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Prologue

 

The Chosen watched as they circled, circled and snarled at the one in the center. The girl was sentenced to death. No need to worry about her. She’d turned on them, she’d tried to leave.

And the betrayed never tolerated traitors. It was the code. And the code was never broken.

The Chosen looked up into the night sky. The full moon was dark this night. Silvery light should have shone down, bright as daylight, but the tall pines hid what they did. The moon itself seemed to turn a blind eye, the light was different, probably from the forest fires. The pregnant orb appeared almost a dull red, its light muted and dark.

A snarl pulled the Chosen back to the present and what went on in the clearing.

Water falling over the rocks didn’t deter any of them.

A whimper from the center didn’t change what was to come.

They toyed and played, snarling and snapping, stalking until she sat huddled, all but giving up.

Really, she could at least try to fight them. There were plenty of sticks and logs around, broken branches from the pines. Ineffective, but there all the same.

The Chosen sighed and shook its head.

A large boulder at the edge of the clearing was the perfect overlooking point. The Chosen smiled as they closed in.

A pity really. She had been a nice girl, one of the followers, but now her life was forfeit.

With a small signal to the leader below, they all leapt onto her.

She didn’t even scream. And if she had, it wouldn’t really have mattered either way. She would still have died.

A hoot owl whispered through the night.

Tonight’s work was finished.

The Chosen called its followers. This was not the only traitor. There were still others to take care of. The Chosen needed victims and treason seemed as good a reason as any to ordain their deaths. But it was not for them. The punishment was for a higher cause--to draw the enemy out.

And what better place to do it, than here. Here where the enemy thought they were safe?

The Chosen had waited a long time and now it was all within reach.

Nothing was sweeter, yet as bitter as revenge.

 

 

 

Chapter One

  

The girl was dead.

Detective Lorenzo Craigen looked down at what remained of her and hoped to hell he was wrong. But in his gut he knew he wasn’t.

Sael was back.

And there was no damn reason the son of a bitch should be.

"What do you see?" one of the locals asked him.

Craigen didn’t answer. He tuned the young man out and looked around at the blood soaked ground.

His gut tightened. This should have been a sacred place and was, once upon a time, long ago, forgotten by most. Too damn peaceful of a place to have killed her, or should have been. Where the water ran off the mountains. He took a deep breath. The strong scent of pine and clear air was muffled and wrapped in the smell of death.

Cool New Mexico winds blew down off the Sangre de Cristos and he zipped his jacket against the autumn air.

"Chief Neilson said we should call you in," the young officer continued.

Craigen looked over his shoulder at the earnest and worried face. The name tag read White.

They seemed to get younger, smarter in some ways and completely naïve in others. It was in the still soft features of the officer’s face, in the still-bright ‘I’ll change the world’ eyes.

"This your first?" he asked White, turning back to study the ground around what remained of the victim.

"Y--yeah."

Craigen studied the break in the branches and weeds along the ground, all around the victim as if she’d been circled. The grasses flat, the twigs of bushes broken until about thigh high on him.

He stood. "You tell the ME where you tossed your breakfast so we don’t waste time or money running tests on your puke?"

"Yeah." An edge of belligerence to hide shame.

Craigen walked around the clearing, heard the stream gurgling. Not too far from Sipapu, or any of the many little tourist rest stops along the way. But then, that was probably the point. Took a chance didn’t he? Or rather they. God, they’d all but shredded her. Hair, once blond, was streaked dark with blood. Her body was broken and ripped, brutally so. Hell of a thing to see first thing in the morning. No wonder the kid lost his breakfast.

He nodded to White.

"Good. My captain reamed my ass for not doing that on my first. It was in a meeting that I remembered that what they were listing was what I’d had for breakfast. Smarter than I was starting out." He stopped and looked over at White. "How the hell did you find her?"

White’s blond brows beetled. He looked like he should be on a poster ad for some designer underwear or some such shit. Kid looked out of place in the black uniform of Taos Police Department.

"Got a call into the station, said there was a body out here near this mile marker by the stream."

"Man or woman?"

"Hell if I know, Janice, the Chief’s secretary answered it." He shrugged. "I live out here and Chief called me to ask me to check it out. I called him, apparently, he called you."

"No, he called my boss and my boss called me."

Craigen was sure the local Chief would be here shortly. Neilson would want this wrapped up quickly, and he had no qualms turning a murder investigation over to the state boys. Fine with Craigen. Neilson had enough to keep him busy by keeping the mayor of a tourist economized town happy.

"You did good securing the scene, White."

"Thanks."

Craigen walked towards the gurgling brook, watched as the sunlight shot white streams of light off the ripples. Should have peaceful here.

He took a deep breath, and caught the faint whiff he thought to never smell again.

Nothing would be peaceful until Sael was caught. And the bastard was supposed to be dead.

 

* * * *

 

Reya hurried into Horizons. "What? What is going on?" She flipped a strand of her long, straight black hair behind her shoulder and dropped her bag by the register area.

Mica sat crying on the stool behind the counter. Charlie leaned over from a display case and whispered, "Her friend was killed."

She started to say, "Oh is that all?" But thankfully thought better of it. The way Mica had blubbered all over the phone, she’d thought someone had been found dead here in the gallery, or maybe everything had gotten stolen, or perhaps something had happened to Mica herself.

Not to seem insensitive, but live as long as Reya lived and deaths came and went. She’d lost too many in her life to be truly affected by the inevitable.

However, she could say none of those things. Once, in a time forgotten, Reya would have felt Mica’s pain. Instead, she walked to the girl and pulled her close. "I’m sorry, Mica. Is there anything I can do?"

Mica shook her head, the short mess spiked and tousled from Mica’s hands running through it. It was the ever popular bed head look that Reya would never understand nor like, not that hair styles mattered at present.

"It was her roommate at the Institute," Charlie whispered.

"Oh, honey." She awkwardly patted the young girl’s back. She wasn’t the best person in these sorts of situations. "Why don’t you take the day off? Tomorrow too, and the next day. As much time as you need."

Charlie nodded. "Yeah, you don’t need to be here."

"But I--I just can’t go back to the dorms. Everyone is so upset and they all want to ask me questions, like I know anything. And the policeman said they’d stop by and talk. I’d probably have to answer some more questions." She shuddered.

Reya studied the girl, stepped back and went to get her a cup of coffee. When she returned, Charlie, bedecked in his normal Docker pants and pullover, was cleaning the display cases.

He looked up and rubbed the back of his hand over his short goatee.

Reya handed a cup of coffee to Mica. "I thought you didn’t like your roommate. Is this the same one? Or was it another?"

September was just around the corner and school had been on for a few weeks. Mica had complained about the new roommate at the Art Institute, but Reya didn’t know if that one had been replaced or not. Last year, Mica went through three.

She shook her head. "No, this one was new. Just moved in last week after Holly moved out."

"Oh."

"Her name was Tanna." Mica wiped her eyes again, her face crumpling. "She was really great and we’d already gotten really close, ya know? Same interests and classes. Her mom called here a bit ago and was crying."

Reya took a deep breath. "Tell ya what. If you don’t want to go back to the dorms, then why not go through the boxes of inventory in the back? See what all we need and check the emails for any interesting queries or photos that Horizons might be interested in, or if you don’t feel like doing that, just go rest in the office."

Mica nodded and slid off the stool. Her sandals slapped against the hardwood floors, echoing in the shop.

Charlie huffed out a breath. "She’s been like that since the phone rang earlier. I guess it was the mother’s call that set her off."

"Understandable." Reya bent and picked up her purse, briefcase and bag. "Anything interesting as of yet?"

Charlie shook his head and went to the next display case. "Nope. But then, technically, we’re not open yet, so who knows what else the day may bring."

"If we’re lucky, hopefully, nothing."

"Funny thing about expectations and days and what fate deals out. They rarely all work together as we’d like them to."

Charlie had the annoying habit of spouting off sage advice as if he memorized little Confucius quotes.

And Reya hardly needed Charlie to let her in on that little secret. She’d been around plenty, long enough to know that life, or in her case, lives were never what was expected. Filled with twists and turns and unexpected surprises.

Her motto--expect the unexpected.

She worked through another half an hour, rearranging things, setting things as she wanted them, then rearranging them again. She needed to change the bedding in the window display case to something lighter. The sun had already faded the black material to gray in places … then again....

Something shimmered along her nerves. She glanced out the window, scanning the street, but nothing alerted her.

"What is up with you? Is it this thing with Mica?"

Reya pulled herself back and rolled her eyes. "You’re such a sympathetic soul, Charles."

He hated his proper name. Which was why she wasn’t surprised to see his frown. "I am sympathetic. I just meant...."

"I know, and no, that’s not … at least...." She shrugged. She couldn’t explain it to Charlie. He was … she tilted her head. Normal, as far as the locals went.

The man had worked for her for three years since she bought the property from him. He’d leased the spot as an art gallery, but she’d wanted more, a shop, a jewelry boutique. But she had liked that he was settled and somewhat established even if he was tired of the day to day and wanted something else.

Strange. He’d just sort of stayed on.

He was the same height as she, had that distinguished, gray-templed dark hair and character-lined male face that could fall anywhere between forty and sixty. His eyes were sharp hazel.

If she were guessing, she’d have to say almost fifty. Maybe a couple years older.

"What?" His salt and peppered brows beetled.

"Oh, um...." Reya shook her head. "You look nice today."

He flashed her a smile full of charm and the hint of the devil. "Black and beige are my colors, I’ve always said."

"How old are you?"

"Is that a come on?"

"Charles."

"Fifty-two." He straightened one of the black velvet busts that held a strand of citrine and topaz, wrapped and linked in bronze. He licked his lips. "Care to go out to dinner with a fifty-two-year-old?"

If she were what she appeared, the man was old enough to be her father. But then things were never what they appeared to be.

She grinned and ran a hand down her tunic jacket. "I’ll think about it."

The bell above the door chimed and energy tingled along her skin. She knew without turning around who stood there. Like a bolt of lightning, electricity arced through her, shooting from her head, swimming along her nerves, twisting her gut to pool at the base of her spine.

Reya swayed and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. And she smelled him.

Slowly, she turned. He stood there in his starched Wrangler jeans, boots and button down, a gun clipped to his belt along with a badge. His black hair a bit longer than most, just grazing the top of his collar. His face was still the same, not too narrow, nor wide or blunted. It was a strong face, chiseled with sharp angles and lines. The dark of his eyes shimmered beneath harsh slashes of brows as his gaze met hers, and she couldn’t help running a look down the long, lean lines of him. His corded neck, tanned and swarthy as always peeked out at her from his collar. His chest was as wide as she remembered and those hands, those hands. She wiped her damp palms on her thighs. Long fingered and deceptively elegant, she remembered how his fingers had grazed over her body. Her eyes rose back to his, noticed everything about him was the same, even the way one brow seemed to arch more than the other.

She sighed again.

"Hello, Reya."

  

  

  

Chapter Two

  

Craigen stood in the doorway, tucked his shades in the vee of his shirt and watched as she schooled her features.

So controlled was Ms. Reya Lynx, owner of Horizons Gallery.

She licked her full lips and he ran his gaze over her. No one had changed more, and yet, changed less than Reya. She still favored long flowing lines of clothes, and they worked well on her willowy frame. Today she wore a dark blue tunic and pants suit, sleeveless he could easily see the muscles of her arms. A long pendant hung down and glinted in the sunlight. The stone was dark and familiar.

He grinned as he stared it, watched her fist it in her hand before he let his gaze run back up to meet her eyes and let her know he remembered.

Her eyes narrowed.

Apparently, she remembered as well.

He chuckled. "Been awhile."

"I’ve been here three years."

So she had. And they had steered the hell away from the other.

He frowned when he realized he was actually, on some level, happy to see the woman. The energy that always followed her, followed them, flowed around the room and over his skin. He took a deep breath and smelled the shampoo he knew she still made herself with rosemary, flowers and a hint of citrus. Some light as air perfume that was new. And yet under both was the smell that would always and forever be Reya to him. No other woman, or being, was like her. It was a smell as sultry as the night and just as elusive as moonlight.

Her stubborn jaw jutted out and he knew the frown between her brows would be next. That one there that caused a slight crinkle in the bridge of her nose.

God, he’d missed her.

"Charles Carpenter, please meet an old … friend, Lorenzo Craigen." Her voice could still melt the ice off the Sangre de Cristos or charm a single flake from the fallen snow. It was sultry, smooth, yet just a bit throaty.

His gut tightened and he took another deep breath.

She grinned, glanced down, then back up to meet his eyes. He didn’t miss the challenge in the pale depths of hers--a color somewhere between smoke and sky.

An image of what they had looked like clouded with passion jolted through his brain, and he slammed the door shut on that one.

He turned to the man she’d introduced him to. Charles Carpenter. He knew of Carpenter. The man had owned the shop when it was Deep Cave Galleries. Hell, all Taos needed was another gallery. The streets were lined with the damn things. Art--or in his opinion, in some cases, what was supposed to pass as art--sculpture, paintings, clothing, crafts. Junk, in his opinion. Whatever. Once the art was stuck in a place and the locals slapped a gallery sign in the front window … ta-da. And it worked. More tourists stopped in and would pay some god-awful, hocked up price for merchandise in a gallery.

His gaze roamed around this shop and he had to admit it actually had an artistic feel to it. Horizons was known for its handcrafted and one of a kind jewelry pieces that the people with too much money and time didn’t bat at eye at buying.

Chunks of crystals and rocks glittered in display cases along with bracelets, necklaces, pendants, rings … the shimmering went on, contrasting against the dark velvet back drops. Or in one case, sand. Black sand created a bed for the hammered bronze jewelry. Bracelets? No arm bands and maybe a torc, pendant, and rings.

Craigen cleared his throat and looked back at the former owner of the shop and gave the man a bare nod.

He caught the slight rueful look Charles tossed to Reya before the man said, "I’ll be in the back with Mica." He patted her shoulder as he walked by.

The movement didn’t really bother Craigen. Not really. They weren’t together. He’d know if they were.

When they were alone again, Craigen shoved his hands in his pockets. "Nice place you have here."

Reya shrugged one elegant shoulder and turned her back to him, reaching into the solitary display case with black sand and rearranging the ornaments inside.

"It’s good to see you."

Her eyes rose to his, her gaze tumulus beneath her lashes. He could all but see the anger swirling tighter and tighter around her. But then, like elusive smoke, it streamed away.

He grinned. "You’ve gotten even better."

Her incredible eyes narrowed at the edges. "Some of us always had control of our urges."

Definitely still angry.

To defend or deflect? Neither. Ignorance. His boots clicked across the hardwood floor and he laid a picture of a bracelet before her. "Seen this?"

She dropped her gaze from his to pull the photo across the glass surface towards her. A frown settled over her features.

"Wolf Moon." She looked back up at him. "We sold the first several so quickly, and the demand was in, that it is one of the few things we keep in stock. Thankfully, the artist is agreeable to that venue versus a one time creation like most of the pieces we feature here."

Craigen leaned over the display case and trapped her gaze with his. "Would the artist have a name?"

"That’s confidential, unless the artist deems otherwise and this one hasn’t," she said softly.

His gaze dropped to her lips. "Maybe not, but I know you could persuade them to help us out. Especially since we’re dealing with murder."

One brow arched. "Isn’t it always?" She tilted her head and studied him. "What’s this all about?"

"Murder."

"No, there have been others before this. Why are you here?"

Was she fishing for a compliment? "The girl was wearing a bracelet, as you notice, that you carry. Her roommate works for you. Seems here would be a good place to start."

"True. So what is the poor girl’s name?"

"Tanna Barvendez. Heard of her?"

She looked at the picture, reached out, traced the bracelet with her nail. "No. Not until this morning. Mica called hysterical and I rushed over and learned her roommate had been killed."

He grabbed the photo up and tucked it into his breast pocket. "She here?"

"Mica? Yeah." Reya nodded and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, motioning to the doorway behind the counter. "She’s in back. She mentioned the police might want to talk to her again."

He shifted his gaze to the doorway. "We didn’t get a lot out of her this morning."

Her hand skimmed across his. Just the barest of touches, a glance of her skin on his skin, but it felt like a sucker punch to his system. She quickly drew her hand away.

To hell with this. "Reya, we need to talk. It’s important."

"Isn’t it always with you?"

Looking straight into her eyes, he said. "This was Sael’s work."

She paled and swayed slightly, slamming a hand down on the display case that still separated them.

Craigen reached out and grabbed her hand. "I won’t let him get near you."

She shook her head, her breathing shallow. Dark shadows danced in her eyes, widening the pupil.

"Reya," he snapped.

She swallowed, licked her lips, and then cleared her throat. "Y-you’re wrong. You have to be. You--"

"I hope I am."

Her eyes rose back to his, and at any other time he might have been amused at the fact she was trying to hide her fear from him.

"He won’t hurt you. I swear it."

A slight tremor ran through her.

"Sael?" She shook her head. "It can’t be. He’s dead. What…?" She ran a hand through her hair. "Where … why?"

"Reya, look at me." He tightened his hold on her hand until she complied. "Did I let you down before?"

She blinked. "With Sael?"

He bit down. "Yes, with Sael."

"No, no, you didn’t let me down about that."

Craigen took a deep breath. "We’ve both made mistakes."

And they had, both proud, both hurt, both refusing to budge.

She swallowed and waved her other hand. "I know. I know, I can be petty."

"And selfish, but you’re still the prettiest damn woman I’ve ever laid eyes on."

A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth and he wanted it to reach her eyes.

"At least I’m not arrogant, rude and a dozen other things." She linked her fingers with his.

"Reya, we have to talk."

This time instead of arguing with him, she nodded.

Relief loosened the muscles in his neck. "Good. First, I need to talk to Mica for a bit. I’ve several calls to make, leads to track down and then maybe this evening we can get together. How about tonight?"

Again she only nodded.

He turned, heading to the doorway she’d pointed to earlier. "I’ll be in the back talking to Mica if you need me. Be careful."

Craigen was almost at the doorway when he heard her.

"He swore … do you remember, Lo? Sael swore we’d both pay. I can still see his eyes, all golden, hating me...." She trailed off.

Lorenzo Craigen took a deep breath. It had been a long time since she’d called him Lo. That more than anything told him how rattled she really was, even if he could see she was still too pale, her eyes too shadowed. He regretted that this--murder, Sael--is what bought him into her gallery today.

He turned back, knowing that if he saw Sael now, he’d just kill him and be done with it, and this time he’d make damn certain the bastard was dead.

"Lo?"

"Yeah?"

"He’s mine this time." She turned and faced him and he inwardly swore at the determination fueled by rage in her eyes. "This time I take back my own."

Without answering her, he turned and walked away. He’d almost lost her before and no matter what lay, or didn’t, between them, he’d be damned if he came even close to losing her like that again.

No matter what she wanted.

  

  

  

Chapter Three

  

The late summer evening was slow to give up the light. It was almost nine and still enough daylight that the lighted lanterns on the tables didn’t do much to cast more glow than the fading sun. The little black iron tables made for cozy eating, the setting sun, a nice romantic backdrop.

She sincerely hoped that had not been his plan this eve.

Reya studied the man across from her and wished her pulse didn’t still kick up when he looked at her like that, straight on as though he could see all the way to her soul. But with Lorenzo, that was normally how he was. Straight on, no lies.

Which was why she was still so pissed at him.

He’d lied to her.

The waitress brought them a bowl of thin crispy tortilla chips, a small mortar of salsa and took their drink orders.

Reya wanted the house margarita. If she was dining with Lo, she knew she’d need all the help she could get to calm her nerves. He, as usual, just ordered water.

"What?" he asked as the waitress walked away.

"I’m here, so talk."

He merely picked up a chip, dunked it and said, "Still so blunt." The chip crunched in his mouth. "You look great, by the way."

She ran a hand over her thigh, the silky material of her sundress reminding her how she’d stressed over what the hell to wear. "Thank you, but you already told me that."

One side of his mouth lifted on a grin and her stomach tightened. This man was the only one in history that kept her tied in knots every time she was around him. Even before when they’d been together, so long ago it seemed, yet like yesterday.

A wicked gleam danced in his eyes. "I did, yes, but it was either tell you, you looked great again, or...." He leaned closer to her, his dark eyes dropping to her mouth.

She pulled her bottom lip in. "Or?"

His gaze ran from her mouth, to her chest, down to her thighs, and with him this close, she could feel the heat of his breath.

"Or tell you that I’d really rather take you back to my place, the moonlight shining through the windows, that silky dress on the floor and you on my bed," he said, his voice low and gruff. "I figured you’d rather hear that you looked great."

His eyes rose back up to clash with hers.

"Why does it have to be your place?" Where the hell did that come from?

He grinned, his eyes crinkling at the edges. "Because I want to claim you."

Her breath whooshed out. Lorenzo Craigen would only break her heart again if she let him. He was the only man who had that power, and she’d be damned if she gave it to him again.

"I won’t hurt you," he whispered.

She leaned back in her chair. "I remember now what I found so aggravating about you. You always tried to read my mind."

"Was that it? And all this time I’ve been worried it was something else."

The waitress arrived with their drinks. After they’d placed their orders, she the spinach and mushroom quesadillas and he some combo plate, they waited to resume the conversation until the waitress left them in peace

"So tell me, Merria, what have you been up to?"

"My name is Reya."

"You just shortened it and changed the spelling. You’ll always be Merria to many, though I do wonder where you came up with the nickname." His eyes danced in the fading light.

He knew damn well where she’d come up with it, he’d given it to her. And why had she picked that name?

His smile slowly faded. "I’ve missed you."

Instead of agreeing the truth of that statement, she looked down and took a drink of her lime and tequila. Their time had come and passed long ago. It would be nice to get some of it back. Not that she’d let him know that. She looked back up and again her stomach tightened at that intense look.

"Why’d you come back here?" he asked, eating another chip.

"I thought it time to come home." And it had been. Little did she know that he had come home as well, only days before her own arrival. They’d met at the local grocer and shocked the hell out of each other. After that, they’d kept their distance.

"Do you like your job?" she ventured.

"Do you like yours?" he countered.

"Yes, I love the gallery. It’s one of the few things I’ve done that I’ve felt I’m where I’m supposed to be." She twirled her straw between her fingers. "I haven’t felt that way in a long, long time."

His hand reached across and lay atop the hand she had on the table. "You’ve always been talented and I could always see you doing something artistic like this. You do belong here."

Sensing the dark currents that threatened the evening, rising from the past, she tried to lighten the mood. "You’re just trying to butter me up so later when you beg me to go back to your place, I won’t put up a fight."

For a moment, she thought he would say something else, as a chill seemed to emanate from him, a muscle ticked in his jaw. Lo took a deep breath and then grinned, but this time it didn’t reach his eyes. "It won’t be me begging, Reya, it’ll be you."

"That sounds almost like a threat."

His hand squeezed hers. "I’d never threaten you. That was a promise." He gave her hand another squeeze and leaned back. "So tell me more about yourself."

"I want to hear about you."

"You know me and what I do. I’m a cop."

And always short on words about himself. Some things would never change. This evening he had on another pair of jeans, starched like the first, a beige cotton button down and a brown leather jacket. All the man needed was jeans and boots and somehow he could dress them up and down and it aggravated her that she’d probably taken a lot longer to get ready than he did. She took a deep breath and smelled his expensive cologne, woodsy with a hint of spice and under that heady, tempting fragrance, was Lorenzo. Reya shook her head.

"Why jewelry?"

She grinned and leaned up on her elbows. "Because I’ve always liked pretty sparkling things and I’m vain enough to admit that I love the thought of being surrounded by them."

His gaze raked over her. "Yet you don’t wear more than the basics and yours never sparkle. And you’re not vain."

He would be one of the only ones that ever saw through that front. She shrugged. "I wanted to come home and I wanted to do something. I had some experience in Italy with jewelry and I decided I wanted to do that. I helped run a shop out in San Francisco and knew that’s what I wanted to do here. But I didn’t want the average or lots of new age. I wanted something that blended them, but definitely had the feel of the American Southwest. I only take artists from New Mexico, Texas, Utah, Arizona, Colorado and Nevada. Though there are two from California and one from Montana, but normally, it’s just the surrounding states."

They talked until their food came, during dinner, through the desert of fried plantains. She told him of artists of dreams, how they were working on updating their online catalogue and acquire new clients online.

Lo watched her talk, the way her hands moved, the way the low light caught with a dull sheen on the wide silver bracelet she wore, the way it winked from the dark black stone of her pendant.

The pendant he’d given her still hung around her neck, between her breasts. Her eyes might glare at him, and he knew she might never fully trust him again, not like she had once upon a time, but she still felt something for him. She still wore the damn pendant. He remembered the little jeweler from the shop in Spain.

Shaking off the memories of the past, he focused on what she was saying. "I want another drink."

He motioned to the waitress. Other tables had already seen their share of diners come and go, but they’d stayed, talking more than eating and she’d already had three margaritas. Not that he really cared. But she’d never been one to drink and when she did, it didn’t take much for her to get wasted. He wondered what she was trying to get away from.

Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright with the tequila and whatever other poison, probably triple sec, they mixed in their margaritas. "So glum. Why so serious? You were always so serious, Lorenzo Craigen."

"And you were always laughing."

She waved a hand. "That was before." Plopping her chin on her fist, she asked. "So why a cop?"

"Can you honestly see me as a banker?"

She chuckled and the sound pulled a smile from him. Definitely enough drinks.

"Nope. Though you’re driven enough you could have your own business again, just like before." She leaned over as if to whisper something and he couldn’t help but glance to the vee of her dress and admire the view of her cleavage. He slowly ran his gaze up, noting the pound of her pulse in her neck, the way her collarbone dipped and curved, the way the candle light made her appear even more beautiful.

Without thinking, he reached over, his hand curving around the back of her neck, to tangle in the silkiness of her upswept hair. He leaned towards her. Stopping just shy of laying his lips on hers, he looked in her eyes, saw the excitement and the want there. Smiling, he kissed her. Her lips were as soft beneath his as he remembered. And she still tasted of cool desert evenings and warm sun drenched mornings.

Her lips parted beneath his and he tilted his head, deepening the kiss. Reya swayed, her hand gripping his thigh to stay upright.

It was she who pulled back, and the fact they were in public was the only reason he let her. She licked her lips, her eyes staring at his mouth as she whispered, "I wish you would have stayed away."

Lorenzo tightened the hand at her nape. "We don’t always get what we wish for."

He jerked her to him and kissed her like he wanted to, felt his inner soul claw to get out. The damn woman would make him forget his own head. Abruptly, he jerked back. He ran his hand from her neck, over her shoulder, down the bare inside of her arm and felt her shiver as she watched him. "We’re leaving."

He tossed enough bills on the table to cover the meal and drinks, nodded to the waitress as they made their way off the little patio and to his Dodge pickup truck.

"Boys and toys," she muttered.

"And how the hell practical is a damn Beemer when the roads are covered in ice and the ground in snow?"

She walked with him to the driver’s side and climbed in, sliding over to the middle seat and straddling the stick shift.

He started to tell her to move over and buckle up, but to hell with it. He climbed in after her, his truck rumbling to life. He shifted the truck into reverse and couldn’t help but notice how his hand grazed the inside of her thigh, and with that damn flirty little skirt, it didn’t do much to help him out.

Lo cursed as he turned the truck out of the parking lot and pulled onto the highway.

"I don’t want to go home yet," her voice was lower than normal. "I want to see where you live."

Yeah, he’d make it through this night. He had no intention of sleeping with her tonight. None. They had things to talk about. Important things to plan. Not … not.... Well, damn. He hadn’t planned on getting her in his bed, not that he would have argued.... Damn it, if Reya didn’t still twist him up into freaking knots.

The memory of what it was like to be inside her, to have her lithe limbs tangled around him as she came apart in his arms shattered through his well meant plans. He reached over and flipped the stereo on, punching the scan button on the radio. It landed on a cultural station.

"I should take you home," he said through his teeth as he shifted again, his hand once again grazing a thigh. Again and the gear shift, and his hand was all too close to the heat of her, tangling memories with reality.

Her hand on his thigh tightened as she leaned over and nipped his ear. "I said I don’t want to go home, Lo."

When they were on open highway, he rested his hand on her thigh, the skirt bunched up so that bare skin met his.

He stared at the highway and tried not to think about what lay a few inches from his fingers.

The ride to his home outside of town flew by in a blur. His sprawling one story adobe house sat a couple miles off the highway at the base of the Sangre de Cristos on a hundred acre ranch. Not that he had time to ranch, though he did keep a couple horses in the barn for when he felt like riding.

Like now.

But it wasn’t his horses he wanted to ride all damn night long.

He had to lift his hand from her leg to downshift as he turned into his drive. His lights cut across the deep porch with the rockers and a swing.

"Nice place you have here. I’m impressed, if not surprised."

Spanish guitar music played low and slow on the radio, a seduction of sound. Lorenzo could no more stop himself from kissing her again than he could the rise of the moon.

She shifted in the seat, facing him more. His hands cupped her face as he kissed her slow and deep before retreating to tease her lips with his tongue.

His hand ran down her neck, over her chest, to slip between the vee of her dress. His other hand found the hem of her little skirt. Warm, hot skin met his as he felt the curve of her breast with his other hand. Her soft inner thigh tightened at his touch and he grinned at the bunch of muscle beneath his hand.

Her mouth opened and she tilted her head, her hand grazing his thigh in long strokes.

He could feel the heat of her on his hand and he wasn’t even at her center yet. She moaned in her throat and he jerked back, his heart slamming in his chest, his skin prickling with desire. His other half wanting her other being.

They were connected in more ways than one. She was his mate. He’d known it. All along he’d known it and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it until now. He’d known the minute she made plans to move back and had come home himself.

Looking into her eyes, well aware of where her hand rested, the fact that he could take her here and now, he said, "Let’s go inside."

She smiled, slow and catlike. "I was hoping you’d say that."

Lo helped her out of the truck and hurried into his house, unlocking the back door. They stood in the dark of the kitchen, the full bright moon shining down through the window to bathe them in white light.

For so long he’d kept control of his inner self, his emotions, but now all threatened to rip him to shreds. He’d conquered shifting so that he only changed when he needed to, and not when the beast itself wanted to, or when the moon wanted him to.

He was a werecat. His pride of lions lived here in Northern New Mexico and southern Colorado. Mountain lions when they could no longer be humans.

Reya’s eyes glowed.

"Not yet," he whispered.

She smiled and pulled him to her, backing up to the counter, even as she kissed him. He felt the need in her, heard it in her breaths, saw it in the furious beat of her pulse in her throat.

He leaned in and nipped her neck as she tilted her head to the side. At the counter, she stopped. Lo picked her up and set her on it, nudging her knees apart to step between them. He felt her wiggle her feet against his legs, her sandals clattering to the floor.

"I want you, Lo," she gasped as he unbuttoned one button and then another.

He stopped. "Do you?"

"Yes."

"Why?" He hooked his finger beneath the lace edge of her bra and flicked it over the center of her breast.

Her breath shuddered out.

Lo ravaged her mouth, his hand kneading her breasts even as she scooted closer to the edge of the counter. He pushed the cups of her bra down so that he bared her, her breasts pushed up high for his touch, for his mouth. He kissed her neck, down over her collar bone. Her hands fisted in his hair. He kissed one breast, laved it and pulled the center in his mouth. She moaned low and deep, jerked his head up so that she could kiss him.

Her kiss met his, hot and wet, demanding and taking.

His hand slowly traced patterns on her inner thigh. He grazed his fingers over her center, bands tightening around his chest as he noted she was already as wet as he’d known she would be. She shuddered in his arms, her mouth ravaging his.

"Easy," he whispered.

"It’s been too long." Her hands fisted in his hair. "I don’t want easy."

He slipped one finger under the edge of her panties and watched her eyes widen, watched the change begin as her pupils grew, the irises glowing a dark blue through black. God she was beautiful, and hot and still so damn responsive.

He ripped the flimsy lace away from her. She gasped, her eyes starting to change. Lo grinned as he traced her center in long sure strokes with his thumbs, staying away from the one point he knew would shatter her.

"Please, Lo. Please." She muttered in their forgotten language.

He smiled. It wasn’t simple need in her voice, or her face … it was more.

Still watching her, he slid his fingers deep inside, closing his eyes at the hot, wet feel of her. Even better than he remembered.

She moaned, and he opened his eyes to see her close her eyes and throw her head back, exposing the long length of her neck. There was something very arousing about the fact that she was half undressed and vulnerable while he was fully clothed. He leaned forwards and kissed the column even as he worked his fingers, deeper and faster, shallow and slow until she was begging. She smelled of dark promises and still tasted of heady pleasures.

"Please, please, Lo. Oh, yes … right...."

He barely pressed the hidden buddle of nerves and watched, felt as she shattered in his arms, her inner muscles vising around his fingers and he wished to hell he was buried as deeply inside her.

She purred as she fell against his shoulder, her tongue licking his neck. Lo picked her up, carried her to his bedroom and knew that unless she was sober, he wasn’t about to give in to his own wants. There would be no excuse she could hurl at him tomorrow morning. When they came together again, it would be because they were both lucid and wanting it.

He laid her on his four poster, pine bed, watched as she cuddled into the pillows. "Join me," she whispered.

Carefully, he unbuttoned her dress all the way down the center. Leaning over, he kissed her deeply as he tossed the dress aside and pulled her bra off her arms, laying it on the nightstand. Her hands came up and started on the buttons of his shirt. Lo, gently circled her wrists, pulling back and ending his kiss.

"In a minute." He kissed her again and stood. He covered her with his quilt, watched as she snuggled deeper into his bed, the soft sound of a purr rumbling in the room.

"Hurry," she said, her voice heavy with sleep and desire.

She never could drink and not fall asleep. He grinned and walked back to the kitchen, checking all the doors and windows.

He stood in the living room looking out across the wide expanse of plain, watching the headlights of distant cars on the highway speed towards and away from Taos. The cluster of lights from the town slowly trickled out to his ranch and beyond. The dark shadow of Rio Grande Gorge snaked across the silvery landscape.

He watched as a shadow shifted, walking down his road, followed by another. He narrowed his gaze, listened carefully and knew.

Kade and Darrell. He wanted to know if they’d found out anything. Another shadow moved out by the barn. He stood there waiting until he knew … Dena. Well, she was probably pissed, but it was hardly his fault if she wanted him. He’d told her no. She’d just have to live with the fact that Reya was here. And his.

While he waited for his cats to come to him, he opened the sliding door, heard the rustle of the wind as it wove across the vast basin. He’d always liked the fact he could hear the wind before it ever reached him. There were few places it did that. New Mexico was one of them. He could still remember the smell of it as it had been in his childhood long, long ago in Chaco Canyon, the way he could smell rain on the air hours before the storm would come rumbling down the prairie.

Even then there had been an enemy. And now?

Somewhere out there, the enemy waited again.

  

  

  

Chapter Four

  

The Chosen looked around at the group gathered. Some were still in their human form, others in the form of their animals. There were wolves and coyotes alike. Hunters and scavengers.

The Chosen wished the blood was still pure, still untainted, still pure wolf, but things and time changed one’s perspective. When the cause was large enough, alliances could be born in hell.

After all, needs want when the devil drives. Though, the devil was a very subjective thing. No doubt evil existed, but The Chosen had never met the Christian’s devil, though evil could easily be touched.

The amusing thing was that so many often never realized they were in contact with that which they so abhorred. They liked their scary movies, their ghost stories, the idea that something might go bump in the night, but they never truly wanted to be faced with it.

The Chosen smiled while listening to the others talk, their whispers filling the air and twining with the pine smoke from the fire. The sound of the brook gurgled through the night. The Chosen rose, pulling the jacket tighter around its frame. A storm was rising, building to the west. The smell of rain and chill hung in the star studded night. Pine and aspens speared up, black against the midnight sky, their shadows long on the silvery moonlit ground.

"Why are we here?" one of the members asked. Avis was the newest of the group and the most outspoken, but without a doubt the most eager to prove himself.

The Chosen waved him down, noted the tattoo on Avis wrist in the sign of the wolf moon. Perhaps that had been a mistake, asking everyone who signed, who joined to receive the mark of their order. The mark of the wolf.

The werecoyotes rumbled amongst themselves. They were merely the expendable. The trace, if it were found, would lead mostly to them. The tattoos, the groundwork, even this meeting place.

Legend told how the coyote had closed the sipapus of the ancients, closing the doorways between the underworlds and this so that only the kachinas could pass through. The Chosen had no idea if that were true or not, nor did the Chosen care.

Right now the reason for the unorthodox alliance with the coyotes had nothing to do with the old legends and everything to do with a carefully laid plan. By the time The Chosen was finished here in the Four Corner’s region, the Prides and their orders would no longer be an issue and neither would these mangy werecoyotes or their packs.

And it would again be The Chosen’s rule, the time of the wolf.

  

  

  

Chapter Five

  

Merria of the Water walked out of their house and carefully climbed down the ladder to the ground. The pueblo was dark and the packed dirt hard under her feet. She could hear the gentle lap of the Sacred Blue Lake as it met the shore. She looked up at the night shrouded mountains. The smell of pine tingled in her nose, mixed with the smoke from the fires.

Chants floated heavy and elusive on the air. The men were in the kiva. This was a time of special meetings.

The baby, Little Moon, cried out and Merria bounced her on her hip, holding the water jar in her other hand. She’d learned to do things with Little Moon, she had to be resourceful. The water jar was tied to her waist. She had made a plug out of a pine branch to fit in the top so that she would be able to carry water and the baby both up the ladder.

At the edge of the lake, she leaned down and filled the jar up. The water was cool, the moon, full and bright, shimmered on the waves.

The drums beat from deep in the kiva, and she felt the vibrations through the ground, watched as the water trembled.

Little Moon cried again, but Merria set her daughter down and hurried to fill the water jug.

Then she heard it.

A low growl.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood, her arms prickling with dread as the sound graveled across the night.

She jerked to look to the right.

Another sound from the left.

She carefully stood, gathered Little Moon to her, trying to quiet the child’s cries. Looking one way, then the other, she slowly backed up the path away from the sacred waters. She should not have come out this night, but she’d been so busy with the baby before, she hadn’t had time to gather the water. She had thought there would be enough.

She should have waited until morning.

"Reya," her husband had told her, "do not go out after dark. The elders have been talking… there are things...." He’d shaken his head.

"Lorenzo," she whispered. Why hadn’t she demanded he tell her? She knew of things in the night. She was one of them. He was one of them. Their child was a child that should not have been by all legends, but Little Moon was.

She held the child tight to her as she came to the edge of the trees.

The growls seemed to whisper along the ground at her feet, building and building.

The drums from the kiva beat faster, harder, louder.

Chants rose on the air. Fear slithered across her.

Please, please let her get her daughter to safety.

Merria turned and ran....

The animal leapt from the side of the brush, knocking her off her feet, and she felt Little Moon fly from her arms.

"No!" she screamed, her anger and rage summoning her beast with such a power, pain knifed through her. She had not changed form in many, many moons. While she carried their child, while she nursed their babe still.

Merria whirled, slashing at what attacked her. A yell, part human, part howl, rent the air.

Little Moon was crying, crying, crying.

She whirled, ready to fight whomever she must.

Another wolf, larger than most, picked her child up.

"No...." she pleaded. "Please. I’ll do anything. Anything … not my child. Please."

The wolf slowly changed back into the man he was. And she gasped, fear twisting her gut.

Sael. The black shaman. He had left her for dead long before, when her people had lived in the Canyon. His face was pale in the moonlight, his eyes as black as his soul and the magic he practiced.

And now?

"Sael?"

He tsked. "You left."

She had. He had taken her then, given her to Chinu, the leader of the Lynx. And he had turned her. Why?

Little Moon was crying. The shrill noises building and echoing in the woods, bouncing off the water.

"Do you hate me still?" she asked, licking her lips. She tried to step forward, but others slinked nearer, growling low in their throats, their fur standing on end.

Lorenzo! She screamed in her mind.

"You were to be mine," he said, in that slow, smooth voice that was as dark and flat as the Coyote’s eyes. "Not the other’s."

And he’d punished her husband then too. Giving Lo to the Chief of the Lions of the Mountains. It had taken them so long to find each other again.

And now … now here was the man who had wanted her, and who she had always loathed.

Little Moon cried again, even louder. Panicked the baby gasped for breath before letting loose another shrill cry.

Merria held her hands out, begging. "I will be. Now."

"Now is too late." With no warning, he tossed Little Moon aside. Her child fell onto the rocks with a sickening snap.

"Nooooooooo!" She ran forwards and they let her pass, one nipping her heel.

Merria fell to her knees, picked her baby up. A wound cut across the child’s temple, matting the dark hair, blood trickling down the side.

The child was still, silent, not breathing.

"No. No. NO!!!!!" Tears fell from her eyes and she gently placed a kiss on her daughter’s cheek before laying her down. Pain ripping out her heart. A stick lay to the side of her baby.

"No!" Rage like no other clawed through her as she turned and let loose all her fury, all her power. Lightning flashed, wind roared down the mountain.

"Reya!" someone called.

"I will hate you for as long as the moon hangs in the sky!" She pulled her arm back to sink deep into Sael’s cold heart, but something slammed into her side and the world faded.

She heard Lorenzo’s roar, but blackness closed over her as she felt herself being lifted and smelt, not her husband’s scent, but that of Sael.

 

* * * *

 

Reya opened her eyes and realized she was crying. The dream. She closed her eyes again and wished to be there, she wanted to smell Little Moon, the child she had not held in almost a thousand years. That child that could still wake her in the night with the ghost cry. The child of her womb and Lo’s seed.

No. No. She was not going to allow that black cloud of depression to sweep over her.

Yawning, she shoved the dream and its remnants away. Stretching, she turned her head into the pillow and breathed deep, the sheets gliding against her skin … her naked skin....

Lorenzo.

She rolled over, reaching across the bed....

It was cold.

She sat up, shoved her hair out of her eyes and looked around. She was naked. Memories from the night before, the ride, the truck, the kitchen … she buried her face in her hands. Oh, God, the kitchen. Reya flopped back against the pillows and stared at the ceiling.

What was worse? The fact she’d begged a man she didn’t know if she loved or hated? Or that he gave her passion, yet didn’t take any in return?

She frowned and stared at the tall stucco ceiling, the large wooden beams cutting across it, offering no suggestions.

Smooth, real freaking smooth. She hadn’t spoken with the man in more years than she cared to count … what? A hundred? Two? She’d seen him off and on through the years, but they’d never again spoken. Not after the last tangle with Sael. Sael....

Nausea greased her stomach and she shoved it aside.

Think of Lorenzo and talking to him again.

Well, they were speaking now. And here she’d begged him to make love to her. Her blood warmed, hummed through her veins at the memory. His hands were still the same, firm, yet gentle, demanding and offering protection yet no quarter to allow her to keep something from him.

He had that power over her. Only Lorenzo had ever had that power over her. She’d had sex with other men since their parting, but none … no one had ever made her heart skitter, her stomach flip at the simple look at him.

Tears pricked the backs of her eyes and she flung her arm over her face. Things should have been so damn different, but they weren’t. And there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it. Not a damn thing.

Sael had ripped them apart and now he had bought them back together?

It seemed too clichéd, but there were clichés for a reason.

Sael....

Fear slithered through her at the mere thought of the evil man. What he’d done, all he’d stolen....

And yet, she and Lo kept meeting up and every time she believed that this time, this time would be different and Sael wouldn’t win, everything changed and her world would be shattered.

Like the last time. She actually believed that Sael had died, she learned that Lorenzo--then known as Lucian--had tracked the werewolf to a mountain village in France. And he had killed him, slowly, taking his revenge for all the man had ever stolen from them. She had been allowed to watch some, but then Lorenzo had ordered her from the room and Darrell had carted her off. She’d been angry and run, too many emotions and no way to release them. She’d returned later, to Paris, to Lorenzo only to find him shacked up with a blonde countess.

Anger shimmered through her. It didn’t matter. It was all in the past. Live and let live, as the old saying went. She’d almost shifted that day in that town house, but Lorenzo had stopped her and it was a good thing, she would have easily killed the poor countess. After that, she didn’t speak to Lo again.

But he’d killed Sael. Lo had killed their enemy. She had heard the story later from Darrell.

She sat up. Sael had to be dead. Lorenzo would never have lied to her about that. Never about that. He had sworn if it took him all his lives, he would hunt the man and kill him.

So what if they were wrong? Who would commit heinous acts, so similar to Sael, in this town, now that both she and Lo were here?

Shaking off the thoughts, she crawled out of bed, and pulled her bra and dress on, looking around for her shoes.

The thick robust smell of coffee filled the air. The bedroom door was shut. She quickly used Lo’s bathroom, admiring the terracotta tiled floors, the deep inset tub. Reya washed her face and used his mouthwash and toothbrush.

The man had always been so meticulously organized and some things would never change.

She opened the solid pine door and walked down the hall, her feet cold on the tile floors, noting things she’d missed the night before. The beautiful southwest artwork on the walls. In the living room, above the fireplace hung a painting.

Reya halted, her pulse slowing, the oils drawing her closer.

She’d seen this in the window of one of the galleries when she’d first moved back here. She’d decided to do something else and then go back to purchase the painting. But when she’d gotten back, it was gone. She’d tried to find out who had bought it, who the artist was, but the gallery owner wouldn’t give her a name.

It was what would be considered folk art of the native southwest. It was a picture of a village in the mountains here, pines around, the pueblos almost orange in the fading sun. The sky washed in colors blending from the lightest pinks to deep purple to blazing orange. A mother stood looking towards the water, the wind blowing a strand from her braid across her neck. And in her arms, she held a child.

Reya had wanted it for the simple reason that the child looked like Little Moon and perhaps the woman looked a bit like herself. It was a heartbreakingly familiar painting that had called to her then and called to her now.

Her heart ached. And on top of that damn nightmare, she couldn’t help the despair that rose up at the poignant, lifelike painting.

"Well, it’s about time you woke up."

Reya whirled at the voice from the kitchen. And there stood an old friend. Darrell Hawkins, still tall and sinewy, reminded her of the aspens. Dark hair, swarthy skin and brown eyes that held the devil’s own mischief. He grinned that crooked cocky grin at her and Reya felt herself smiling back.

"What are you doing here?" she asked, walking to the kitchen.

"Following orders. I was about to wake you because the big man knew you’d want to go home and change first."

Relief warred with a large dose of disappointment at the fact Lorenzo wasn’t here. Reaching for the coffee mug Darrell handed her, she asked, "Where’s he at?"

She saw it, the shuttering of the gaze, the way he blanked his features and she felt the wall he threw up between them.

"He got called out late last night, early this morning."

She looked out of the large picture window that gave her the Sangre de Cristos at dawn. "There was another murder wasn’t there?"

Darrell shrugged. "I have no idea, I just followed orders."

She snorted. "You know every damn thing that ever goes on." She took a gulp of the coffee and glanced at the clock, she really had to get going.

"You ready?" he asked her.

"Yeah, I’ve got to go change clothes." And get to the shop and figure out what the hell she was doing.

"Cool, can I watch?"

Reya tossed the rest of her coffee on Darrell. "Shut up, Darrell."

He grinned and wiggled his brows. "Now we both have to change."

"My God, what have I gotten myself back into?" she asked as they walked out of Lo’s house, Darrell locking up behind them.

He slung is arm over her shoulder and pulled her close. "Come on, babes, you know you missed me."

"Only in your dreams."

  

  

  

Chapter Six

  

Lorenzo was sitting in a conference room with someone from the state bureau of investigations and trying to pay attention.

The newest murder victim was a male, young, early twenties, Caucasian. Five foot ten, blond hair, green eyes and his parents from the Midwest were being notified. Same tattoo as the first and same bracelet. The Wolf Moon.

The fact that the jewelry came from Horizons was not lost on him. He knew, knew in his gut that it was not a mere coincidence.

And as if his thought pulled the question to light, the Chief of Police asked, "Craigen, what of the jewelry and tattoos? They seem to match."

Lo nodded. "They do. The owner of Horizons Gallery told me it was called Wolf Moon, and one of the few pieces they keep stocked and factory line made. Nothing really special about it. She said she’d talk to the artist and see if he would talk to us, she was also going to go through receipts and see if she could learn if the victim yesterday morning had purchased the bracelet or if someone else did. Hopefully I’ll have a list later today."

Everyone nodded and started to file out. The Chief called him back.

"I don’t like this and I want it wrapped up as soon as possible. Reporters get a hold of this crap and you’ll be hearing rumors of cults and shit. With the festival the town has planned, the mayor will not be happy."

And we’re sorry two young kids died.

"Autopsy and tox screens should be back on the first vic. Get them, I want a brief on my desk before you leave today."

"Yes, sir."

The day just kept improving.

He ran a hand over his face.

"Craigen?"

Lo looked at the Chief. "Yeah?"

"I often get itches that I’m being left out of something." The man’s gray eyes zeroed in on him.

Lorenzo stared back. "And?"

The Chief’s eyes narrowed. "I’ve got that itch now."

No one ever accused the man of being dumb. Smiling, Lo said, "They have medication for that."

With one last hard look, the Chief strode away to his office, hollering at Janice, "Where the hell’s my coffee?"

Janice rolled her eyes and Lorenzo turned and left. Just a pleasant morning all the way around.

Outside, he could hear the traffic over on Camino De La Placitas. He hurried to his truck and breathed deep. Yes, the air foretold of the cold weather to come soon, and the rain with it.

He drove the streets over to Horizons. He didn’t see Reya’s SUV parked out front, but then she’d be the type to use the parking lots over several blocks and walk to work. Darrell better damn well be with her. He didn’t want her alone. Not for one minute.

Bells chimed when he opened the door and stepped into the cool interior of her shop. He saw Darrell sitting behind the counter thumbing through a magazine.

He turned and relief trickled through him at the mere sight of the woman. She stood in the corner helping a customer bedecked in red pants, turquoise boots and screaming red and black shirt. The ensemble was topped off with a turquoise hat. This was what he hated about Taos, the rich or simply dumb tourist who thought they would dress like the ‘locals’ and only ended up looking like complete fools.

Reya on the other hand wore light skinned boots, dark denim jeans that encased her long, lean legs, and a tight fitted, fawn colored vest with crochet work holding the wide strips of leather together and decorating the buttons, hem and collar. Today, again, her arms were bare, the muscles defined even more by the silver armband she wore. And still the pendant hung from around her neck. Today her hair was long and free down her back in one silken black wave.

Her eyes locked with his and a soft smile played her mouth before being replaced by a frown.

Over a thousand years and he had yet to figure the damn woman out. Some might call him slow, but he knew that where females were concerned a man could live forever loving the same one and still find mysteries about her after that many years.

He grinned and walked over to Darrell. "Anymore problems?"

"None."

"Good, keep it that way."

He leaned against the display case at the front, looking through her selection of items and saw nothing that really interested him. Well, he did like the cat pin. But Reya wasn’t a pin wearing kind of woman.

When the fashion bedecked customer paid an unholy amount of money for a pair of earrings and bracelet he sighed in relief and waited for her to leave. The door chimed shut.

" ‘Bout time. How the hell do you sell to people like that?" he asked.

She shrugged. "I am not picky on what they want, or how much they spend as long as they spend in my store. The more the merrier."

A jewelry story owner, he thought.

"Gallery owner," she snapped, reading his thoughts.

He grinned, a rusted laugh chuckling out. "Semantics."

She tapped her fingers, the short nails clicking on the counter as she asked, "Did you need something?"

Lo sighed. "Darrell, go get something to eat and drink, bring something back for Reya."

"I can get my own food, if I wanted any, which I don’t, thank you very much."

Darrell patted her shoulder and leaned close. "Don’t worry, I’ll bring you back another caramel mochachino." He kissed her cheek.

Lo couldn’t stop the growl that purred deep in his throat. He knew about their damn weekend in the Caribbean a century ago and it still pissed the hell out of him.

Darrell grinned. "Oh, boss man, don’t worry, she’s yours. Always has been, always will be."

Lo kept his eyes on Reya, as Darrell walked by, Lo shot his hand out and grabbed his friend by his throat. "Don’t ever kiss her again."

Darrell laughed and ripped free of Lo’s hold. The door chimed behind him.

Arrogant prick.

Reya’s eyes bore into him. "I don’t need a baby sitter."

"No, you don’t."

"Then why has that annoying testosterone jokester been with me since I got up this morning?" She leaned over with her elbows upon the counter. The vest bunched. Unfortunately it was buttoned clear up to her throat.

He reached out and ran a finger down the soft lambskin, watched as his finger grazed over the swell of her breast. "He’s guarding you when I can’t be around." His gaze rose back to her.

"Baby sitter, guard, semantics."

Lo leaned close and said quietly, "You can fight me on any number of things, and most I’d let you win on, but not on this."

Her pale eyes locked with his. He saw the argument building. "I can take care of myself."

"You won’t win."

"You have no say in anything I do anymore, Lorenzo."

His hand snaked out, wrapped around her neck and jerked her half over the counter. Nose to nose he bit out. "Don’t pull that with me. You’re mine. You always have been and you always will be. Better get used to it."

He crushed his mouth to hers, not surprised to feel the heat of her anger, then the waning as she opened her mouth and kissed him back. He slowly released her.

"I’m still mad at you for Paris."

"Yeah, I know, and I’m still pissed at you for the men you’ve slept with since then. I could kill every one of them. Almost killed Darrell." He didn’t think she wanted to hear how he actually had killed two, but they had deserved it after he found out that they were only using her. And one had been a truly sick and twisted bastard. How the hell she’d gotten mixed up with that guy, Lo would never figure out.

Reya sighed. "It’s not going to work, you know."

"What won’t work?"

"Us, together, happily ever after. We’re not created to be that way."

"As I said, you won’t win, you might as well give it up." He straightened and pulled another photo from his pocket. "I need to ask you more questions."

She looked at the enlarged photo of the tattoo, and luckily the there was no way to tell that the person it was attached to had been mauled and mutilated. Beside it he laid the picture of the bracelet.

"The Wolf Moon," she whispered. "This person is dead too, isn’t he?" Her eyes rose to his.

"Yes, a young male."

She nodded, studying the pictures. "I dreamed of Sael last night," she shrugged and added, "this morning. It was that night at the lake."

Her pain rolled off her in a tidal wave and slammed into him. Lo reached over and took her hand. "I’m sorry I wasn’t there to hold you."

She gave him half a grin and shook her head. "The past is the past and can’t be changed."

God if only it could be changed. He’d prayed and begged his own gods when he and Reya had first been separated. He’d thanked similar gods years and years later when he found her again, cursed them still when they’d allowed his family to be taken from him. Centuries later when the Spaniards swept through and converted the area, he’d prayed to the Christian’s God and had found her, had slain his enemy and yet, had still lost Reya again.

But now, here they were, and he’d be damned if he lose her again, in any way.

"I’ll have Darrell bring you out to the house tonight," he said.

"What if I don’t want to…?"

"That’s not the way it works, and you know it. You’ll be there. We need to figure out how to trap Sael." And he wanted to seduce her. The way she’d purred and screamed in his arms spiked through his brain in one hot rush of lust.

Reya looked at the man across from her, knew he’d only grown more powerful through the years. She was a modern independent woman, but part of her had always been his and they came from a different time. She was his to call, she belonged to him, even if they were different. They had bonded before they were turned into shifters, bonded long after they were created and then bore a child together in love, part human, part lynx, and part mountain lion.

"Why?"

"Why what?"

"Why do you want me there? You know it’s been so long you could choose anyone."

Fire lit in the dark of his eyes, his features hardened. "I won’t dignify that stupid question with an answer."

She shrugged. "Fine, I’ll see you tonight."

The door chimed again, and he turned. Charles walked in smiling. "Morning, all. Did you two have a pleasant night?"

Reya glanced at him, then turned to Charles. "Well, the dinner was great, wasn’t it, Lo? But the rest of the evening was rather quiet and unmemorable."

Anger still radiated out of him, but he smiled at Charles. "And when given a remark like that? What’s a man to do other than promise that tonight will never be forgotten?"

With that, he zeroed in on her again, his hands fisted on the display case and said, "Darrell stays. Period. I ordered it."

"I--" She started to say didn’t have to take orders from him. A muscle ticked in his jaw and his pupils were widening. Sighing, she said, "I’ll be leaving here around six or so, probably seven. It’s a Friday night and we’re open later tonight."

"Fine. Did you get the receipts of all that purchased the bracelet?"

The switch in topics stalled her for a moment. "Um ... yeah. In the back, let me get them."

She hurried into the back of the gallery, past the supply room where Mica was opening a new shipment of boxes to the office. On her desk she grabbed the envelope and decided to check and see if the artist had answered her email request about releasing the artist’s identity.

Nope.

She heard a growl and spun around. Across the hall Mica cursed at the styrofoam she was attempting to pull from a box.

Lord, she was hearing danger in the simplest of things. Hurrying over, she helped the undergrad.

"Sorry, why didn’t you holler for help?" Reya asked as she held the box and let Mica pull the packaging free.

"I can do everything myself, didn’t you know?" Mica, her hair still spiked, wearing jeans and a tight fitted grunge shirt, shrugged and straightened. The bracelets on her arms jingled. "Need anything?"

"Oh, no, I was just wondering if you’re okay, if you’re sure you don’t want to take the day off."

Mica shook her head. "No, I’m fine. Really."

Reya walked back out to the front of the shop. "Here." She handed the envelope to Lo. Taking a deep breath she couldn’t help but smell that damn spicy cologne. The man probably wore it simply because he knew it was an aphrodisiac. He stopped in mid sentence to Charles and turned to her, a wicked smile curving the edge of his mouth.

"Sorry," he said, turning back to Charles. "I’ve been up too long and need more coffee."

"Don’t worry about it." Charles walked to the back.

"Tonight."

She licked her lips, grinned as she saw his eyes follow the movement. Shutting her mind off to him, she flipped her hair back off her shoulder and waved a hand in front of her. "Man, I shouldn’t have worn this leather vest thing. It is hot." Watching his eyes narrow, she undid the top button, then the next, and then another.

"That’s enough," he strangled out. His eyes met hers and her stomach tightened at the hot look in them. He stepped closer. "I meant what I said earlier."

"Which time?"

His breath was warm on her face. "Darrell. The fact you’re mine." He closed the distance between them and kissed her, nothing spectacular, just his lips on hers. "And the fact that you sure as hell won’t forget tonight."

  

  

  

Chapter Seven

  

The Chosen knew that the time had come. The Chosen had planned to wait until tomorrow, but things were in place. Today would work. Tonight would be perfect. The storm would hit this eve and they would have no clue where the danger came from.

Reya and Lorenzo....

The two made The Chosen ill. What they had done … they must pay and pay they would.

The Chosen knew impatience hindered carefully laid plans. The original plan had been to ruin Lorenzo’s reputation, strip him of his power, and make his peers question him. The Chosen wanted to pin the murders on him and then at the end have him watch as The Chosen’s followers devoured Reya.

But....

Things and plans change.

The Chosen picked up the coffee cup and drank deep, knowing that tonight was the night.

 

* * * *

 

This time when Reya arrived at Lorenzo’s she could admire some things she’d missed in the dark. To be honest, she really hadn’t paid all that close attention. She’d become modern, lost in the modern world, often forgetting that she was different from everyone else. And what she was, like anything else, took discipline to master. She was like the runner who realized they hadn’t jogged in months.

Last night she could have noted everything she was now, but she hadn’t. The large sprawling adobe home was like most in the area, sun washed to a light tan, the large logs protruding from the sides, a barn set off the back of the house and she could see the black snake of the gorge in the distance. Two horses stood in the paddock. No Dodge truck, no Lo. Someone sat on the porch.

When she and Darrell got out, she didn’t recognize the woman.

Darrell spoke up. "Dena, this is Reya."

Dena stood, was on the short side, muscular and didn’t look like she smiled much.

"Reya, as in the Reya?" A humorless smile flitted over her mouth. "Well, isn’t it nice to finally meet you?"

Reya frowned.

"Ignore her, she’s just jealous because Lo never paid attention to her other than to notice she was great at her job."

Oh. "And what job would that be?"

"Protecting your ungrateful ass," the woman shot back.

"Joy. Friends and enemies, they’re always so damn tangled." Feeling her anger rise at the rude woman and really not wanting to waste the energy, she opened the front door and strolled into the house as if she owned the place.

Lo wanted her to be here. You’re mine. You always have been. You always will be.

Fine. She was his. She’d just make damn certain that this time he understood that was a two-freaking- way street.

She tossed her purse onto the entry table and carried her bag into his room, Darrell following close behind. She heard Dena’s mumbled, "Bitch."

"Is she always so friendly?" She opened the closet, opened the dresser to find it was half empty. She looked over her shoulder at Darrell.

"Hey, don’t look at me. He’s known where you were for years. Why the hell do you think we moved back here?"

Sadness and sweetness collided. The closet, likewise was half empty. As if he’d just been waiting.

"Don’t let Dena get to you," Darrell said, dropping her other bag on the bed.

She chose not to answer. The other woman was cute and honestly looked more Lo’s type. She looked like she could handle her own in any situation. Probably knew how to shoot a gun and took all sorts of martial arts or something.

Reya tossed her underwear into his drawer. And stopped. Why the hell was she doing this? Why hadn’t she just bought enough along to stay the night?

Because she was hoping for more?

So why announce it to all and sundry that she was easy?

She wasn’t easy, she just didn’t want Dena to think she had any place here.

"She doesn’t," his deep voice said from the doorway.

He stood there, leaning against the door frame, his hands in his pockets, his jeans starched as always, his button down shirt not even wrinkled after he wore it all day.

"Lo." She shoved the drawer shut. "I figured if you’re going to be all macho, I’d just bring some clothes with me so I wouldn’t have to keep going to my house." She looked back to him and noticed Darrell was gone. "Where’s Darrell?"

He stepped into the room and shut the door. "I sent him to check things out, find out where some of the others are and to bring them all here later."

"Oh." She walked to the bed. "For what?"

"A meeting." He walked to her, wrapped his hands around her from behind and pulled her against him.

"For?"

He kissed the side of her neck. "Later."

"Now."

He whirled her around, "Okay, since you asked so nicely."

His hands cupped her breasts, caressing them through the soft leather of her vest.

"That’s not what I was talking about."

He grinned down at her, slid his hands up under the back of her vest and unhooked her bra. The release of the elastic made her sigh. Lo’s hands glided up her bare arms, his fingers grazing on the tops of her shoulders until he pulled the straps of her bra off her arms. Grinning he jerked the lacy material out from under the front of her shirt.

She reached up to unbutton it.

"No, leave it for a minute." He cupped her breasts again.

"Why?"

He gently rubbed the soft leather against her, flicking his thumbs over her nipples. Desire twisted from her breasts to tighten her gut. She sighed.

"Don’t you miss the feel of leather against bare skin?" he whispered hot in her ear.

"Sometimes," she whispered back.

He licked her ear, his tongue causing goose bumps to spring along her arms, dance down her spine to tickle the base of her back. "I hate when you do that," she softly said, closing her eyes.

"No you don’t." His hands continued to play the leather against her skin until she was warm, her blood humming, her breasts and nipples so sensitive that the slightest shift of material had her gasping.

Lo pulled back and unbuttoned her jeans. "I want these off of you. Now."

He stepped away and walked to the dresser, picking up a remote and clicking a button, sultry Spanish guitar music heated on the air. He sat in the chair by the fireplace.

"Take your clothes off for me."

She stood there, panting. "What?"

"Take. Them. Off."

"But...."

"Now."

His rough voice aroused her. How had she forgotten this? That he could make her want by simply speaking. How he liked to be in control, and yet he’d hand the reins to her if she asked.

She wasn’t in the mood to ask.

On the next song, she began to peel her jeans down her legs. Part of her should feel stupid. It had been so long since she’d been with Lorenzo, but she didn’t. One look at the smoldering look in his eyes, the tightened features of his face, the fact he was lounged back in the chair just waiting....

Reya had missed the quickening of her blood, the way her whole body tightened in wanting a single touch from him.

She kicked her jeans to the side and swayed to the music.

"The rest."

Her eyes locked with his as she slowly rolled her panties down her legs and tossed them to him. He picked them up from his lap and held them. "You’re wet."

She smiled.

"The shirt."

Reya rubbed the material against her torso as she swayed and danced for him.

"God, I’ve missed you," he said, his voice harsh. "Come here."

Reya shook her head and slowly unbuttoned her shirt until it hung open.

"Come here."

She smiled and slowly pulled one arm free, then the other. "In a minute."

Naked she swayed and danced to the music that pulsed in the air as humid as the desire and passion.

She heard the rustle of his clothing and opened her eyes in time to see him standing in front of her. "I said, come here."

"You came to me."

His mouth crashed down on hers, fighting for control. His fully clothed body rubbed against her naked one. His shirt grazed her sensitive nipples and she gasped.

He walked her back until they fell on the bed, her head barely missing her bag. He muttered something and shoved it aside. His hands were everywhere, branding her, claiming her, marking her.

Reya closed her eyes, the feelings too much to control. She had missed him unbearably through the years. How in the hell had she ever thought she was over him? How?

"You will never be over me. Never," he swore, rising up on his elbows, the features of his face pulled tight.

His eyes dared her to contradict him. She brushed her hand over his jaw, and felt the shimmer of his other self just beneath.

"Our souls needed to merge. We’ve starved them, Reya."

She closed her eyes as he kissed her again, the denim of his jeans rough against her inner thighs, his shirt almost coarse against her torso and breasts. His hands were everywhere, cradling her face, then skimming the tops of her breasts, only to pinch a nipple before kissing it gently.

Reya growled and arched. The air shimmered around them. His fingers traced circles on her breasts even as he pulled them deep and suckled.

Reya reached between them, and tried to unbutton his shirt. He pulled up. "No."

"But I want."

"My way."

Next time, she would....

His smile was tender. "Next time you can do whatever you want. I’ve wanted this for too damn long."

His mouth met hers again, his tongue licking the seam until she opened beneath him. His groaned low in his throat and dove deep. His fingers trailed over her stomach, grazed lower until he finally touched her.

She felt the air shimmer harder with her inner beast, she opened her eyes and saw the air was turning green.

She remembered this from before. Before with Lorenzo when the spirits knew it was special … the air changed, charged, and became part of them.

His fingers played over her center in long slow strokes that had her shuddering. Finally, his fingers pierced her and she cried out.

His breath was hot on her neck as he worked his fingers deep, and deeper, faster and slower.

"Lorenzoooo," she moaned.

He chuckled against her belly, his tongue wet as he twirled around her navel. He blazed a trail to the juncture of her thighs and she stopped breathing all together until she felt his breath blow a stream of cool air against her heat.

She closed her eyes and gave herself up to him.

"Finally," he whispered. "You are mine, Reya. Always. Forever. No one can do this to you, but me."

His mouth kissed her, even as his fingers worked within her, she could feel herself building, building. His wicked tongue darted, licked, laved until she was twisting. Building up to....

"No." He stopped and quickly stood.

Her entire body pulsed, her breaths panting out. "What?"

He stood on one foot and pulled off a boot, then the other, tossed his socks aside, quickly shucked his jeans and boxers, and all but ripped his shirt off.

She couldn’t help it, she laughed.

Lorenzo looked at the woman sprawled out on his bed, smiling, her eyes filled with the love that had always been between them.

He walked to the foot of the bed, crawled up the bed, crawled up her body until he was right back where he’d started. His length lay atop hers, her breasts soft and pliant beneath his chest, the heat from her core all but scorching his groin.

He kissed her softly, slowly, urging her to join him. Pulling back, he kneeled between her open thighs. Lo looked down at her pink female flesh and felt lust lightning through his veins. He ran one finger from her pubic bone down until he slipped into the wet center of her. He watched as he loved her with his fingers, watched her face as her eyes slid closed. When she was riding his hand, he slowed, moved closer and positioned himself at her entrance, groaning as her wet heat touched the tip of his erection.

"Reya."

She opened her eyes and looked at him.

He entered her in one hard thrust.

She screamed.

He grabbed the sides of her face. "If you ever again leave me, I will hunt you down and chain you to my side. You are mine. You rule beside me, from here on." He thrust deep and deeper still, felt the air shimmer with the last of his control. "Say it."

"I’m yours, Lorenzo. I always have been. Yes." She rocked against him and stopped, fisted her hands in his hair, "If I ever find you in bed with another woman I will do more than walk away and not speak to you for two hundred years."

He grinned, and lost himself in the feel of her. They moved in the dance that was older than they were, their breaths mingled and the air crackled. He could feel them, their other halves joining as well, their bodies loving and becoming one as their magic and their souls merged.

Their cats growled, Lorenzo thrust again, taking her up with him. She wrapped her legs around his waist and let him ride her as he wished, meeting him with her own passion. A roar ripped from deep within him as he felt them both going over the peak, shifting together as they were completely joined.

Reya shattered in his arms, her muscles squeezing him until he couldn’t see, her own roar echoing in the room.

Lorenzo thrust deep and shared his soul with her and wished more than anything he could again give her a child. One day, one day he would it give all back to her.

  

  

  

Chapter Eight

  

The phone jarred them awake.

Lorenzo fumbled up and realized it was his cell. Finding his pants, he pulled the small technological blessing/curse free and answered. "Craigen."

Reya shifted and pulled the quilt up to cover her breasts. Her black hair cascaded over the pillows. He wanted back in bed with her.

"What?" he asked the other person on the phone.

"There’s been another murder over at that gallery you been going to. Chief wants you there, ASAP."

The pleasantness of what had finally happened slid away into the black meaning of Janice’s words.

"Thanks, Janice. I’ll be there in about ten minutes." He flipped the phone shut and quickly dressed. Three deaths in less than three days. Good God.

Reya sat up. "What? What is it?"

"Nothing," he automatically said. What if she’d been at the damn shop instead of in his bed?

"Don’t lie to me. It’s something. Is it another murder? What? Tell me." She grabbed his shoulder and pulled him around.

Truth or lie. "Yes, another murder, and I’m supposed to get there now."

He buttoned his pants and pulled on his boots and shirt.

She quickly stood. "Let me get you something to drink to take with you or--"

Lorenzo leaned down and kissed her. "Go back to sleep and whatever you do," he said, pulling back, grasping her shoulders, "do not leave the house. You understand?"

"You’ve had it blessed?"

"Hell, I’ve had it everything." He quickly buttoned his shirt, grabbed his badge and gun off the dresser and looked back at her again. Leaning in one last time he said, "Promise me, Reya, we both know this has to do with you. I need to know you’re safe."

She sat back on the bed, wrapped in his quilt. "Yes, yes. I’ll stay here. I won’t leave."

"Good." He gave her one last kiss and walked to the door. Dena sat in the kitchen.

"Have fun, Tom Cat?"

He rarely used his rank as their leader to intimidate, but he let the power growl his voice. "Knock it off. You’re ordered to guard her with your life and if you fail me, so help you, there is nothing that will save you from my wrath."

Her face paled and she nodded. "Yes sir."

He hurried out of the house, thunder rumbling off the mountain, wishing he didn’t have to leave. As he sped to town, his hazards flashing, he wished this was all behind them, but knew it was a futile wish.

 

* * * *

 

The Chosen waited in the barn as the truck drove away. In such a hurry he didn’t even notice the lack of sound near his home. The storm was picking up.

It was time for pay back. By the time he returned, all would be over and he would have no one to blame but himself.

The Chosen looked at the werewolves, the werecoyotes and said, "Watch them."

Their captives sat tied and bleeding, two of them dead, on the floor of the barn. Seems the pride’s leader had been otherwise occupied when his followers needed him.

And it had been a merge. The Chosen had only seen one other and that had been at least eight hundred years ago and between two werewolves in Europe. The Were people could sleep with humans, being part human themselves, they could find mates like them, but few found the perfect mate … their soul mate.

And those two had merged. All the more reason for them to die. They could actually build a dynasty.

And that would just never, never do.

"Let’s play," The Chosen said and made its way out of the barn and towards the house.

Lightning jumped off the Taos peak and ripped the thunder down the valley. The Chosen smiled. The full scope of vengeance was so close the taste was like nectar from the gods.

 

* * * *

 

Reya dressed in her jeans and pulled on a sweatshirt and some tennis shoes she dug out of her bag. The tiles were cold beneath her feet and she’d always enjoyed warm weather herself. It wouldn’t be long and the cold winds of winter would be arriving.

Dena sat quietly at the kitchen counter eating a sandwich.

Damn. Reya had forgotten all about the woman.

Animosity could be tiring and she was feeling too good to feel petty. "Hi."

Dena looked up and Reya could have sworn she read fear in the other woman’s eyes. "Hi. I’m … uh … sorry about earlier and all."

Reya laughed. "Did he do the voice thing to get you to say that? Really, don’t take it personally. Lorenzo just has a problem with sharing." Reya jerked open the refrigerator door

"And one thing he’ll never share is you."

Reya shrugged. "Oh he shared me before now, but I think I just promised that he never would again." She frowned.

The other woman asked, "What did he do the voice thing with you too?"

Reya laughed. "Honey, he did everything with me." Realizing she might be rubbing noses, she asked, "Were y’all involved?"

Dena shook her head. "Nope. He only had a thing for one woman and that was you."

Reya pulled a bottle of water out and kicked the door shut, twisting the lid off. "I am sorry. If anyone had asked me yesterday morning if I cared he was with you, I would have told them no."

She took a drink of water.

Dena narrowed her gaze. "Then you would have been lying."

Reya shrugged. "True. But I could have convinced myself of it."

"You look like the woman in his painting."

Thunder rumbled outside down the mountain, slamming into the side of the house.

She paused then took another drink of water. "Do I?"

Dena nodded. "Yeah and in most of his other paintings as well."

"What other paintings?" Reya asked.

The look on Dena’s face clearly said she wished she hadn’t said anything. "Ummm...."

"What other paintings?"

"Just forget I said anything...."

"Nope, nuh-huh. What other paintings?" Reya asked, snatching a chip from Dena’s plate.

"I--"A knock at the door interrupted them.

Reya started for the door, but Dena shoved her aside. "I was told to guard you, and regardless of whether or not I like you, I will."

"Oh good grief."

Dena opened the door and Reya looked out onto the portico to see Mica standing there crying.

"Reya?" she burst into tears.

Dena turned with a raise of brow. "You know her?"

"Yeah, a college student that works for me."

"Great you can handle her then, because I don’t do the tears and there-there thing."

"Isn’t that a surprise," Reya muttered. "Mica? What’s wrong? What happened?"

Dena turned back and motioned Mica inside. "Don’t let the storm in."

Mica wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and reached into her coat pocket. "Did Charles call you yet?"

"No, why?"

Her face crumpled and she cried again. "It’s so horrible. Someone was found at the shop. What if I’d gone back? I was terrified it would be you and … and … and...."

Reya reached through the doorway and jerked Mica in. "What? What are you talking about?"

Mica shook her head. "Someone found a body at our shop."

"Are you high?" Reya asked.

Mica’s face was streaked with tears.

Dena suddenly asked. "How did you know she was here?"

Mica frowned. "She told Charles if he needed her, this was where we could get her if she wasn’t at home."

Dena’s brows furrowed. "So how do you know what happened at the shop and why didn’t Charles call here?"

Mica shook her head. "I don’t know. I have no clue. I just...."

"Put your hands where I can see them," Dena’s voice lashed out.

"What?" Mica and Reya asked at the same time.

"Now, Mica, put them where I can see them."

Mica nodded. "Okay."

She jerked her hands out of her coat and fired a shot so quickly, Reya didn’t realize what happened until the gun was pointed at her.

"Mica?"

Reya glanced quickly at Dena, saw only her legs from behind the huge arm chair, but blood seeped in a stream across the tiles.

"Mica?" the college girl asked in her flighty voice. Then before Reya’s eyes, the spiked haired girl slowly began to change. Morphing.

Whoever or whatever she was, she was a morpher.

The face changed into that of herself, with her own voice. "Oh, Lo, how lovely to see you again."

Reya stumbled back.

The face and body changed to Charles, "Reya, would you date a fifty-two-year-old?"

She bumped into the other armchair. The form changed into a dead body on the floor. A face she didn’t know or recognize. Then the form shifted, melding into boots and jeans and a white button down. Blood pooled over his chest.

"Lorenzo!" Without thinking, she rushed forward, then stopped.

Think, she had to think.

His form still lay at her feet, her heart slamming in her chest. No. No. It couldn’t be. She would know, she would.

A cold wind blew through the house.

"Lorenzo!" she screamed in her mind. This wasn’t happening. Her breath panted out and she closed her eyes against the nausea. She was powerful. She was. So stupid not to have stayed in shape.

Reya sensed a blur of movement and shot her eyes open, and her hands out, throwing a shield up, but it was too late.

Something slammed into the side of her head, and her world tilted.

"Lorenzo," she whispered as she fell.

All she could see were the boots. His boots as she tried to pick herself up off the floor.

"We’re going on a little trip," his voice whispered in her ear.

The cold seeped deep within her until blackness closed over.

  

  

  

Chapter Nine

  

Lorenzo pulled up in front of Reya’s shop and knew he should have told her, but he didn’t want her here.

An urgency pulled at him. Was the new vic someone she knew? And now in her damn shop? Rage roiled through his blood.

Just as he opened the door an image flashed white hot in his mind.

Reya backing away. No. No. It can’t be.

His house. His chairs. The tiles.

"Lorenzo!" she screamed....

…her voice echoed within his soul.

"’Bout time you got here," one of the guys said.

Without a word, he started the truck and shoved it in gear. His tires squalled on the asphalt. "Please, please, please."

He never should have left her. Never. Just like before. Damn it.

He tried to bring the image back, even as his cell rang and the radio sputtered. He flicked the radio off and sped through town, narrowly missing one car.

He reached deep within him and shoved his power to her. He couldn’t see her, all he could feel was the deep cold of death.

Lorenzo chanted words he’d forgotten he’d remembered. He called on all his cats.

 

* * * *

 

Reya opened her eyes and felt the rain on her face. She looked through her lashes at the woman on the rock. It was raining.

Pain pulsed through her head and she dared not move. She heard one of the growls. Not a cat’s growl, but one from her nightmares.

The wolf.

And something else, she could sense them. They were not the wolves of her nightmares, they seemed … lesser somehow.

She waited, listening to the woman.

"My followers. This is a great day. A great day in deed. Do you see the woman before you?"

Murmurs filled the air.

The wind roared across the plains with a vengeance. Whistling just behind the figure. She narrowed her gaze to see in the darkness and hoped the others wouldn’t know.

Whistling, the wind … darkness wasn’t relieved behind the figure, the leader. Whoever or whatever the thing was. She stayed still.

"This, this woman is our great enemy. She is the Lioness of this Mountain Cat order. She always has been. It was her lover, who killed Sael, ripped his body apart piece by piece. It was because of her that Sael was killed. And now we shall avenge my brother."

Selinna....

Relief slid through her at the words. Sael was dead.

Darkness beyond. Where were they?

Lightning staked down not a hundred yards away and thunder shook the ground. But she saw, and Reya knew. The Gorge.

She tried to see along the ground and in the distance, she could see the cars, cars from the highway as they crossed the bridge over the chasm. But it was miles over to the highway....

She couldn’t be too far from Lorenzo’s ranch.

This time she closed her eyes, left the shield up, and channeled straight to Lorenzo … The Gorge, the house, the bridge.

 

* * * *

 

Lorenzo jumped from his truck and didn’t even both to cut the engine. He flew to the house. The door stood open. He decided now was not the time to be a human. He concentrated and shifted in one smooth motion.

He smelled blood and hurried into the house, the night’s rain roaring closer. He saw Dena on the ground. Reya!

He turned and raced outside the cold wind rippling along his fur.

In the barn he found others. Darrell was hurt, barely alive. He went to him first. Lorenzo licked his friend’s face, nudged him and then growled, batting at Darrell’s hand until he called forth his friend’s beast. When shifted they could heal much quicker than they could as humans.

A noise at the door had him crouching low.

"Lorenzo?" a voice asked.

He could hear other voices outside. Then a growl and purrs. His cats.

"Shift," he commanded them. "We’re hunting."

And then an image pierced his mind. He could feel the rain on her face, see the lightning, the gorge, the bridge and cars in the distance.

They were still on his land.

He roared out of the barn and took off across the valley towards the point he knew them to be at. It was a place he’d always liked to go to think and it had a path that led to the bottom of the canyon. It was on the border between his ranch and his neighbors. They’d both used the trail.

"Sire?" one of his asked.

The rain sheeted down upon them, cooling against his skin, but doing nothing for his rage.

He looked to the side and saw Charles, sleek, if a bit older than most in both cat and human form. He owed the man much for keeping an eye on her. "We hunt to kill, they’ve taken Reya."

Charles turned and roared to the others. The message was passed. There would be no mercy.

 

* * * *

 

Reya watched and listened. She heard the roars even over the rain.

Silently, she shifted. "You would do well to remember who comes for you. And last time I checked you were nothing here." She rose and stalked around the woman. Now she could see her clearly. Not Mica, but the woman who had always hated her.

Selinna was different now, her eyes still a dark green, almost black, her hair shorter, but her face was scarred.

Reya licked her lips. The shifting for her had not been as easy as she wished. "You always were jealous, Selinna of Sael. You were jealous of me. Come to think of it, you were jealous of just about everyone."

She looked out over the group and realized they were larger than she expected, but still rather small. Werewolves and coyotes. Ahh....

"You’ve been a naughty girl, Selinna," she chided. "The coyotes? You’ve really lowered yourself." She turned to one who snarled at her. "Tell me, did she share with you her absolute hatred of your kind?" She circled him. "I bet she lets you coyotes do all the dirty work, tells you something along the lines of you being the true soldiers."

The idiot nodded.

"You poor thing, she’s going to kill you when you’re done serving her."

"That’s not true," one of them said.

Reya laughed. "I must commend you, Selinna, you’ve managed to do what no other wolf leader would ever lower themselves to doing. You went to bed with the enemy."

"Isn’t that the pot pointing to the kettle?" Selinna jumped down and shifted into a black wolf, her green eyes showing. The woman shifted as easily as she’d morphed into the other humans, slick and smooth as liquid silver.

How had she not recognized the woman, recognized the beast even as she thought it friend?

"I never willingly slept with your brother," Reya snarled.

"You’ve become so complacent with the times, Reya, you never even knew it was me. I kept waiting you know, kept waiting for you to look at me and really, really see. To at least sense."

"Did you? I guess I had better things to do."

Lightning flashed, again all too close. Thunder shuddered down the mountain.

They circled each other. The others backing up, making a larger circle around them.

"Did you ever know he slept with me?"

"Your brother? That’s not something I would brag about, Selinna." Still they circled. Come on, Lorenzo. I can take her, but not all of them!

And then she heard his voice. Part of her had been terrified that Selinna had morphed into him because she’d killed him.

Wait for me.

I’ll try.

"No, you little slut. Your precious Lorenzo. Did you know it was I in his bed in Paris? It had taken me that long to hunt the bastard down and I would have killed him if you hadn’t shown up." The last growled across the air between them.

"Really? Well, lucky for me and him then. You’re not the only bitch he’s slept with you know." She stopped, crouched low. "And for that plan alone I could kill you."

They sprang at each other, claws and teeth ripping fur and flesh. She used her tail to bat at Selinna, ripped her claws down the wolf’s back pleased when she heard her scream. Reya roared as Selinna’s jaws clamped on her neck, stinging where they locked. She twisted onto her back, planted her feet against Selinna’s belly and threw the wolf off.

"Did your brother die painfully?" she asked. "I hope so, I’ve prayed so. I rejoiced when I heard he’d died. Sael was evil and never deserved to live." Reya realized they were closer to the edge than she’d thought. She danced closer, taunting. "Come at me, puppy, and let’s dance again."

She was waiting. Selinna sprang through the rain at her. Reya waited, waited until the last possible moment and then used her own momentum to catch the wolf that landed on her. Again she twisted, rolled and sank her own teeth into Selinna.

The wolf howled and clawed back. Reya felt her own skin rip open, the sting of the rain strangely exhilarating.

They fought and bit, clawed and danced. At last....

This time Reya was on her back, prayed it would work and waited until Selinna sprang onto her again. She was ready.

Reya caught Selinna in the soft underbelly with her back paws. Still she rolled up and shoved her legs out.

The wolf howled as she flew over the edge and down into the dark depth of the canyon. Her relief was short lived.

The growls and barking calls tightened around her as they all drew closer.

Then he was there, leaping over all them to stand in front of her.

Roars filled the air as the werecats met the werewolves and werecoyotes.

He broke two of the wolves’ necks. She tossed another off the side of the cliff.

"I told you to wait for me," he growled.

"I’ll have to work on listening to you."

The battle didn’t last long. Lightning flashed and strobed, thunder ripped though the valley just as the claws did. Blood filled the air as the dead wolves and coyotes lay on the ground. One of them growled out, "The elders will not be pleased with you, Lorenzo."

Lorenzo leaned down low. "The elders will understand when I explain that you were killing innocents and leaving them for the humans to become involved in."

The old wolf laughed. "I told her not to bring them in. They were new, not known of our ways, they turned and wanted out. She had the werecoyotes kill them."

The old wolf took another breath and died.

"It’s time to go home, Reya."

She stood there, panting. "Selinna? Of all the damn women you had to pick to sleep with. Why in the hell did it have to be her?"

The other cats circled them as they walked home, guarding them.

Apparently it was time to come back to the pride, but she wasn’t certain she was ready.

"You’re mine. Don’t forget it."

"Yeah, well considering I just killed one of your girlfriends, I’d say you better not forget it."

The rain washed the blood away and by the time they returned back to the house, most of all their wounds were healed. Both she and Lo batted Dena’s beast to come out so that she could heal herself. Darrell was carried into the house by two other werecats who had shifted back into human form. Apparently there were more than she realized here.

"There is much for us to talk about," Lorenzo told her.

Apparently.

 

 

 

Epilogue

  

Reya stood in the shop looking at Charles and wanting to ask him if she’d really seen him there that night. She thought she had, but then hadn’t been sure. She decided she was better off not knowing.

Autumn hung heavy on the air, the mountainsides a quiltwork of gold, red, and orange, aspens broken by the dark green of pines. Snow had already fallen on the higher elevations.

She and Lorenzo were seeing each other, but she moved back to her place wanting things to go slowly and get to know him again. He thought it was a load of shit and maybe he was right. Maybe it was just an excuse.

But they were together regardless and time would tell if she wanted that to be permanent.

There were no more murders and the newspaper and locals had wondered what had happened to all the coyotes and wolves out on the lip of the canyon several miles from town. A rancher, Lo’s neighbor, discovered the rotting bodies when the buzzards started circling.

Detective Lorenzo Craigen had no idea what had gone on out there and had rushed home because someone had called claiming to be the murderer and had kidnapped his girlfriend. Of course, that turned out to be a humorless prank and he was left explaining to both Taos Chief of Police and his own boss for leaving the scene of a murder investigation.

The murders were listed as unsolved though he still asked around and the state police would call her once a week to see if there was anything new.

She went into the police station several weeks ago to let someone know that her assistant, Mica, hadn’t shown for work in a week and couldn’t be reached on the phone. Apparently she hadn’t been to classes either and no one had seen her since.

And Reya, she just tried to figure out what she wanted out of life. Right now she was studying with a local bruja to work on building and honing her powers. No sense in being caught off guard again.

Lorenzo was still pissed at her about that.

All things considered, life was pretty good. She took a deep breath and smiled at the customer that walked through her door.

 

* * * *

 

Lorenzo sat in the barn loft, the tang of turpentine and oil paints thick on the air. He was so mad he couldn’t see straight, but damn it, he’d make her come around. She should be living with him, not in that other empty apartment.

He gathered paint on the tip of his brush and finished the scene of the Reya naked in the moonlight.

He grinned. She’d kill him if she saw this. Come to think of it, maybe he’d just offer to set this in the gallery that showed his work if she didn’t move back out here with him. She was his wife, no matter how damn many centuries had passed.

No, no one would see this painting but him. Though he might show her.

He whistled to the wooden flute music soothing from his speakers.

Time.

He would never understand the woman.

He was also currently trying to explain to the elders what the hell had happened that night. Not wanting a huge were war to begin, they were having meetings with a liaison who, though werecat, worked within the packs. He’d see how it went.

Lorenzo studied the painting. God she was beautiful. Grinning he kept painting.

 

* * * *

 

The cave was damp, but then it always was. Winter was coming on and food would be harder to find. She had no idea why she couldn’t shift, but for now, her powers held her captive in wolf form.

That was all right, her time would come … if the winter didn’t kill her off first....

One day she would gain her vengeance on those she hated....

One day....
