure in his balls, and until she was limp and gasping with an equal measure of passion.

He stepped back, hands gripping her upper arms and just stared at her, seeing her surface beauty and something more; the fierce light of

her soul shining bright as a flame in her eyes. Her cheeks were flushed and he could feel her trembling.

“I...”

“Shhhh...” he murmured, reaching up to smooth hair from her eyes.

The booming on the door increased in tempo and fury and another crack snapped through their awareness.

“We’d better go,” they both said at the same time...

He laughed and she just stared at him, puzzled.

“Seriously,” she added, grabbing his hand and tugging, “we need to get out of here.”

“Of course,” he agreed his hand closing around hers, he followed her down the narrow corridor at a quick jog but he stopped after they’d only traversed about twenty or so feet.

“A moment if you don’t mind.”

She gave him a blank stare until he got a small panel in the wall open. He reached in, pressed his thumb to a touch pad, set his left eye over an optical scanner and nodded in satisfaction when a green light inside turned red and a softly modulated voice whispered, “Identity confirmed. System engaged.”

“What was that?” she asked, peering over his shoulder.

He grinned fiercely and closed the panel. “A little surprise for our pursuers.”

She gave him a blank stare.

“Booby traps in the corridor. We need to go quickly now, they’re beginning to arm themselves.”

“Oh!”

He took her hand and she set off at a fast jog, but it wasn't what he'd had in mind.

“Run, please,” he requested.

And they did, the woman amazing him when she could maintain a good pace regardless of the ridiculously high heels she was wearing. It brought a faint smile to his face.

A roar of sound came at them from behind as first of the traps went off.

“That should slow them down,” he remarked as they reached a flight of dimly lit stairs.

They went down the steps, taking them well below street level, then following the corridor around several turns before they reached a second set of steps going up.

They rounded a corner that ended in another door but before they reached it he pulled her to a stop.

“Wait,” he told her and paused to place his hand on the doorway, head tilted: listening.

No sound reached them from the other side and there should have been some sort of noise.

A frown pulled at his mouth. “I go first. You follow. Be ready, I think we’re walking into the arms of another welcoming committee.”

“Great,” she replied stepping aside to give him room to dive for cover if he needed it. She concentrated, trying to focus on any sounds that might be coming from the room beyond. Unlike a good portion of the members of Perseverance, she had none of the bio-enhancements becoming common place among the organization's agents and field operatives. Right now she wished she'd gone ahead when she'd been offered the chance and gotten more than the simple visual upgrades she'd opted for at the time. Then again, getting her hearing upgraded and then coming to work at the Wolf's Den would have been a terrible mistake. The music had been bad enough without the addition of audio enhancement.

But it sure would have come in handy right now.

Standing shoulder to shoulder with him she noticed that, while she was breathing hard from running, he didn’t even seem winded. Maryanne frowned.

Odd, she thought to herself, he’s not even damp and I’m soaked. She could feel the sweat of exertion running down her back, turning her bra into an uncomfortable sodden annoyance, dampening her hair so that it stuck to her face and neck. Yep, very odd.

Bio-enhancements could account for everything she saw, although the type of bio- upgrades it would take to achieve these kinds of results were ultra expensive.

Then again, he was the head of a Tong, so cost wouldn’t be an issue. No one at Per had even considered a Tong leader-- any Tong leader, much less the one at the head of the biggest syndicate-- would subject himself to the dangers of the processes involved for the major alterations such extensive changes required.

No, it didn't make sense that the leader of any major crime ring would go through such a dangerous process. It was something she could wonder about later because right now they were in a lot of danger.

“Ready?” he asked, one hand on the bolt that would unlock the door, the other wrapped around the pistol he’d used to such good effect back in the club.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” she replied, gripping her own pistol. Her palm was sweaty, heart hammering with adrenaline charged fear.

He unbolted the door, stood there for a moment as if he were gathering up his nerve. He grinned at her and winked. “Don’t be scared now,” he said, his voice gone rough, a growl of sound that sent a shiver of ice along her spine and a blaze of heat right to her crotch.

He winked again and she could have sworn his eyes had changed color from deep brown to a golden color like honey.

But that couldn’t happen... Could it?

Maryanne’s jaw dropped in stunned shock as the Wolf bolted out of the corridor. He was fast. She’d noticed that before, but this... this wasn’t even remotely human.

Wolf was into the room beyond in an eye-blink, a shocked scream and an abrupt hail of gunfire that leaving her pressed against the wall as attempted murder rained in her direction. With heavy gunfire filling the corridor in which she stood, Maryanne didn’t dare step into the room after him because she’d certainly be injured if not outright killed. But that left her wondering how he could walk into something like that without being at least hurt. Unless, of course, the suit he wore was woven from some of the new bullet stopping fabrics commonly worn by many politicians and highly placed corporate executives when they had to make public appearances.

Okay girl, you can’t just let him go out there alone and get killed, she told herself, her heart hammering at a pace that matched the Hell’s chorus of gunfire and panicked screams coming from the room. As she was telling herself that another part of her, the totally rational Per operative part, asked the obvious counter-argument of, Why not? He’s the leader of a damned Tong that we’ve been trying to bring down for years. What in hell are you doing protecting him?

But she already knew the answer. It was as simple as a kiss. A kiss that had thrown her mind and body into turmoil and complicated her life to a degree she would have scoffed at had any one suggested she might fall for one of the most notorious criminals in the world.

Maryanne wanted to help, but from the sounds she was hearing, he hardly needed her assistance. She hoped some of his own men were out there helping him take down the enemy Tong gunmen.

However, after the betrayal of his own men in the corridor, it didn’t give her much hope of that.

The gunfire in her vicinity lessened, more screams telling her that whatever was going on out there was happening very fast and with brutal finality.

She dared to peek into the room, finding it to be a warehouse full of crates... and bodies. She stared wondering if the dim light was playing tricks on her eyes because there was something about the position of a few of the bodies that didn’t seem quite--right. She raised her pistol and stepped cautiously into the room, moving slowly, watching for any sign of life, any hint of danger.

When she reached the first body she crouched down, eyes scanning the immediate vicinity before she turned her gaze on the man at her feet.

It was readily apparent now that she was close enough to see the wound that he hadn’t been shot. He’d had his throat torn out by... something. A large animal. Maybe a very large dog, a lion or tiger, something large enough to get a good grip on his throat. Maybe it had been another kind of animal, she didn’t know, but it had to be big.

Maryanne looked for any sign of the animal but saw nothing, nor did she hear any roaring that a tiger or lion would make.

There was a second man on top of a stack of crates. Maryanne crept toward him, listening to the sounds of fighting coming from deeper in the warehouse. It was a full out battle taking place, but here were notably fewer gunshots.

She looked at the body on the pile of crates. His eyes were open in a glassy, horrified stare and he too looked as if he’d been mauled, but this time whatever had savaged him had done so with brutally large claws.

Killed by animals with no sign of any animal’s presence, and that truly made no sense whatsoever to the Per agent.

In fact, as she looked around what she could see of the room and the unmoving dead, she could spot no trace of any wounded animal, and after that many bullets something other than the gunmen should be dead.

She heard a commotion deeper inside the warehouse and she paused as an unmistakable roaring noise broke through the sounds of gunfire. A roar yes, but it came from no animal Maryanne had ever heard, the sound like a combination of a tiger’s deafening roar and the sound of an old-time locomotive’s steam whistle.  She had to cover

her ears as the noise grew to a crescendo that vibrated through her very bones.

Silence, abrupt and complete replaced the racket and Maryanne stood there trembling in the after effect of the impossible sound. Her ears were still ringing but what bothered her most was the heat seething inside her, a heat that burned through every muscle and bone of her body. As she stood there trembling the burning warmth began to pool deep inside her, centering in her womb. Stunned by both the sound and her strange reaction to it, she just stood there wanting an answer to what was happening, but at a loss to connect the odd events to her normal world.

Shaking herself to be rid of the peculiar sensation filling her, Maryanne moved farther into the warehouse, going very cautiously, making sure any dead men she had to pass was really dead and not just wounded. She’d heard a number of stories about people being killed by enemies they’d foolishly presumed were dead only to find out they weren’t when they attacked and either wounded or killed the incautious victim of a presumed corpse. She didn’t want to become one of the statistics and wind up getting killed by someone she thought was dead.

Maryanne hadn’t taken more than a half dozen steps before it dawned on her that she no longer heard anything at all but her own harsh breathing and the pounding of her heart. The warehouse was gripped in a cessation of sound so complete that seemed surreal after the battle and the unnatural scream she’d just heard.

Maybe they were all dead including the Wolf.

But she didn’t want him to be dead. Sure it would be better for the world in the long run if he had died, but it wouldn’t be better for her.

Actually, maybe it would be, she reminded herself, because, really, you can’t have a relationship. Besides you only feel like this because of that drug. What you’re feeling for him isn’t real, it’s chemically induced.

While it might be nothing but drug fueled lust, it was hard for her to ignore.

She took a few steps away from another dead man-- this one had died from a visible gunshot wound-- and glanced down the rows of crates and boxes trying to spot the Wolf.

There was no sign of him anywhere.

Mouth compressed into a determined line, Maryanne moved farther into the warehouse, her gun at the ready.

It took several nerve-wracking moments but she finally found him, sitting against a freight container of the type used for overseas shipping. His head slumped forward, chin resting on his chest, entire body limp as the dead men around him. At first she thought he’d died too. Blood streaked one side of his face and his clothes were a gory mess.

She stepped around some of the deceased gunmen and crouched to touch his throat to check for a pulse.

A hand closed on her wrist and she found herself staring into eyes that were no longer the obsidian shade she’d first seen, nor were they the golden shade she’d thought she imagined. His eyes were a rich, velvety brown, like melted chocolate and Maryanne found herself looking into them, her own doubting heart doing some melting of its own as she took note of how pale he was under the blood. His hand even felt cold.

“How did you...?” she began but he shook his head.

“We have to get out of here.” He tried to stand but his movements were jerky, uncoordinated, like someone who’d suffered a stroke... or was coming off of some kind of drug.

She frowned. Certain drugs could make their users impervious to pain and fear. If he’d taken one of those in conjunction with any of the so called ‘battle drugs’ he might have been able to take the whole mess of gunmen on alone. But even those wouldn’t have kept him from dying.

Nor would drugs explain the men who died by fang and claw.

Things weren’t adding up here and she wanted-- no needed-- real answers.

She stood up and pulled, trying to get him on his feet and for a moment she was successful. It was a brief moment. He teetered forward, collided with her and they went down, her butt hitting the cold concrete painfully as he fell on top of her.

Face to face they lay there, lips almost touching.

He gave her a dazed smile and their lips met, a bonfire heat bursting into life in her belly, a steely rod pressing against her crotch though his clothing. She moaned, wrapping her arms around him, her bruised tailbone forgotten.

The Wolf groaned but broke the kiss, gazed into her eyes for a moment as if he were looking for something. He grinned and shook

his head. “Bad timing,” he mumbled and rolled off of her to lay sprawled out on the cool floor his trousers tented by an impressive erection.

She sat up, wincing at the bruise she knew would be darkening her butt, and turning her attempts to sit into a chancy endeavor for days to come.

“What’s wrong with you?”

He laughed, the sound a rumbling growl of mirth. “I want to fuck you in the worst way,” he replied.

“Yeah, I gathered that,” she remarked dryly as she got off the ground. “But what I really want to know is why you can’t stand on your own.”

He turned his head to focus those dark eyes on her. “Well I can figure that out. I mean, all I did was kill a dozen guys on my own.” He sighed, “And if you’re wondering, I’ve got a few special tricks.”

“Combat drugs?” she asked, voice flat.

“Not exactly, no.” He rolled to his knees and she reached out to help him up.

“Try not to fall on me this time.”

He grinned. “Well you’re no fun.”

She returned the smile unable to restore her professional distance, or her mission focus. The lure of the man-- crime lord or not-- was just too great. “I’m lots of fun,” she countered, “I just don’t think getting my ass flattened between you and the hard floor is a lot of fun.”

He regarded her as she helped him to his feet. “Yes I suppose you’re right. You’ve got such a shapely ass I’d hate to see it get ruined on the concrete. Much better to fall on you somewhere soft...” His hands gripped her behind and drew her close, and he lowered his head until their breaths mingled. At least he was steadier on his feet this time. “Somewhere like a bed,” he finished and pressed a scorching kiss to her mouth.

Maryanne felt warmth spread across her cheeks as their lips met, his hands sliding over the curve of her derriere. She shivered at the touch, and waited for another kiss.

His head snapped up, and he abruptly stepped back, his eyes showing alarm. Though she hadn’t heard anything it was evident from his body language that he had. A hand closed on her left wrist, “We have to go.”

Maryanne didn’t argue as he led her out of the warehouse through a door that had been left half open. She found herself in a night wrapped alley and when he tugged to bring her along wherever he was heading, she didn’t resist.

They hurried through the darkness and arrived at the parking lot for the club. It was rapidly emptying out of club goers, the gunfight inside causing the patrons to flee the scene. Maryanne didn’t even hear the sound of police sirens approaching, but it really had only been a matter of moments since the shooting had started. It would take time for any response from law enforcement, especially here. The cops were very nervous about coming so deep into what everyone including them considered to be the Wolf’s territory.

There was one car that drew her gaze; a black sedan with darkly tinted windows.

The Wolf apparently saw it also because he halted just inside the mouth of the alley then backed up quickly making it clear that whatever debility he’d experienced earlier was gone now.

“Those guys in the car are part of the Red Lotus Syndicate. They’re out of Japan.”

“It's that who attacked you?”

He nodded. “I’d bet the windows of the car are bullet proof.”

“Safe bet,” she agreed. While she didn’t know a lot about Red Lotus, her friends in the Tokyo Bureau had told her stories that left her cold. The man at the head of the organization as deadly dangerous as the man at her side was purported to be, possibly worse since Red Lotus had gained territory outside of Japan at a pace that left Per scrambling to keep up on their activities. “Can we go back the way we came and find another way out?”

“I think we have to.” His head snapped around, eyes narrowing. “Let’s make it fast, they’ve gotten out of the car.”

“How do...?” She shook her head and stripped off the sash she was wearing. Shoving it into his hands she said, “Never mind.” She’d considered their options and decided she had to take a chance. Maryanne stepped out into the mouth of the alleyway, her gun hand concealed carefully amid the tiered ruffles of her skirt.

She spotted four of them, and from the size of the car she didn’t think anyone had remained inside, a definite plus since they could take the car for their own get away. She smiled, “Hello boys,” she said as she sashayed closer. “Looks like us girls are out of work for a while, doesn’t it?”

They eyed her suspiciously, peering past her into the darkness, probably seeking the bigger shadow they’d caught a glimpse of a moment ago.

An instant of distraction and four shots rang out, four bodies hitting the ground. Maryanne hurried toward the dead men, intent on finding the keys to the car as the Wolf joined her.

She found the keys, “Let’s go!”

They got into the car, slammed the doors shut and sped away from the Wolf’s Den leaving a trail of death in their wake. As far as Maryanne knew, all the dead were members of the two most vicious crime syndicates in Asia though she did wonder if any innocent patrons at the Wolf’s Den had been injured or killed by gunfire or the resulting panic. Either way she couldn’t have done anything to prevent it. She had to keep her mind on the job.

Not that the she’d performed her job the way the people Upstairs had intended.

“Now what?” she asked.

“Head north,” he replied, eyes focused on the rear view mirror, the man watching to make sure no one had followed them. As far as she could tell no one had noticed them leaving.

“Why north?”

“I’ve got a safehouse just outside of Hong Kong. We should be all right there for a while. We can plan our next move from there.”

Our next move? she mused. What the hell am I doing, protecting him much less running away with him? But she already knew the answer. She wanted him, and she didn’t think pheromone laced cologne was the reason she found him so irresistible because she’d really been in lust from the moment she’d set eyes on him.

* * * *

Pistols drawn and ready, the two of them entered the small bungalow as if walking into hostile territory, the Wolf in the lead with Maryanne on his heels. Using partner tactics – and she hadn’t even explained them to the Wolf which gave her another cause to wonder– they searched the three room cottage. No one lay in wait to kill them, and with very surface layered in a thin patina of dust, including the cloth draped furniture, any intrusion would be pretty apparent.

“We should be safe enough here for the time being,” the Wolf told her as he slipped his pistol back into the shoulder holster under his left arm and reached for the TV remote. He hit a button and was

rewarded with the sound of a commercial singing the praises of some sports drink.

Maryanne pulled the sheet covering the two- seater couch aside carefully to keep from kicking up the dust too much. She carefully folded the cloth dust side in while Wolf changed channels, stopping when he hit a news program.

The talking head-- a too pretty woman with large almond shaped eyes-- was nattering on about some social gathering that had taken place in the ballroom of one of the larger, more upscale hotels in Hong Kong. Neither of them paid it much attention as they took seats on the couch. At least they hadn’t paid any attention until the name Aoki Tobei was mentioned.

The Wolf’s eyes narrowed and he turned up the sound as the head of the Red Lotus, the most notorious crime corporation-- part of a one-time Yakuza clan-- appeared on the screen.

He had dark hair streaked with iron grey, and was dressed in an immaculate suit that probably cost more money than Maryanne made in a year of busting her ass for Perseverance. He was rather attractive, though his face had a hard set to it, and his eyes were cold despite the smile he wore. The way he showed his teeth made the smile more like an accessory like the tie he wore, rather than a natural part of himself.

“Who was the man that you killed if it wasn’t the head of Red Lotus?” Maryanne questioned.

“One of his cousins. He doesn’t leave Japan very often, and he almost never comes out in public like that,” the Wolf answered as the man on the TV spoke about his new business venture: a shuttle to cater to wealthy tourists who wanted to go into space. He was speaking perfectly understandable Chinese.

“He’s dangerous.”

“Like you?”

The Wolf frowned. “No. He’s more dangerous than I am. Much more dangerous.”

Maryanne’s face registered shock. “How? You’re in control of the biggest crime corporation in the world.”

She saw his expression change from the anger she’d just seen to an emotion she couldn’t quite define. Sadness and something else vying for a place on his face. An odd furtiveness in his eyes made her think he might be lying, or just not being entirely truthful. But he is the leader of the most notorious crime ring in all of Hong Kong, so

should deceptions and lies on his part really come as surprise? Hardly.

“Believe me, this Aoki guy is a greater danger to everyone than I’ve ever been,” he stated flatly, a sour expression darkening his gaze. “Or didn’t you notice that it was his men who attacked me, and my men who died or chose betray me in favor of working for him?”

Maryanne frowned because what he’d just said was true: his men in the corridor had turned on him back there at the club. Moreover he had run from his enemies. Another truth: his most trusted men, his bodyguards, had died to a man in an effort to protect him.

“So what will you do now?” she questioned as she debated what she should do, and what she dared to reveal, if anything, about herself. If she told him she worked for Perseverance and had been working to bring him down as surely as the Red Lotus themselves were, he might try to kill her. She decided it was the better part of good sense not to tell him anything about her own mission.

“I don’t know. That’s why I’m here, to think things out. We never expected something like this to happen, stupid as that might seem. And it really was foolish on our part,” he replied softly. Maryanne listened, but he didn’t really seem to be speaking to her so much as he was trying to work out the situation by talking to himself. “God how stupid could we be? We didn’t even bother to work out a contingency plan....” His voice trailed off as his gaze went to the image on the television, his frown going dark as the clouds found in a typhoon, and seemingly promising the same sort of violence should he ever have his arch enemy in reach.

Maryanne just listened. Hearing him use we rather than I made her wonder exactly how his Tong had been organized. Perhaps another even less visible partner stood at the helm of the organization, and if that was the case... well it went a long way to explain the present situation. If the Wolf’s partner sold him out to the boss of the Red Lotus, it would mean the end of his role as the head of the corporation. It would also mean the Wolf was a wanted man with a price on his head among the criminal underworld. With a price on his head the Wolf wouldn’t survive the collapse of his criminal organization for very long. It would also mean that her mission had come to an unexpected end. She decided to push for more information. “Don’t you have anyone you can trust?”

The Wolf shrugged. “Maybe. But at this point--” he shook his head, “no, I don’t dare trust anyone.” He leaned back on the couch,

closing his eyes as if he were bone-weary. He did appear tired, or perhaps it was the frustration of not knowing how much of his own organization remained loyal, or still existed for that matter. If his people had gone over to the Red Lotus, or been killed for not bowing to their new master, then the Wolf of Hong Kong might just be skirting the fine line of impending extinction like his namesakes in her own country of birth.

But she couldn’t be too unhappy about the collapse of his syndicate if it meant the crime rate dropped across the city. But if Red Lotus was taking their place, things might get worse.

“Aoki Tobei is a menace,” he muttered. “One I’d love to get my hands on just so I could choke the life out of him.”

“I’m sure a lot of people feel the same way about you,” she remarked softly and regretted it the instant the words were out of her mouth.

He abruptly sat up and looked at her, dark eyes narrowed with evident suspicion. “Who do you work for?” The growl was back in his voice, an edge of menace underlying his tone.

She’d said too much. More than any mere waitress would know about his Tong. She’d known her mistake the instant she’d blurted out her clumsy words.

“I...” she groped for an answer then blurted out, “I work for you, remember. Wolf’s Den? Waitress? People do talk.” She forced a hint of a smile, but the hard stare he gave her showed he wasn’t buying her answer. “Not going to believe that, huh?” she asked, trying to keep her tone light.

He shook his head, the motion an unequivocal negative. “No. You were carrying a gun, and you use it very well. Too well in fact. So tell me the truth.”

She glanced at her pistol which still lay where she’d put it, on the coffee table right in front of them. It didn’t look like anything special, just a small black pistol. But she knew better, and from the way he was eyeing it, he did too.

Maryanne tried to stall, “A girl has to protect herself. Hong Kong is dangerous.”

The stare he leveled on her kept her from adding anything more to the attempt at misdirection.”

“Let’s put aside the crap and lies and tell the truth here. I think you need to at least tell me which gang you work for.”

“I umm... don’t work for another Tong or anything like that.”

“Then who? Interpol? The nuisance Americans with their alphabet soup agencies? You’re an American, is that the answer?”

She shook her head, trying to find an answer she could give: one that wouldn’t get her killed.

“Who?” he pressed, a hand closing on her upper arm in a grip just short of painful.

There it was, the threat of violence if she didn’t give him what he wanted. It really didn’t surprise her. Her heart started to race, but this time it was a touch of fear, not the earlier lust that sped her pulse along.

“I really can’t tell you,” she replied, looking away from him and pulling her arm from his grasp. He let go, which did surprise her. She started to stand, wanting distance between them, her hand moving to scoop up her pistol, just on the off chance he no longer felt any compunction about hurting or killing her.

But escape wasn’t that easy.

The man’s hands closed on her, yanking her down onto the loveseat and pinning her to the cushions, so quickly she didn’t even have a chance to react until she he’d made her his captive. His face close to hers, anger burning in his onyx gaze, he said, “I think you can say. I’d hate to do anything you’ll feel bad about later, but I’ll do whatever is needed to get an answer. And I think you know what the Wolf of Hong Kong will do to find out what he wants to know.”

Her heart was hammering in her chest, but, despite his threat, it wasn’t fear that had set her heart racing this time. Strangely she no longer felt any fear of him at all. Instead it was his weight on top of her, the faint trace of scent-- sweetly spicy-- that clung to him that had her heart beating so fiercely.

For a few of those racing heart beats all they did was stare into one another’s eyes. With the speed of a swooping falcon, he descended their mouths locking, tongues hungrily exploring with an eagerness that belied the dangerous situation they were in and the recent threat he’d made. She felt his cock as it nudged into her crotch, her own answering moisture and need wringing a throaty whimper of desire from her.

He broke the kiss, his gaze showing the desire he felt for her as clearly as the hardness pressing against the barrier of her panties and his trousers. The Wolf simply stared at her for a long moment then his mouth was back over hers for another kiss that seemed to light a fire in her body that burned a path to her soul.  She threw her legs

around his hips, and pulled him tightly to her. Groaning when he gave a slight thrust that sent roaring heat through her whole body, Maryanne felt a flame that coalesced in her lower belly, made her juices flow and filled the air with the unmistakable sent of feminine arousal.

The Wolf growled as his lips consumed hers, their tongues twining in a slow, darting seduction that had her clutching at his shoulder with one hand and his dark hair with the other.

Gasping he broke the kiss, his gaze locked to hers. Seeing that her need matched his own he reached for the blouse she wore and started to unbutton it, every other concern forgotten, lost in the all consuming passion that gripped him. Her hands grabbed for his already open suit jacket to pry it off of him and send it fluttering to the floor.

Any number of women had been his for the asking, but he’d never found a woman he’d desired with the intensity he wanted the woman underneath him now. And he didn’t even know her name. Worse he didn’t even know what her agenda might be, and he realized he didn’t care. If she worked for another Tong, or one of the many anti-crime agencies that were trying to break terrorist and criminal syndicates it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the lust blazing through him, blotting out even the collapse of his own organization.

His shoulder holster hit the coffee table as he revealed the creamy flesh of her chest and stomach, lowered his head to kiss the soft mounds of her breasts through the lacy bra she wore.

Her scent was a dizzying mix of woman and a hint of floral perfume that coiled through his brain and flowed right to his aching balls. Her hands as they peeled his shirt off, her fingertips brushing over his chest made him shiver from the increasing need to have her and damn the consequences.

He groaned as she pressed a hand to his throbbing cock. He wanted more than a quick release or mutual masturbation and for what he had in mind the narrow love seat wasn’t going to suffice. Growling in annoyance at the inadequacy of the couch he got off of her and scooped her up, smiling when she made no protest, instead putting her arms around his neck and kissing him.

Breathless and groaning with barely contained passion, he kicked the door of the small bedroom open and lay her down, her legs spread to accept his weight. He toed his shoes off, his pants and her panties and hose still a barrier between them. It was such wonderful torment,

those barriers, that kept him form what he most wanted, the heated embrace of her welcoming body.

He opened the closure of her bra and admired the soft globes of pale flesh tipped with tight peaks the shade of coral. He closed his mouth over one and felt her arch with the sensation, a jolt of desire making his dick twitch as she whimpered in pleasure.

“Please, I can’t take this much longer,” she whispered hoarsely, her fingers digging urgently at his shoulders, her legs wrapped around his hips as she ground her pussy against his erection.

“Already? But I’m just getting started,” he murmured into her ear before he claimed the second coral delight for his own, sucking and licking while her sharp cries of passion burned through his veins sweet as honey and hot as a solar flare.

Maryanne’s head thrashed as the Wolf drove her to a height of passion she’d never known. His mouth on her breasts sent liquid flames surging through her to break like waves through her clenching and shuddering cunt. She needed to be filled, wanted to feel the rigid hardness of a cock driving into her. No, not just a cock, she wanted his cock inside her. Wanted it more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life, including her forgotten mission, and her chosen career.

“Fuck me please. God, please I can’t take this,” she pleaded, her nails tearing at his back, drawing lines of stinging fire over his shoulders.

“I will. I promise, I will. I’ll fuck you,” he replied as his so hot mouth worked down her body, kissing, licking and nipping at her skin.

Hands, large, firm, and very possessive, reached the top of her hose and paused. She opened her eyes to find him staring at her, a truly wolfish grin on his face and a glittering blade in his hand. She could feel his other hand at her crotch, pulling at the fabric and nylon of panties and hose.

A moment of terror filled her mind and body. She’d left her gun behind and she was virtually helpless with the man pinning her to the bed.

He winked and licked his lips. A man regarding a choice meal laid out just for his enjoyment alone. The blade flashed downward, slicing through her underclothes without touching her quivering flesh. The touch of the cool air and the nearness of his fingers sent a shock of pleasure though her.

“You thought I’d hurt you?” he murmured as he lowered himself. “But I’d have long since killed you if that’s what I’d wanted to do.” He licked his lips, “I’ve got better plans for you than that. Far better. I’ve been thinking of what I was going to do since I first saw you at the club.”

Fingers parted the folds of her womanhood and she groaned at the teasing nature of the contact. Her groan became a sharp cry as his tongue hit her clit and sent a bolt of intense pleasure rocketing to her brain. Her back arched and she gasped as the touch, so delicate but unerring, hit the nub of her clit again and again, thrusting but too gentle to drive her over the edge.

A finger slipped inside, and she rocked to the touch. “More. Wolf, please, more.”

The finger was replaced by his tongue as it thrust and lapped at her juices, delving into her pussy faster and faster, then flicking upward to strike her clit and send even more hot sparks of pleasure though her.

She rose on the spiral of passion, the tongue moving inside her moving to focus solely on her clit as three fingers pressed deep into her, thrusting, filling her, giving her the fulfillment she needed to fall over the edge.

“Wolf!” she shouted the only name she knew him by as her world fragmented into roaring release, shuddering completion and the trembling aftermath that left her gasping and limp.

Maryanne came back to herself with the Wolf smiling at her as he smoothed damp hair from her face when. “Good?” he asked, sounding uncertain which surprised her. Almost as if he weren’t sure whether her orgasm had been real or faked.

She reached up and took his face between her hands, pulled him down for a kiss. “Oh yes. The best.”

She could see the doubt still lurking in his eyes. Of course, she thought, he’s probably used to women who’d fake it just to get in his good graces. She hadn’t faked it. Nor did she regret what she’d let him do, or what they were going to do if she got her way. Yes, he was-- or until recently had been-- the head of a notorious criminal gang, but that knowledge didn’t dampened her lust any more than knowing he might be wearing pheromone based cologne had dampened her enthusiasm for what she’d just done.

He offered her a smile that made him look even younger, almost like a schoolboy pleased to have gotten good marks when he’d expected much less than a passing grade.

It also made her wonder exactly why he cared.

“Would it matter?”

He looked away from her, nodded slightly. “With you... yes.”

What the hell? she asked herself. She’d felt a very strong attraction to him from the moment she’d set eyes on him. Was it possible he’d felt it too? He had given her that sash to mark her as his, but she hadn’t even considered exactly what was going on in his mind until now.

She touched the erection she could still feel pressed to her hip. “I still want this.”

“Do you? Are you protected?”

She blinked. The boss of a notorious criminal organization couldn’t be worried she might get a disease from him? Or maybe his concern for her had more to do with her getting pregnant with his bastard than worry she might get the clap form him. Either way she was having trouble grasping his concern. Coupled with the nice-guy behavior he was suddenly exhibiting the entire situation was just too weird. Then again he’d been really pissed over the way his goon had manhandled her at the club.

“Yeah I’m vaccinated against all diseases and I’m not going to get pregnant.”

He smiled again, his confidence apparently restored as he unbuckled his trousers and slipped off the rest of his clothes.

Her mouth went dry. He was.... perfect.

He reached for her and she didn’t know if it was a trick of the dim light, or whether her eyes were tired, but for the briefest moment his hands and forearms looked as it they were... scaled. She blinked, turned her head and decided it had to be a trick of the light because when she looked again the scales she’d thought she saw were gone.

A frown tugged at his mouth as he asked, “Are you okay?”

She nodded, smiled. “More than okay.

That brought a smile–a genuine smile that warmed his dark eyes – to his face as he sat down on the bed and pulled her into his arms.

Their lips met in a kiss that was needed and gentle, and she caressed his shoulder, feeling hard muscle over firm bones, and loving it.   Definitely not the soft executive type one might have

expected from a man in a position of power, but she’d already suspected that considering he’d fought his way out of the club.

Whatever he might or might not be, soft wasn’t among his traits.

Crime Lord, yes. Every deadly inch of him.

Powerfully attractive and sexually skilled, yes, those were his traits too.

But just what else might lurk behind his dark gaze, she had no idea.

She did want to find out.

Panting and breathless from the kiss he broke it to stare at her a moment. Grinning this time he quickly stripped off the remains of her underwear, oddly leaving the skirt on her.

“I like how it looks,” he told her softly as he bent to nuzzle and lick her breasts.

She sighed from the pleasure. “Okay, whatever spins your wheels,” she replied.

He laughed at that. “I’d rather not spin my wheels. I’d rather be getting somewhere.”

His hands were splayed on her back, and she almost thought she felt the sharp edge of fingernails-- or was it claws?-- on her back, but she didn’t plan on analyzing it too much, not when his mouth on her nipple felt so wonderful. And the way his tongue and lips teased, the way the hard edge of his teeth brought a quick flickering of fleeting hurt that added to the fire he brought to life in her aching pussy.

Gasping the Wolf pulled away from Maryanne.

She saw a wild almost panicked look in his eyes.

“What is it?”

He could feel it happening, the pins and needles sensation dancing through his entire body: like ants trapped under his skin and looking for an exit.

Taking a deep, calming breath he fought against the thing trying to happen to him. Felt it back off, the crawling feeling soon fading.

That had been close. Much too close.

“Nothing,” he lied. No way in hell would he could tell her the truth. No way he would let her know.

A slender hand caressed his cheek, the touch so gentle, like a lover’s touch. Or a mate’s caress.

His hands tightened into fists as his cock throbbed to the beat of his own heart. A heart that he knew paced to the same rhythm as the woman sitting on the bed next to him.

He wanted her with a need close to desperation. A desperation he’d never experienced, but one he was knowledgeable enough to recognize. His own reactions to her presence and hers to him-- he knew she felt it because the scent of her arousal had reached him even back at the club-- were all the clues he required to solve the puzzle of their mutual attraction.

Why now? Of all times for this to happen, why now? Why here? And why her?

Not that he didn’t find her incredibly pleasing to look at. And her woman’s juices had held a flavor of nothing earthly he’d ever tasted.

The timing of this is terrible. Fuck. Why now? he asked himself again. All these years and I meet her now?

“What’s wrong?”

“I thought I heard something,” he lied.

He watched as she tipped her head to listen. There was nothing to hear but the usual chorus of insects.

She kissed him, ran both her hands over his shoulders down his spine and he shivered from the heat her touch left over his skin. Passion’s heat. No denying what either of them wanted.

“Please.”

One simple word. A request that he could not deny.

He pushed her back down on the bed and started to kiss his way over her face, feeling her soft lips pressing everywhere she could reach, feeling her hands roaming over his skin, fingernails gently raking his flesh. Her legs wrapped around his hips urging him to fulfill them both.

The head of his cock brushed the soft threads of spun gold over her waiting entrance and he closed his eyes, fighting the Thing even as he slid himself into her waiting wet heat. A shudder passed through his body as a burst of intense emotion so powerful it left him bereft of thought for a brief instant roared through his entire being.

This was right. This was she whom he’d awaited his entire life.

“Wolf?” her voice questioning, confused and worried.

He shuddered and lowered his head to bury his face in her softly scented hair, the feel of her breasts pressed to his chest, the sensation of her flesh encasing his throbbing cock combined with the dizzying feel of oneness filling him robbed him of the ability to speak.

But it didn’t take away his ability to give them both what they wanted.

His first thrust was shallow, just a gentle nudge into her, more teasing than satisfying. He heard her breath catch as her arms went around him and her legs tightened. The creepy-crawly feeling of It trying to break free rippled through his entire body.

His second thrust went deeper, drew a groan from him and a sigh of pleasure from her. “So good,” he murmured into her hair as he raised his hips, pulling out, shuddering as he pushed his aching length into her slick depths,

“Please, Wolf. I want this, I want you.”

He kissed her gently, looked into her beautiful blue eyes. He rose up on his elbows, took her hands in his and nodded, “I want you too.”

He rocked his hips, feeling her thighs tense around him as she met the stroke, his erection sliding in and out of her in a smooth rhythm that pooled flame inside his balls, and coiled tense and needy through the flesh of his cock.

The sensation of this woman’s flesh wrapped around him, of the way her inner muscles gripped him, welcomed him, was like nothing he’d ever felt when he’d pleasured himself with other females.

This was something more and it went beyond the mere sensation of pleasure. His whole being felt as if it were aflame from the roots of his hair to the ends of his toes, his flesh singing with the knowledge of what he’d found: his true mate.

Maryanne cried out, gasping with the pleasure of what they were doing, and he growled in answer, felt her shiver as he nipped her throat.

It was too o much by far, not enough by half, and he began to drive himself into her faster and harder, all restraint gone. He knew what would happen when he lost control, but that no longer mattered. Nothing mattered but the fact he’d found her and he planned to claim her as his own.

Wolf drove himself deep as her pussy pulsed and tensed around his cock, The female’s orgasm gripped her and she cried out, singing her pleasure to him in a scream that rang like glass bells shattering in his ears. His own cry cracked the plaster on the walls as the inferno coiled in his balls erupted to bathe her hot interior with sparkling life. He felt as if had died only to be reborn as his true form sought freedom, his soul reaching out to that of his mate.

He growled, barely keeping his form contained as they rocked gently to the final thrusts of his release.

And Maryanne opened her eyes to see her own forearms covered in glistening scales. But the hallucination wasn’t confined to her. Wolf’s shoulders and arms were also scaled. She’d gasped, shocked, confused, disbelieving. Denying what she’d seen she closed her eyes and clung to her Wolf, while the dim memory of two unnatural screams echoed in her mind.

For a while they lay side by side while their racing hearts slowed, their breathing returned to normal, and the tears that had filled Maryanne’s eyes dried on her lashes.

She kept her eyes closed, fingers drawing little circles over his sweat dampened skin. Skin, she told herself. Not the firm scales she’d imagined before.

She felt him stir, heard his soft sigh as he drew her closer.

I’m losing it. First I save the life of a man I think is the boss of a Tong, then I climb into bed with him and let him fuck me blind, then I start hallucinating that he’s got scales. I either need therapy or detox from whatever I’ve been exposed to.

She wanted to think she’d been drugged. She wanted to believe everything was a dream. But more than anything Maryanne wanted her simple life as an agent of Perseverance restored.

But she’d seen something that had shaken reality to the core of her mind and the knowledge of what she’d seen... well she didn’t think that would just go away.

Wolf moved, and Maryanne opened her eyes to watch as he got out of bed.

“You saw something didn’t you?”

She gave a wordless nod, not trusting her voice to work.

“You didn’t imagine it.”

She sat up, staring at him as his skin appeared to ripple, shades of color flowing over his body until the man she’d met was something other than a man.

His general form was wolfish if you over looked the fact he stood on his rear paws alone, and if one overlooked the bright green and gold scales that entirely covered him, or the addition of a serpentine tail sprouting from the base of spine instead of a wolf’s bushy one.

She just stared, too shocked by the transformation to say a word. He’d been right, his appearance was almost too much for her to take, much less accept. She wondered if she had been drugged, if she might be suffering from a suggestion induced hallucination, or if the creature she couldn’t take her eyes off might be real.

“What? How?”

He smiled at her, exposing teeth that should have terrified her, but didn’t.

“My mother was tainted by an evil power long before I was born. She turned into a werewolf.”

Maryanne frowned. “I thought...”

“Yeah, everyone does. Everyone that is but the people who’ve seen or become one.” He sat down on the chair on the opposite side of the room, his tail slipping through at the bottom edge of the seat to lash slowly back and forth.

She watched it, fascinated.

“What about vampires?”

“Real. Terribly horribly real,” he told her bluntly. “The romanticized version is totally wrong. They’re evil, pure and simple.”

“So no dashing undead count to come sweep a girl off her feet, huh?”

“No way. They’re killers.”

“And you?”

All trace of his smile vanished. “I think you already know the answer to that.”

“Yeah, I guess I do,” she admitted. He was a killer, she’d seen what he’d done back at the warehouse.

Of course she was far from innocent when it came to taking human life so, really, how much different were they? Sure she did it ‘in the line of duty’ but he did it for reasons he felt were justified too. Just a matter of right and wrong, which was heavily influenced by upbringing. If she’d been born into a crime family she might have been no different than Wolf.

“Okay, I’ll accept that your mother was a werewolf. I’ve never heard of a werewolf that had scales.”

“True.” He rested his elbows on the chair arms and pressed his hands together just below his chin as if praying. His tail waved slowly, the tip dragging the floor with a soft scraping sound. “I have scales because my father was a dragon.”

She stood, ready to call him a half dozen kinds of liar, but she didn’t say anything. Instead she sat back down on the bed. “A dragon?” The incredulity in her voice was unmistakable.

“Yes.” He wiggled his fingers which made the scales on his forearms ripple and catch the light so that they shifted between blue and gold like sunlight on water.

“River dragon?” she asked, recalling some of the Chinese legends she’d gained knowledge of just from being in the country for so long.

“Something like that,” he said, avoiding giving her a direct answer.

“So your mom was evil?”

“Yes. Until my father purged the taint from her.” He sighed. “It’s a very complicated story. To sum it up, my father was going to kill my mother. After he injured her badly she reverted to her human form.” He smiled slightly, “He liked what he saw and spared her life, gave her a tiny bit of his own power and that purged the evil from her forever.

“Eleven months later I was born.”

“And your parents? Are they still alive?”

“Dragons can’t die.”

“And werewolves?’

The smile faded. “They live longer than humans, especially when they’ve been Gifted of Power by a Lung.” He wasn’t looking at her anymore when he added, “She died in .”

Maryanne stared and the Wolf gave her a wry smile. “But that would make you...?” she sat back on the bed and tried to wrap her mind around how old he was.

“I was born in seventeen twenty-one.”

“Holy... shit...” she murmured. “Then you’re...” she tried to work it out in her mind, but her brain just didn’t want to calculate the number.

“Three hundred and fourteen years old,” he replied and left the chair he’d been sitting in to come kneel at her feet. As she watched his form shifted, retuning to that of the dark haired and handsome man she’d first met. “I’ve been alone since my mother died.”

“What about your father?”

“He went away the day mother died. I don’t think he wanted to live without her, but dragons can’t die. All I know is that he never came back.”

She touched his face. “So what will you do now?”

“See if I have a team left.”

“Team?” His use of that word puzzled her.

“Yes.” He took her hand and kissed it gently. “The whole Tong is a front for an anti-crime organization. I think Aoki Tobei must have discovered the truth and decided it was time for the Wolf of Hong Kong to be eliminated so he can further his own ends.”

“What!” she demanded, incredulous, wide-eyed as she stared at him. If he’d grown a second head-- in addition to the tail, scales and unusual appearance-- she couldn’t have been more shocked than she was by his admission he wasn’t actually the leader of a ruthless crime organization.

“It took us almost two decades to accomplish what we’ve managed, and now they’re all gone, my entire team.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Some of them might have made it, but...

She remembered the thug he’d had taken away at the club. “What about that guy who hurt me?”

“Even cops get carried away by the excitement don’t they? He was anxious because of our meeting with that Red Lotus representative. See, we were expecting to form an alliance with them that would have let us finally infiltrate their crime syndicate.” He made a helpless gesture, “Apparently they had the upper hand and we walked into their trap, like lambs to the slaughter.”

She snorted, “Not all lambs are so easily led to their doom.”

He looked up, “Oh?”

“My real name is Maryanne Lamb.”

The Wolf chuckled, “Does that make you a lamb in wolf’s clothing?”

“Maybe,” she replied as he moved in and started to suckle one of her breasts. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and leaned back slightly to give him better access for what he was doing. He moved her gently so that she was fully on the bed before he got in beside her and resumed his slow exploration of her magnificent breasts.

“So you aren’t the head of a Tong?”

“We’re no more a Tong than Interpol is, though we don’t have governmental sanctions. No, the Wolf of Hong Kong is…” he shook his head, “was just a cover. One my organization spent years and a great deal of money creating.”

“Should I believe you?” she asked, the question coming out on a pleasured sigh.

“Yes. Now tell me who you work for.”

“I doubt you’ve heard of it, but it’s called Perseverance. We’re...”

“A covert organization that operates outside governmental law to end the destruction caused by organized crime and terrorist activities for the good of all mankind.”

She sat up and stared at him in shock. “You’ve heard of us?”

He smiled. “Of course I’ve heard of you. But my team and I didn’t share the same world-view, though I suppose our goals are similar.”

She snuggled closer, enjoying the feel of him beside her, the warmth of his body. It was still hard to accept the facts: just that he was part of an organization much like Perseverance was hard enough to accept but adding the whole dragon-wolf thing left her mind reeling.

“Why did you do it?”

He had a mouth full of soft breast and had to let it go to ask, “Do what?”

“Start your group?”

“An actress I knew was found dead of a heroin overdose. There were three problems with that. I knew her personally, she wasn’t into drugs. She was found in the harbor, tied up in rope. If she’d overdosed why would she have been in the water? And if she didn’t die from an overdose, why wasn’t her death investigated?”

“So that’s it? You knew a girl that died and you decided to what? Stop the drug trade?’

“No, her brother and I decided to get revenge for her murder. The cops paid with their lives, so have the men that killed her.

“That was a long time ago.”

“Why didn’t you stop after she was avenged?”

“Because by then we realized a lot of people were dying in Hong Kong. Dying because of criminals. We decided to do something about it, so the Wolf of Hong Kong was born.”

“So what will you do now?”

“I have no idea,” he replied, voice lowered to a near whisper, gaze averted. “I just know that...” he rose up on one elbow to regard her, “I want you the way I’ve never wanted anyone before.”

“Well we need to figure something out, we can’t just stay here.”

He grinned at her, the look very wolfish. “We can’t?”

She smiled but her look was stern as she said, “No. For one thing I don’t think there’s any food out in the poor excuse for a kitchen and we’re both going to get hungry.”

He licked his lips, “But I’ve got such a lovely little lamb here to eat.”

She couldn’t help herself, “I think you’ve got me confused with Red Riding Hood.”

“Maybe,” he admitted. “But it’s a lovely thought. Staying here where I can eat lamb to my heart’s content.”

“Tempting, but...”

Both of them went silent at once. He raised a dark eyebrow and she nodded but kept quiet.

They’d both heard it. A sound that was out of place.

And they’d both left their pistols in the living room.

They slipped off the bed and crouched at floor level, the Wolf motioning her to stay where she was as he crept toward the living room, the last thing she saw of him was the end of a lashing tail as he disappeared into the next room.

She listened intently for any repeat of the sound she’d heard, sure that it had been the sound of a gun being cocked, but everything was perfectly quiet.

Until the gunmen opened fire on the bungalow.

Wolf came back in, scrambling on hands and knees, and pressed her pistol into her hands. She just stared. He was bigger than he’d been just a few moments ago, no longer human sized he had to be close to nine feet long-- tall-- and he appeared much more like a dragon in form.

He gave her a fierce grin that exposed teeth no earthly wolf ever had, then one large, slit-pupiled golden eye gave her a wink. “Keep down,” he said, voice that same husky too sexy growl she’d heard before. He was gone out of the nearest window, hunks of the plaster broken away by his claws pattering onto the floor before she could say anything.

His current form, along with his size, went a long way to explaining the claw and tooth mangled corpses she’d found at the warehouse.

A terrified scream tore the air followed by one of those mentally jarring steam-whistle roars. As before the bellow was immediately followed by complete silence.

A man came in through the window, face stark white with terror. “Save me from the Dragon!” he begged, as an appendage more like a dragon’s taloned paw gripped him from behind and pulled him back outside.

He didn’t even have a chance scream.

A moment later the Wolf came back inside, entering the bedroom through the door. He was naked, and totally human in appearance. He also looked completely exhausted.

“Red Lotus?” she asked.

He nodded. “We can’t stay here much longer.”

“Where will you go?”

“Hell if I know,” he admitted, dropping onto the bed and closing his eyes. She joined him, laying down at his side.

“Shifting forms always wears me out,” he admitted.

“Well rest a while. We can decide what to do later.”

“Aoki will send another bunch of killers when these don’t report.”

“It will be a while though.”

“Yeah.”

“So now what?” she pressed. She wanted to make a suggestion, but didn’t know how he would take it, much less how those Upstairs might react to a dragon-wolf joining their ranks.

“I have no idea. But it definitely looks like the Wolf’s Tong won’t work as a cover for me anymore. I’d also bet that most of my organization in ruins thanks to the Red Lotus. I don’t have any idea what I’ll do next.” He sighed as her hand traced delicate patterns across his stomach. It tickled and it felt good. “So much work gone quick as three shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

Maryanne frowned, “You’re blaming me?”

He shook his head, “Hardly my dear Maryanne Lamb. It’s just a figure of speech I picked up from someone I knew.” He kissed her and she returned the kiss until he pulled away and relaxed onto the bed.

“Tired?”

“Yeah.”

“Get some rest. I’m sure Red Lotus will take their time sending another team.”

“Okay,” he agreed. His eyes closed and she went back to gently caressing his body, trying to soothe his tired muscles and aching joints. By all rights he should be dead, but the fact he wasn’t exactly human had made him tough enough to survive things that would kill normal people.

“Any idea why you want me so much?”

He opened one eye, and smiled. “Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“Like calls to like among my kind.”

She frowned, “Now wait one minute! I know exactly who my parents were, and neither of them did anything out of the ordinary.”

“You sure about that?”

“Positive.”

“How positive? I mean, you did have scales.”

“So what am I?”

“Hell if I know, but I suppose we could find out.”

“How do we do that?”

The only answer he gave was to take her into his arms and growl softly into her ear as his skin changed, hardened, the scales surfacing.

She whimpered and felt something, a tingling itching sensation throughout her whole body.

Looking at herself she noticed that her fingernails were turning black, and a downy sort of fuzz was appearing on her arms.

He started to chuckle and she frowned in response.

“What is it?”

He shook his head and got out of bed, still chuckling, apparently too amused to speak. He returned from the bathroom with a hand mirror which he held out to her.

She frowned, finding herself staring at a face she didn’t recognize. It had white hair, more a wooly fluff than hair actually, but there were scales across her nose and cheeks.

“Oh you’ve got to be kidding me!”

The Wolf did break out laughing then as she got out of bed to look at the rest of her body. She had a stubby fluffy tail and patches of woolly fur mixed with areas of lovely gold scales.

“What the hell!” she asked as she raised her gaze from her own weird appearance.

“It would seem the dragon-wolf has found himself a dragon-sheep.” He licked his lips, and winked. “No wonder you taste so good, you’re mate and prey all in one package.”

She couldn’t help but giggle at his comment. “But how?”

“Maybe you should ask your parents the first chance you get. I’d bet they know something.”

“Ya think?” she asked wryly as both fur and scales faded away. She felt tired and sat down on the bed. “I just don’t understand why they never told me, or how this could have happened?”

He shrugged, “It happens, obviously,” he remarked as he joined her back on the bed.

“But weresheep? I mean, werewolves sure, but…” she shook her head, “a weresheep?”

“I met a werecat once,” he admitted. “Had to save him from a vampire. Apparently weres taste good to vamps, but since we’re as few and far between as they are, we seldom run into one another.”

“I thought you said that were-creatures got that way from being tainted. That they were evil.”

He frowned, “Guess I should have been more specific. Werewolves typically are evil, or at least merciless and vicious without regard for the lives of humans. Some even kill their own kind while others form small family packs. I’ve heard that a pack lives in America, somewhere in Alaska where there aren’t many people around to bother them.” He took her hand in his. “Really, not all weres are made by an evil entity or process- you’d say by demons or dark magic I suppose.”

She nodded her understanding. She was able to follow what he said, even if the whole thing was difficult to get her mind round; regardless of the fact she herself seemed to be one of these very types of creatures they were discussing. “And the rest of...” she frowned trying to figure out the best way to phrase it, “them?”

“Sometimes a were-creature comes about from being in the wrong place at the wrong time. If wild magic is released, say from a place like Stonehenge or other places of power, it warps the exposed person, and you wind up with were-beings, or people able to perform real magic. Even more rarely, you get what we call an Awakened Soul. That’s a person with an animal’s spirit, rather than a normal human soul. Some of the Awakened are true Immortals and once they join the ranks of the Awakened, they can’t ever die. But they aren’t even as common as the Immortal Animals their souls represent. Once in a while what you get is a new mythic creature, but it almost never happens because there aren’t many of the beasts of myth left in our world to influence such a transformation.”

“Why?”

“Immortal doesn’t mean eternal. They don’t grow old and die, but they do eventually grow tired and fade away to nothing.”

Maryanne rubbed her face, struggling to accept everything he was saying. “This is an awful lot to accept as reality,” she told him.

He offered her a sad smile. “I grew up with all of this, but yes, I suppose it is hard for you to step out of the illusion of your normal world into the realm of myths and legends. But, as they say, behind every story is a grain of truth, no matter how fantastic that story may seem.”

“So there could even be a good werewolf or a bad weresheep depending on how it happened?”

He nodded. “It’s possible.”

Weresheep. What a concept. Something nagged at the back of her mind. A dim memory from her childhood. A memory of her grandmother wearing an odd pendant. A ram carved from some green stone. A jade sheep? Maybe her grandmother did know something, but hadn’t told anyone else in the family. And since she’d died a few years ago, Maryanne couldn’t ask her about it. She wondered if her mom had the pendant. As soon as the assignment ended she’d have to call her and ask.

The knowledge that she had the potential to release the inner power of her own soul sent a nervous flutter through her stomach. What if she was like him, virtually ageless because she was part dragon? It would mean she could do even more for the agency, especially if she couldn’t die. But what would the people Upstairs think if she told them?

She didn’t know how they would react. Moreover she couldn’t state with certainty that she wouldn’t wind up in a lab somewhere being Maryanne Lamb, A Number One Test Subject.

And that possibility didn’t rank high as the kind of thing she wanted to dwell on. Wolf’s flat abs, his muscular thighs, the fine form of his ass, yeah sure, she’d dwell on those. But if she was like Wolf nothing she or anyone did would change it, and if not... well then it didn’t matter.

She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. The big hand wrapped around her own was reassuring and filled her with a warmth, a glow of happiness she couldn’t, or rather wouldn’t, try to put a name to. But deep in her heart, all the way to her soul, she knew the name of that feeling even if she’d never experienced it before. And the name of that warmth, that inexplicable trust, the safety she felt beside a man she’d thought was the leader of the most vicious crime corporation in Hong Kong, was love.

When she looked up at him she saw the same emotions mirrored in his gaze, in the softness of the expression as he smiled at her.

And that was almost as fantastic and unbelievable as what she’d been learning about herself and the real world under the veneer of the reality she knew.

“So now we both have to decide what we’re going to do,” he commented.

Her bright blue eyes full of an eureka glitter, Maryanne said, “You could join Perseverance. We’re always in need of good agents.”

“Hmmm...” he murmured as he reached up to run a hand through her spun gold hair. She smiled and touched his cheek. Her fingernails were still black and she frowned.

“It will go away,” he reassured her.

“You’re sure?”

He nodded and kissed her fingertips. “I...” he was still holding her hand.

She raised an eyebrow in question.

“I love you.” The admission had come out in a rush and he sat there looking at her with a comic blend of nervous anxiety and hopeful expectation.

Maryanne smiled, “Don’t waste time going after what you want do you?”

He smiled back, “Well I’ve been waiting so long for my mate, I was starting to think I’d never find you.”

She slipped her arm around him, “Well for better or worse, here I am, and I love you too.

“Now what do you want to do? If your organization is gone like you think, then it would make sense to join Perseverance.”

“Does that mean I’d be your partner?” he asked.

“I’m not sure the bosses would allow that, but you never know.”

He grinned, “I can be very persuasive.”

She smiled back at him, “I don’t doubt it.”

* * * *

Three months later...

Maryanne shifted her position and watched the rear of the house where suspected crime boss had taken up residence. There were enough lights on inside and around the residence to rival a city block, most of the luxury home and the grounds around it bathed in artificial daylight.

Beside her the man she known as Wolf, who’s real name was Dao Lung-- slipped an arm around her and nuzzled her ear. A gold wedding band glinted on his ring finger.

Maryanne Lamb-Lung could feel hard scales pressing to her body through her clothes.

“We’re working,” she reminded him softly.

“Umhmmm, yes, definitely working.”

“Incorrigible, that’s what you are. Simply incorrigible.”

It made them both laugh, their hearts full of joy despite the

danger they faced as agents of the same anti-crime and terror unit but

neither of them would have it any other way.

The End *
Authors Note: Lung is the Chinese word for Dragon.

