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... They materialize from the darkness, hunters intent on their prey.
Me.

My breath hitches, the animal inside rippling beneath my skin. I'm
nervous, but | refuse to let them see. This bitch rolls belly-up for no
one. | stride onto my front porch, prepared to defend my territory.
Dressed in loungewear, | am hardly the picture of a strong apha
female, but you go with what you got. | ook them both dead on.

| fold my arms over my breasts. “What do you want?’ | growl, my
voice alow rumble.

“We've come for you, little one” With a voice like muffled
thunder, the taller of the two moves forward onto my lawn. Twisted
stedl with sex appeal about sums him up. His dark hair is pulled back
in atail, tee-shirt molded to his cut frame.

My nostrils flare, catching his scent, fresh like amountain spring at
first thaw; my female parts quiver in anticipation. | want to coil myself
around him like a python on a Kapok tree, hugging every hard inch of
flesh. Ruthlesdy, | shove down the urge. It's dangerous. Ulterior
motives are written al over the two of them, and | just know one of
those motives isto dominate me.

“It took usalong timeto find you, Maxie.”

The whisky baritone draws my attention, and | watch the other one
emerge, lean and graceful, his muscles liquid precision. Definite
hotness is woven into the male half of the werewolf genetic code. His
scent is warm and dark, like night in a jungle. My nipples bead with
excitement as he lopes toward me, brushing past the larger wolf. He
stops at the base of my stairs, conqueror etched in every line of his
body. Thisis definitely the apha of the pair...



ALSO BY MELISSA BRADLEY

DreamOn
Encore Performances
Love Haight
Michael’ s Keeper



MAXIE BRISCOE:
WEREWOLF

BY

MELISSA BRADLEY

AMBER QUILL PRESS, LLC

http://www.AmberQuill.com



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF
AN AMBER QUILL PRESS BOOK

Thisbook isawork of fiction.
All names, characters, locations, and incidents are products of the
author’ simagination, or have been used fictitiougly.
Any resemblance to actual personsliving or dead, locales,
or eventsisentirely coincidental.

Amber Quill Press, LLC
http://mww.AmberQuill.com

All rights reserved.

No portion of thisbook may be transmitted or
reproduced in any form, or by any means, without permission in
writing from the publisher, with the exception of brief
excerpts used for the purposes of review.

Copyright © 2010 by MelissaBradley
ISBN 978-1-60272-650-5
Cover Art © 2010 Trace Edward Zaber

Layout and Formatting provided by: Elemental Alchemy

PUBLISHED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA



| wouldn’t be the writer | amwithout
some wonderful people who are always ready to lend their
support. To Kathy, for all your help on wolves and
the woods and most especially the generous amount of time and
energy on theresearch road trips. To my wonderful
critique partnersfor your patience, your encouragement and most
of all your insight. You ladiesrock! Andto my editor,
Laura, who knows my work so well and has endless amounts of
patience and under standing, plus you know when
| need good kick to get mein gear. You are awesome!
Thank you all so very much.



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

CHAPTER1

“Bitch!”

I roll my eyes at the corpulent little imbecile from accounting,
then spin on my heel to head back to my desk. | need to get the hell
away before | hurt him. His grumbles and curses follow, but | keep
right on walking. It occurs to me | could really get Fred back by
telling Human Resources about his outburst, but the truth is, he
hadn’t insulted me. Not at all. | am a bitch. The biggest bitch on
the block, in fact.

I’'m awerewolf.

That's right. You heard me. Werewolf. Cdl it what you want,
loup-garou, lobizon, the fact is, | am aredl, live, full-moon-loving,
silver-hating, Halloween icon.

My name's Maxie Briscoe and I’ ve been a werewolf since the
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age of fifteen. How did asweet little gal like me end up a monster?
Simple. | didn’t listen to my mother. She'd told me more than once
that she had a bad feeling about Larry. |, of course, gave her advice
the attention it deserved in my know-it-all brain and went out with
the boy. | won't go into the gory details, except to say that no one
should ever try to impress me with a childbirth story or a kicked-
in-the-nuts tale. Ever have your stomach chewed with a meat
grinder? When you do, come talk to me about that night Larry
attacked me and turned me into awolf.

Then there's the whole being-ateenager thing. If you think
trying to control hormones in high school is bad, try adding blood
hunger to the mix. There were days | couldn’t decide between
kissing guys and ripping out their internal organs. Still can't, but |
have better control now. | had to learn because | couldn’t exactly
miss school by calling in werewolf, and there' s the little matter of
someone sending animal control for me.

Oh yeah, and forget whatever you've read or seen about
werewolves going through hideous spasms and changing only at
the light of a full moon. Doesn’'t work like that. My animal side,
my Beast, is dways with me. | can change at will, and to any
degree | want—from full-on monster, to just claws and fangs. |
aso have hairy problems at a certain time of the month. At least
the stories have that right.

Reaching the sanctuary of my five-by-five cdl, ak.a my
enclosed work cubicle, | dide onto my desk chair, sit back and
close my eyes, focusing on the minute sounds and smells of the
office. The soft but insistent slap of size seven pumps against the
carpet reaches my ears as a whisper of Chanel Number Five floats
on the air. My boss, Haley, is on her way. Fred obviously went
straight to her after our little exchange. Whoo hoo. This is one of
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thosetimeswhen I'd really loveto...

My Beast gtirs deep inside as images of Fred fill my mind's
eye. | picture his short, plump body running, stumbling, his high-
pitched porcine squeals echoing through the night as | chase him,
the scent of his fear hitting me like a potent drug. The Change
ripples over my nerve endings, my nails lengthening. Like | said,
no hideous spasms required. One second | look human and the
next... Inhaling deeply, | strive for calm. It would be bad form to
shift in the office.

I manage to leash my Beast and keep my human form as Haley
appears like a Chicago Gold Coast Vakyrie in her designer
business suit, ready to protect the sanctity of her orderly office.
Her blonde locks are in a smooth up-do, her blue eyes a cold sea.

“Maxie, | told you that accounting needed those reports today.
We can’t authorize the ingredient purchases without them. Fred is
simply doing his job. | don't know why you two can’t seem to
work together.”

In a way, she reminds me of my eighth-grade teacher. Like
Mrs. Lindemann, Haley adways wants everyone to get along. I'm
tempted to tell her about Fred's tantrum, place some of the blame
on the little porker, but it's nearly time to leave, and | don't feel
like prolonging the nonsense. My weekend is caling.

“I'm sorry, Haley. | do have those reports. I'm just waiting to
hear from Titan Bakeries. Don Fargo was supposed to get back to
me yesterday.”

One of her hands grips the edge of the cubicle entry, the other
is braced on her hip as she gives me a piercing look as if she's not
quite sure she is hearing my words right. “I understand, but Fred
said you were being rather rude and uncooperative.”

| open my mouth to lay it on thick because I'm tired and do not
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need a Haley lecture about keeping the gears and cogs running
smoothly. Instead, | say, “I am sorry. I'll apologize to Fred.”

Her shoulders Slump in relief. “All right. Just try to remember
that while you may be dealing with your own problems, others
have theirs as well, and we need to be mindful of our attitude. We
al work together as a single unit here at Carson Kramer.”

Blah, blah, blah... She spouts a few more platitudes before she
leaves, and | manage not to bite her throat out. Drinks all around.
The clock on my computer reads four-forty-six. Fourteen more
minutes until freedom.

Five o'clock hits, and | muscle my way onto a crowded
elevator with the skill and speed of arunning back breaking tackles
for afirst down. | regret it aimost immediately as the doors close,
trapping me in a sea of coffee, farts, sweat and dirty clothes. One
thing about being a werewolf is that the senses are heightened no
matter what form my body has taken. It's times like this when |
really regret such abilities. As soon as the bell rings for the lobby,
the car opens and spews us out like a burst dam. | glance at my
watch and redize | have only ten minutes to get from Clark and
Madison, to Randolph and Michigan. Child’s play in my wolf
form, a veritable handicap in my heels and miniskirt. | so hate
being a girl sometimes. Still, as alycanthrope, | do have a certain
speed and agility advantage over everyone else.

| push through the revolving doors and into the brisk October
evening of the Chicago Loop, inhaling deeply as | start my trek. |
love Chicago as the weather turns colder. The air is crisp, and the
smells have a reduced pungency. In my wolf form, | love the feel
of cool ground under my paws as | move, claws digging in for
greater traction. | shiver in delight at the prospect of a good run
under the stars before | head out for this evening’ sfestivities.
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A car horn sounds over the din of a passing “L” train as | dart
into traffic on Wabash cutting off a taxi in mid-turn. A spate of
some central Asian language follows shortly and as | give the
driver a look, he hoists me a one-fingered salute. Cabbies are
wonderful.

I hold my breath as | duck into Millennium Station with two
minutes to spare. After a quick glance at the schedule board, |
identify the track on which my University Park train is boarding. |
head down the stairs holding my breath. | hate the maevolent
combination of odors in the underground tunnel because it has an
overlying scent of cinnamon and coffee that sours my stomach. It's
like using a floral spray to cover the odor after someone's taken a
huge dump in the bathroom.

| get aseat al to myself inthe last car and I'm grateful for it. |
hate sharing the seat with someone who's already started imbibing
for the weekend. After an uneventful ride, | step onto the
Hazelcrest platform just as a stiff northeasterly wind sends cold
breeze under my long trench coat. If | were still totally human, the
cold air would have set my teeth chattering.

“Hey, Maxiel”

| turn at the nasally tones and see my best friend, Drea
Mancuso, hustling toward me, cheeks ruddy from the cold. She's
elegantly thin and tal like a water bird with dark hair and darker
eyes. We've known each other since the first day of high school.
She is also the only person on the planet, beside my mother and
Larry, who knowswhat | really am.

That deepover conversation when | broke the news to her was
something else. | mean, | wasn't exactly revealing my secret crush.
At first she laughed, then reality pounded at her with hammer
blows until she stared at me glassy-eyed like a shock victim. Drea
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avoided me like the plague for about a month until she talked to
my mom. She recovered after that, and in true BFF fashion,
emptied the library and aloca occult store of werewolf materid to
help me navigate my new life.

We learned about all the obvious things like the danger of
silver, full moon fever, speed, strength...but we also discovered |
was a rare lycanthrope because | was femae. Apparently,
werewolf DNA does not bond well with the double X
chromosomes in women, which is why males are so prevalent
within the werewolf population. Of course, the guy who wrote the
article was only spouting a theory because no one's ever studied a
real, live werewolf as far | know. We're legends that most people
don’'t believe. But there are those who know that a grain of truth
lurks in al folktales. Then again, | don't know any werewolves
other than Larry, so that leaves awhole lot of blank canvas for me
to paint.

| smile at Drea. “Hey, yourself. Didn’t see you.” | hadn’t
exactly been looking for her, though. | had just wanted on the train
and away from the Loop.

“1 was in the front car, standing until Seventy-fifth Street.” The
breeze whips up, and she brushes thick chocolate curls out of her
eyes. “Arewe still going to the Red Dragon tonight?’

“Absolutely.”

Red Dragon isthis hot new club in LaGrange that attracts some
of the sexiest men around. | need alittle action tonight. Maybe I'll
pick up one...or two. | love watching two guys get it on and then
joining in on their fun. Although you usually can't count on
straight men for threesome action unless they’re friends. Trixter, a
club in Evanston, is more my speed with the bi crowds. In any
event, as far as I'm concerned, my intense sex drive is one of the
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biggest perks of being awerewolf.

“We using my car tonight?’ Drea asks as we head across Park
Street toward the lot.

“Sure, if you don't mind. I'll pay your cover and the gas.” |
prefer having Drea drive because then | can either leave with
someone or have aready excuse when | need a ditch.

We hit my car first, a shiny red Chevy HHR—a nice, boxy
SUV, low to the ground with lots of room. | love trucks, but my
short statureisn’t conducive to large vehicles.

“Y ou want to come by my house around nine?’ | deactivate the
alarm and unlock my door.

“Cool. Max, um...” Dred s voice trails off as she leans against
the hood looking about as comfortable as a Democrat a a
Republican raly. “Do you mind if, uh...Tori comes?’ The last two
words are like agunshot, a sharp, brief report.

| bite back agroan. “Not really.” I'm lying. Truth is, | do mind.
| can't stand the little witch, never could. But if Dreais asking me
this, there must be some kind of trouble with her sister. “What's
going on?’

“Well, she had a huge fight with Derek.”

“Big surprise.” | roll my eyes.

“Stop. | think they’ ve broken up for good thistime.”

And little sister needs to prowl to make herself feel better.
Fucking perfect.

“They break up for good at least twice a month.” | open my
door and toss my bag on the passenger seat.

Drea heaves a sigh as she digs out her car keys. “It feels really
different this time. She's been too quiet, no crying or her usua
bitching.”

“That is strange.” If there is one thing that Tori is good at, it's
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being vocal about the asshole qualities of her boyfriend. Plus, she
specializesin waterworks like a brew master does hops.

“1 know she's apain, Max.” Drea hunches down into her coat,
biting her lower lip.

| put a hand on her arm, and she gives me aweak smile. “Look,
it'snot aproblem, redlly. Y ou know mewhen | get to aclub.”

Drealaughs. “Hell, yeah. You'reaho.”

I grin and wink. “That’s why they call 'em meat markets.”

* * *

Meat market is, in fact, the only term that comes to mind when
| step through the doors of the Red Dragon four hourslater. The DJ
spinsthe latest club tune, its bass-heavy beat thumping through my
veins like a seductive, primal mating call. My blood heats, and my
nipples start to chafe againgt the silky lace of my strapless bra. It's
been a couple of weeks since I've had the pleasure of a man
between my thighs.

Of course, the intensity of what I'm feeling right now is
nothing compared to what | experience on the night of a full moon.
That's when it's areal bitch, no pun intended, to be me. | go into
super monster mode. I'm so crazed, so animalistic, | want to hump
anything that moves. Unfortunately, | could hurt or kill any human
man | have sex with.

Mom and Drea have to lock me away al night because | am so
strong. My mother came up with the locking-me-away thing after
my first full moon, when | ripped through the walls of my room,
tore a hole in the ceiling and threw her car across the driveway.
Thank God we lived on a farm at the time. And you thought your
PM S was a nightmare.
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| scan the crowd, checking for some possible action. Men are
like parts of a cow, redly. First you have your obvious top
sirloin—men who are cut and fit, with lots of stamina, confidence
and great personality. Then you got your round stesk—guys who
can keep up, but are a little too much on the beta side of things.
Rump roasts are your basic teddy bears...cute geeks and others
who'll let you do whatever you want to them because they can’t
believe they’ re going home with you. Finally, you got your ground
chuck. You know the type: total dorks, octopuses, Hoovers who
suck your face off when they kiss. These are guys you don’'t even
want to think about until you've had four or five shots of tequila
and a Jagermeister chaser.

My eyes alight on two definite cuts of sirloin.

“Oh. My. Gawd. Would you ook at the guns on that one?’

Tori’s high-pitched tones shock my ears like turning on the
radio after forgetting the volumeis set on high. Sheislooking right
at one of my targets, damn her. A low, territorial growl rumblesin
my throat.

“Easy, Max.” Drea touches my arm, the gesture helping me
reign in my baser urge to shove Tori into the nearest wall as |
assert the fact that | have first dibs. Did | mention my dominance
issues? | turnto glare at my friend, only to see her little sister move
forward out of the corner of my eye. Thelittle bitch.

“Let her go.” Drea’'s eyes remind me of a puppy’s, huge and
pleading. “The one she's heading for reminds me an awful lot of
Derek.”

Derek the Asshole, the reason Tori is here tonight and ruining
my fun. | clench my fist and tamp down my animal ingtinct. Just
thisonce, | suppose | could play nice and let the girl get first bite.

Dreagives a gentle squeeze. “| owe you.”
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No, she doesn’'t. | smile and dip an arm around her waist.
“Let’sgo find us some choice cuts.”

She laughs, and we stride toward the dance floor. A strange
feeling hits me as | step onto the parquet. This huge, dizzying wave
of knowing washes through me, ending with static electricity firing
over al my nerve endings. | look around, but see nothing out of the
ordinary.

“Areyou dl right, Max?’

Dreais standing in front of me now, eyes full of concern, her
face awash in the purple, red and blue lights streaking over the
floor. | shake my head and sniff. Under the sweat, musk and meaty
smells of the dancers, under the cologne, alcohol and wood, there
is a definite feral tang. 1'd only smelled it one other time after |
became a wolf, the night | went after Larry for changing me. Joy
and dread tangle my nerves. Another werewolf is here. My pulse
leaps. | want to find this other one, but...

| breathe again and follow the scent.

“Max, where—"

| ignore Drea and weave through the crowd, inhaling every
couple of seconds to stay focused on the trail. The smell excites
me, terrifies me. My Beast wakes as | track my target, stirring just
below my skin in anticipation of sex, ahunt, or maybe both.

| push through the front doors to the outside and see three
people striding down the stairs—two very large, very Grade A men
and a tal, lithe model-like woman. The scent is stronger now and
it's coming from the guys. Holy shit! After al these years of
feeling isolated, | find not one, but two more like me. | follow the
weres to the parking lot, oblivious to the cold night air. The
compulsion to join them overwhelms my senses.

Control, Maxie.
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As | close my eyes to gather mysdlf, | fee the weight of
someone staring. My eyelids shoot open, and | see both men
looking in my direction now, their expressions intense as they scan
the crowd. My survival instinct finally kicksin, and I move to mix
with a large group heading into the club. What the hell am |
thinking? | don’t know them. What if they'relike Larry?

God, | hopethey didn’t actually see me.

“Max, where the hell did you go?’

Drea rushes over to me as | wak back inside. | am totally
rattlted now that | have mysef back under control. Two
werewolves right here in LaGrange. Un-fucking-believable. |
mean, | dways knew there were others. Larry had to come from
somewhere. But thisis shocking and scary with a serving of happy
ontheside.

“You'refreezing,”

| redlize | am shivering. This encounter has really wigged me
out, and | need adrink.

“Comeon.” | shift direction toward the huge, U-shaped bar.

“Are you going to tell me what the fuck happened just now?’
Dreayellsin my ear, obvioudy forgetting that | have wolf hearing.
Her shouts are like abullhorn.

| stop, and she crashesinto me. | whip around and glare.

“No need to shout,” | remind her.

She gets a sheepish look on her face. “ Sorry.”

I nod, then continue my quest for liquid refreshment. By the
time the bartender hands me my Tequila Sunrise, | am feeling
somewhat normal. Then | take afew sips and let the alcohol do its
job. Chugging the rest of it down, | order another.

“So, you going to talk or just keep gulping down eight-dollar
drinks?’

11



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

She has apoint.

“Maxi, oh my God! | didn't know you were gonna be here
tonight.”

| turn to see my friend and neighbor, Mary Elizabeth Barrett,
standing behind me in awhirl of golden sparklies. Her green eyes
are anxious and hazed with alcohol.

“Just thought we' d check out the new joint. What's up?’

“Listen, can we tak? Oh, uh... Hi, Drea” She nods
uncomfortably at my friend, then takes a quick pull on the skinny
straw in her pink candy drink, head and hips bopping out of sync to
an electronica remix of some Top Forty pop song. She has a
definite stressed air about her, eyes flitting around, unable to settle.
I can smell fear underlying her natural scent.

| touch her arm, gently bringing her attention back to me. “Are
you okay?’

“Sure.” A nervous titter escapes. “| came here with some girls
from work. Ally, Lauren and Dawn.”

I gulp more of my cocktail in an effort to suppress the sarcastic
comment brewing on my tongue. M.E. always did have lousy taste
in companions. If | remember these girls right, they may have one
functioning brain among them. But, in a place like this, al a girl
needs is a good rack, a hot ass and an eager attitude. The airhead
triplets have more than their share of all three.

“Look,” she says, leaning in close, a blast of warm, booze-
scented breath making my nose wrinkle. “I really need to talk to
you.”
“About what?”

She glances around, then sways in closer, her expression
intense. “lI need to ask you something very important. You'll
probably laugh, but | don’t know what else to do.”
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What the hell? “Ah...sure. Did you want to go to the ladies or
something?’

M.E. pulls back, her gaze darting as she rapidly stirstheicein
her glass. She looks back at me. “Not here. Come by my place
tomorrow.”

“Okay. |I—"

“For the sunny gold girl.” The bartender’s gruff bass cuts off
our conversation as he sets another dollhouse confection on the bar
near Mary Elizabeth and me.

A dlightly confused expression crosses her face as she sets
aside her now-empty glass. “Who' s this from?’

The bartender gestures across the big U to an escapee from
70's porn heaven, bulky and hairy with a mustache reminiscent of
Burt Reynolds without the grooming. He looks like a costume
shop reject. The guy flashes a creepy smile, the white of his teeth
gleaming like flashlight beams through a dense forest. For an
instant, | feel like he’ slooking right at me.

My lupine senses are tripping. There is something weird about
him, like he's a fake person. But | shrug it off. At a place such as
this, the creep probability factor is like roulette with loaded dice.
Y ou're always going to score at |east once.

M.E. smiles thinly and lifts a hand in a weak wave, then tilts
her head toward me. “I have no desire to star in a Debbie Does
Dallas remake. | am so out of here.” She weaves her way through
the crowd and disappears near the dance floor.

Drea pokes me. “Come on, back to your sitch. What the hell is
going on?’

| take one more sip of medicinal tequila and meet her anxious
gaze. “There were others here.”

“What do you mean, others?’
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“Likeme.” | stare at Drea, willing her to understand.

“Oh. OH!” Her eyes bug out like a cartoon version of herself.
“Holy shit! Did they see you? Were they aone? What did they
look like? What...”

| smile as Drea s nervous motor mouth takes over and wait for
abreak in her babbling before | speak.

“First, | don’t know if they saw me. | know they sensed me.
Second, they were with some tall, skinny bitch and yes, they were
very hot. Tal and muscular, one had short hair, the other long and
black. Prime cuts.”

“Maybe you could talk to them or something?’

| shake my head. “I don’t think so. | mean, if Larry isanyoneto
go by, talking isthe last thing these wolves want to do.”

“They could be different, you never know.”

I"d like to think she's right, that they might be different, but |
just don’t know.

“Good looking, you say?” She gives alow whigtle. “Damn.”

“Uh huh.”

“You think it's awerewolf thing? | mean Larry was a prick, but
hewas atotal sizzler.”

“Don’'t know,” | murmur and take another drink. Drea was
right about one thing. Larry had been smoking....a little older,
dangerous and everything my fifteen-year-old cheerleader self had
wanted. I'd started dating him, and there’d been this magic. He'd
made me feel singular, special al the time, and | knew | wanted
him to take my virginity. Larry had had that...and my stomach and
the lower third of my small intestine. Me, bitter? Just alittle. | need
to get my mind off werewolves for a while and get back to what |
came here for—action.

I finish off my second drink, and my gaze wanders, landing on
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a couple of rump roast puppies making eyes at me. | am suddenly
in the mood for tender. One seems to be about five-six with short,
dark hair in amessy skater style. The other is tall, lean and blond.
Both are looking pretty good at this point.

| nod at Drea.

She strikes a seductive pose, then leans in and whispers, “Don’t
forget. If | get the bad one, I'm getting your sapphire tennis
bracelet for amonth.”

I grin. “I know.” We've played this game before.

We smile and waggle our fingers, letting them know we're
interested. As they get closer, | can smell how excited and turned
on they are. Oh, so swest, yet part of me hopes whomever | go
with, at least knows what he’s doing once we hit the sheets. | am
not in the mood to teach aclass.

“Hi.” The blond nods at me, his eyes warm and friendly. “I'm
Jack and thisis, er, Louis.”

The shorter one waves. | readlize then that | am way too much
woman for poor Louis, so | lean in to Jack, making a menta note
that | would be turning over my bracelet to my best friend.

“Hi there. I'm Maxie, and thisis Drea.”

We make small talk until I'm about ready to scream. Taking
Jack’s arm, | lead him to the dance floor. “Would you like to
dance?’

“Well, um, yeah. Sure.”

His response seems hesitant. | hope it’s just shyness, that he's
got some semblance of rhythm. If he can't even work it on the
floor, then | have to go back to the drawing board.

Jack surprises me with a few moves and great hip action. My
impression improves still more as he spins me so we are pressed
together, my back to his front. He grinds against me, his hands
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dliding over my hips with just the right amount of pressure. He has
game. My lust begins to simmer, and | give him afew booty pops.
His palm smoothes over my ass and sgqueezes. Y eah, baby. That's
it.

Jack and | burn up the floor for a few more tunes, our arousal
growing. My breasts are now pressing against his chest, nipples
hard like little jewels. His thigh slides between mine, the fabric of
his jeans rough against my skin. He leans down, nuzzling my neck.
His scent intoxicates me—clean sweat, warm skin and cotton with
ahint of sandalwood. | can’'t wait to get him home, to taste his...

“Max!”

Drea svoice shocks me like afire hose.

“What?' | snarl. From the look on her face, | can tell that my
eyes are probably glowing. | take a deep breath and get myself
back under control. “ Sorry, what isit?’

“It's Tori.”

Jack’ s erection is hot against my belly. Tori better bein serious
trouble, or Dreais going to be short one sister.

“l can't find her.”

“lsn't she with the Derek look-alike?” My hand sgueezes
Jack’ s ass forcing him tighter against me. The things | am going to
doto him.

“Yes. Can't find him either.”

“What?' Damnit.

“Maybe you should go help your friend,” Jack whispers in my
ear. “I'll find Louis and wait for you by the bar.”

The man goes from rump roast to top sirloin in three-point-five
seconds. He's getting a cowgirl ride on my mattress when we get
to my place.

| kiss his cheek and weave through the crowd with Drea
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Inhaling, | scan the crowd, al my senses alert for some sign of the
stupid girl. Once we're off the floor, we pass some tables, and |
catch ahint of her lavender and Obsession scent. Tori’ s been using
the same soap and cologne since high school, so there's no
mistaking that combo. | motion for Drea to follow, and we hit a
darkened booth to find the ho astride her Derek avatar.

| am sorely tempted to yank the bitch off her man by her hair,
but | control myself and let Drea have at it.

“Tori, what the hell are you doing?’

As my friend reams her little sister anew one, | sizeup Tori’s
pony ride. | don't like him at al. Oh, he looks top choice, but there
is a serious asshole factor working here. | give him the eye, but
he's oblivious, too busy staring at Drea’s breasts. | can just hear
those ménage thoughts churning in his pea brain. | would love
nothing more than to chase him down in a dark forest while he
screams and shits himself.

“Comeon, Tori, let’sgo.” Dreatriesto be firm.

“She doesn’t want to go.” Mr. Creep interjects.

Chrigt, what adick.

“She knows better.” Drea continues to glare a Tori, who is
clearly not interested in giving up her seat on the merry-go-round.

“Oh, Drea, just go. | want to have some fun.” Tori gigglesin a
high-pitched, drunken way and snugglesinto her play man.

Thisis going nowhere.

“Tori.” Drea appears to be reaching the end of her rope, and |
am about to lay into the little witch, myself, when Derek, who is
not Derek, decidesto be an even bigger tool.

“Hey, here’s an idea, Big Sis. Quit being an interfering bitch,
and let Tori do what she wants.”

Drea gasps and pulls back. She is not a confrontational person

17



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

when things start to escalate. Lucky thing | am.

| lean in and give him my best predatory stare. “Listen, Dick.
Back off.”

The look usualy works with most pricks, but apparently this
one has had more than enough acohol to boost his attitude. He sets
Tori off his lap and stands, using every inch of his impressive
height to try and intimidate me.

“Why don’t you shut your fucking mouth, bitch, before | shut it
for you?' He grabs his rod, to show me how big his stick is. “1 got
plenty to keep you quiet.”

I roll my eyes as he pushes into me. I've had enough. There'sa
man waiting for me at the bar, and the last thing | need is shit from
this asshole. | grab his nuts and squeeze with my lupine strength,
lengthening my claws just enough for him to feel the sharp edges
through the denim of his jeans. His face turns white, sweat beading
on his brow and upper lip.

“1 suggest you zip it before | rip off these little olives to garnish
my martini.”

“O-Ok-kay. P-Please, let me go.”

His fear is intoxicating, and | increase the pressure, delighting
in hiswhimpers.

“Come on, Max. He' s not worth it.”

Dred s voice reaches me as if through afog. | slowly return to
myself and ease my hand off the jackass's sac. He collapses into
the booth, his chest heaving. He Il be putting ice on those things.
It'll be along time before he has sex again.

Speaking of sex... It'stime to find Jack and get the hell out of
here.
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CHAPTER 2

I gasp and whimper as Jack licks around my vaginal lips. He
seems just a tad hesitant, though. His strokes and touches feel
great, but they're restrained, like he knows he's overzealous and
wants to make sure he's doing everything right. | can dig that, but,
really, | need more. He nibbles the inside, not quite touching the
magic button, and | buck my hips, my hand diding through his
silky hair, urging him to get to the right spot. He finally does, and |
shiver.

“1 must be doing something right.” He laughs, rubbing a cheek
along my pubic mound.

Hell, yeah. Now keep it up.

The warm puffs of his breath tease my aching flesh, and | grip
just a bit harder, spreading my thighs wider, biting back a snarl. |
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love when a guy goes down on me, love the velvet sensation of the
lingual movements, the wet heat of saliva and my own moisture
pooling in the sensitive channel.

Catching my lower lip between my teeth, | raise my other hand
to play with my nipples, pinching and pulling the tight peaks in
time to Jack’ s maneuvers. | jerk as he sucks my clit into his mouth,
hard against the paate, his tongue fluttering, the nub pulsing
harder as he works it. My heels dig into the smooth muscles of his
back, and | thrill at his grunt, his fingers gripping my buttocksin a
vise.

My body ison the knife-edge of orgasm.

This is where | have to be rea careful. If | let loose, | could
hurt or even kill Jack. Nothing dlays the moment quicker than
ripping off your partner's head. Going solo doesn’'t help my
control either, by the way. I’ ve abliterated severa toys giving in to
awild climax. | can bench press a Cadillac on my calmest days, so
alittle plastic and rubber doesn’t stand a chance against a full-on,
werewolf climax. | remember spending months picking up beads
from apulverized jack rabbit pearl.

Since my little rump roast is presently at ground zero, | have to
focus and ride out my release, essentially swallowing most of
it...like you do when you're having sex with your parents in the
next room. It's enjoyable, but not the all-out, screaming-monkey,
jungleride you realy want.

Inhaling sharply, | thrash my head against the pillows,
everything tightening in anticipation of the explosion. My Beast
gtirs dlong my nerve endings. | close my eyes and mentally count
to ten, Mississippi-style, my body clenching. The wild rush eases
assmall tremors seize all my muscles.

“Ooh, so good,” | whisper, knowing that like most men, he

20



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

probably expects to hear that he's doing agreat job.

Jack nuzzles the inside of my thigh, the beginning of whiskers
on his jaw rasping against my skin. He smiles as he raises himsdlf,
and | let my legs dip to his sides. He moves up the line of my
body, his penis hard and insistent on my belly. The tang of male
arousal teases my senses. | savor the scent, my mouth watering at
the thought of having him deep inside me.

Jack captures my lips in an eager, whirlpool kiss. He tastes of
beer, single-malt scotch and a spicy sweet essence that is al his
own with some eau de me mixed in. The unique flavor explodes
across my tongue as our lips explore. He is a great kisser. No
vacuum suction here, that’ sfor sure.

| trail my hands over his firm back, pressing him closer,
enjoying the feel of his chest hair against my nipples, the crisp
curls teasing the little tips, making them tighter and tighter. He
grindsinto me as our Kisses become stronger and deeper.

He reaches down and teases the wet crown of his cock along
my damp pubic crease. | moan as the hard heat dides just inside to
tease my clit.

“Christ!” He jerks back, panic on hisface. “ Condoms.”

I knew we were missing something and curse mysdlf for
forgetting. According to Dred s research, werewolves are supposed
to be immune to human illnesses, so disease isn’t a problem for
me. | mean, | haven’t had a cold or flu or anything else since that
night. But | don’t want any mini me’s around for agood long time.

Jack scrambles back and stumbles toward the pile of clothes
near the foot of the bed. He digs around, then holds up afoil packet
with a look of triumph and returns to sit next to me. | love
watching a guy roll on a rubber...how they carefully and quickly
smooth it over their erection, or if they're too eager, how they
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hesitate, trying not to come. Jack definitely fals into that latter
category. He curses softly as he tries to dide the latex down his
bobbing shaft threetimes.

“Want help?’ | ask, rising on my elbows.

“No.” He gives me atight look as he finishes.

“Stay there,” | command and roll off the bed. Back at the club,
| promised to give him a cowgirl ride, and that is exactly what |
intend to do. Besides, the evening is entirely too vanilla for my
normal taste. | know | said | was in the mood for tender, but
holding back a strong orgasm has made me edgy and longing for
something alittle wilder.

| stand in front of him and give his chest a gentle shove. “Lie
down.”

His eyes get this look, like he can’t believe what's about to
happen and he scoots farther onto the mattress. | wonder if this
cowboy’ s ever been ridden.

| crawl over him, his eyes widening as | straddle his thighs. |
smile as | see his Adam'’s apple bob with three hard swallows, his
gaze on my breasts and roaming farther south. He's excited, but
trying to keep it together. | can just hear those thoughts inside his
mind about the next level in some on-line game or the box scores
from the Bulls game. Anything to keep from blasting out of pole
position before the green flag.

| lean forward and give him a long lick from collarbone to
navel, circling around his cute, outie belly button, then give it a
nibble and a tug. He tastes so good, salty sweet, and | bite a little
harder, careful not to break skin. My Wolf likes his flavor and |
stop, forcing back my lupine strength. Jack’s not the only one
riding an edge.

His breath hisses; his cock bobs against my throat. | tilt my
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head, rubbing my cheek along the hard flesh, inhaling his male
essence. | smooth my hands over his quivering pectoras to play
with his nipples, pinching and twisting them, rolling them between
thumb and forefinger.

Jack’ s hands clutch my wrists. “Please,” he croaks.

I smile into his stomach, reveling in the texture. His skin is on
fire. | can fed the blood roaring through him now, his heart beating
like a tribal drum, seductive and primal. My own pulse throbs in
time to his. | close my eyes and think spreadsheets, tax
forms...anything to keep from pouncing on the poor man.

His fingers tease over my back, playing along my spine until
they reach my ass, then he clamps down with the grip of a bull
rider, squeezing hard enough to bruise, if | were human. A rather
nice little surprise.

| push to my knees and fist his latex-covered erection, pumping
up and down aong the shaft, giving the crown a bit extra with a
swipe of my thumb. He groans as | rise enough to position him,
then dlide the head around just inside, massaging my clit. | stroke
faster and faster, nearly bringing myself to orgasm. My ears prick
at hissharp grunt, and | realize I’ ve got to did it back.

| glance at him and fight the sudden urge to laugh. With his
eyes fever bright, his mouth slack and hanging open like a broken
screen door, he looks rather idiotic. Well, they say sex makes you
stupid.

With aswivel of hips, | push down, gasping as Jack’s cock fills
me. Panting, | take him all the way inside until | feel hiswiry pubic
hairs against my nether lips. | arch my neck and give him a slow
ride up and down. His hard length feels amazing, hot and pulsing.
There is nothing like having a lover inside you, so close and so
very vulnerable.
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After afew strokes, | lean forward to kiss him, letting him play
with my breasts. His lean fingers ddlicately roll the hard pebbles
like he's fine-tuning an old car radio. This position also alows me
to take him deeper. He' s not very thick, but heislong.

I move alittle faster, feeling him bump my cervix. | get wetter
and hotter as | ride him, the fever inside me boiling over. My teeth
lengthen, my fingernails become claws. | stop, shoving my nails
through the mattress and take slow, deep breaths.

“What'sa matter?’ Jack mumbles, rubbing a pam over my
lower back.

“Just catching my breath,” | mutter into his neck, keeping my
eyes shut tight. They glow when | get really turned on. | take afew
more seconds to reign in the predator.

Under control, | push to my knees and start again. | slide up,
then plunge down.

“Yessss... Oh God...” Jack is panting.

His muscles tighten beneath me, trembling as | continue to
move over him. The pressure builds, and | can feel another orgasm
rising. After rubbing my hands in circles across his chest, | tweak
his small nipples, tugging on the curled hair. I pump faster, Jack
joining in, clutching my hips, surging up as | push.

Swallowing back the urge to howl and rip, my body shakes
with the effort to take my pleasure and keep the animal from
overwhelming this moment. | snarl and fall forward as the orgasm
sweeps through every fiber of my being, my muscles spasming.

A few seconds later, | feel Jack slipping out of me. | roll to his
side and bury my face in the pillows. He stirs enough to turn into
me and throw an arm around my waist.

“Night,” he whispers.

| smile as his soft snoring fills the room.
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* * *

Carefully, I move from underneath Jack’s arm and pad
downstairs. | need arun in the woods and some fresh food. | have a
huge appetite after sex, aswell as arestless, pulsing energy. Maybe
it'll be different if | ever get the chance to truly satisfy my carnd
desires. Until then, it’srun and hunt.

In silence, 1 navigate through the shadows to the kitchen and
walk into the backroom. | step outside, ignoring the chilly air, and
head into the trees far enough so that houses are no longer visible.
The foliage is till thick enough that | don’t have to go far to be
concealed from view, but | like to get past the paved path that
winds through the forest preserve just beyond my yard. | have a
neighbor who works odd hours and might be awake and looking
out the window.

The first couple times | changed in the dead of night, | had
been nervous. The strangeness, the loneliness and all the stories|'d
heard growing up had played in my mind. | had to remind myself
that | had become one of the things feared in the dark. After that,
al my anxiety faded away. Now, | loveit.

The Change bubbles through my system, small tingling bursts
like a fizzing bath tablet. Then it washes over me in an
overflowing rush like champagne as it streams down the bottle
when the cork pops. The energy builds faster and faster until my
nails become claws, my bones stretch and grow, thick black fur
covers my skin. (Don’t ask me why my fur doesn’t match the hair
on my head. | don't know. Larry was gray in wolf form and his
hair was brown.)

My muscle size increases, and lupine proportions take over the
shape of my face. Now, | have teeth that are razor sharp for biting
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and tearing. Canine vision sees the world in high def black and
white, while my sense of smell becomes even sharper, a paette of
amillion scents so crystalline, they could be read like words.

| am atrue blend of wolf and human, not the four-legged kind
most books and films portray. | can run on all fours or on only two
legs, like a person...doesn't matter. Because of the humanity
dwelling inside my Beast, | would understand your words if you
encountered me and spoke. Of course, if you saw me like this,
you' d run screaming in the opposite direction.

Inhaling deeply, | crouch like a sprinter, then take off. | bound
through the forest, my claws digging into the hard ground. Pushing
off of logs and trunks, | jump and charge. | stop near asmall ravine
and sniff, my ears pricked, listening for any sound.

The fur along my neck and back stands on end. Someone or
something is out there, watching me. | scan the areg, testing the air.
In total silence | watch, absolutely still, waiting for movement or
sound. There is nothing. With a low growl, | resume the hunt,
forging around trees, through thickets and underbrush.

| slow as | reach a clearing, staying just within the tree line.
The scent of deer ison the air, and | am hungry. | sight the herd in
the field, eating. Perfect. | charge through the dried brush, and in
two legps | am on them. They start to run. | catch a young buck,
my claws dashing his sides. My weight drags him down. As we
roll, | take out his throat, killing him instantly. | devour the flesh,
my teeth cracking the ribcage as | bite and rip into the viscera. The
blood pours hot down my throat, satisfying the ache of my hunger.
In no time | finish and bury what’s left. Doesn’t make sense to let
the carcassrot out in the open for possible discovery.

I run back to my house, stopping just in sight of my yard to
resume my human form. This part of the Changeisthe easiest. My
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body starts to shrink, the wolf form faling away and then | am
standing in the frigid night, shivering and sweating. | trot inside
and head into the main floor bathroom to clean up.

It frustrates me because | can heal injuries through the Change,
but there's not a damn thing | can do about bloodstains. Those |
have to clean up the old-fashioned way. Fucking figures. At least
there are no clothes to wash. | snag a towel from the built-in
shelves behind the door and step in the shower. | start the water,
wincing at the too-hot spray. After | return human form, my skinis
extra sengitive. I'm adjusting the temperature when my ears pick
up Jack coming down the stairs. Shit.

“Maxie?’ He knocks softly on the door.

“Yeah?’

“Cha doin’ in there?’ Jack’s voice is mellow and sleepy, a
quiet muffle through the wood.

“Just taking a shower.” | scrub the shampoo through my hair,
wishing he would go back upstairs. Working a dab of body wash
into a soft sponge, | scrub it gingerly over my skin, careful to make
sure to get off al the red.

Why in the hell isn’t he like most of the others I've brought
home? They’re usually anxious to leave after the action or sleep
like the dead until ten or eleven in the morning. No, Jack has to be
curious and wander like a puppy. Fuck.

“Can | join you?’

“Uh...” | look down to make sure the blood has all washed
away. “Sure.”

Maybe | can distract him with shower sex or something. No
condoms down here, though. Crap.

Jack walks in, and | pop my head around the curtain, flashing
him my best come-hither smile. He steps in the tub, then wraps his
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ams around me from behind, nuzzling my neck. “Why’'d you
leave?’

This is the problem when you bring home a sweet one. They
tend to get clingy and affectionate.

I turn and kiss him, working my lips over histo keep him from
talking anymore. His cock rises against my belly, tapping like a
drummer. | wend my way from his mouth to his throat, down over
his chest and on to his belly button, bending to take his penis into
my mouth. Since | won't have sex without condoms, giving him a
blow job isthe next best thing.

Ten minutes later, we exit the bathroom, him with a dopey,
post-orgasmic look and me, anxious to get him upstairs so | can
clean the fucking bloody footprints off the floor. Sometimes my
lifeislike adark sitcom.

* * *

I lie in bed the next morning, the sunlight streaming over my
face. Jack burrows his nose into the nape of my neck, his morning
wood poking me like an insistent child. | want him to go away; he
wants more action. If he' d just promise to go home and leave mein
peace, |'d probably give in and agree to one more round before he
goes, but I'm afraid more sex will just stoke his expectations for
more than I'm willing to give him. He may have been upgraded to
top sirloin last night, but in the light of day and without the
acohol, he' s till rump roast.

“Morning,” he whispers, placing agentle kissin my hair.

Gag. | wish | could be mean and throw him out, but he's so
nice. | know, maybe | can fart, burp or get a spontaneous attack of
explosive diarrhea...anything that will gross him out enough so
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he'll run far away. But my body betrays me. There' s nothing, not
even a queasy rumbling. Oh hell, now | have to figure out what to

“How about some morning play time?’ He nibbles a my
earlobe.

I roll my eyes and pat histhigh. “How about some food?’

“Sounds good. | make excellent pancakes. | could mix a batch,
and we could have breakfast in bed.”

Jesus, he's not just clingy, he's like a goddamned leech. I'm
trying not to be a bitch about this, but if he doesn’'t scram, | may
just have to kill him on principle. And that would ruin a good
weekend.

I roll over with abig smile. “Pancakes sound delicious.”

His face lights up, and he scrambles out of bed. My acting
skillsaren’t half bad.

After settling Chef Jack in the kitchen, | head out to get my
paper and the mail. | open the door and the scent of blood, human
blood, overwhelms me. | step back, every sense, both human and
anima, on dert. | sniff the air and determine it's not freshly
spilled, that it's been congealing for hours. The odor of the deer’s
blood last night must have masked it, otherwise | would have
noticed it then. Intent on finding the source, | inhale and start
walking, heedless of the cold. It grows stronger as | reach Mary
Elizabeth’'s house across the street. My stomach seizes as| redize
what I'll probably find. I march up her front stairs and peek in the
window.

The thin white curtain lends a gauzy look to the daughter.
Someone has butchered my friend. Through the hazy fabric, | can
see blood and God knows what other body fluids soaking a wide
swath of the pale blue carpet. The rusty streaks and puddies form a
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trail that stretches to the hall leading to M.E.’ s bedroom. | can only
see her legs, and | wince at the dark splashes coating them like
some gruesome, pre-school art project.

The Change ripples beneath my skin. | growl and back away
from the sight. The anger and shock act like accelerators. My teeth
and nails lengthen, my vision darting between canine and human.

“Hey, Maxie!”

Striving for calm, | fight back the Change. | whirl to find old
Ed Heinman on his porch. He lives next to Mary Elizabeth.

“You dl right?’ He starts down his stairs.

“I'm fine. Ed, you gotta call the cops.”

He ignores me and keeps coming. “What? Why you're out here
with no shoes, girl. Let’s get you—"

My Beast snaps.

“Call the fucking cops!” | roar, my will power nearing the
breaking point.

He jumps back, looking at me like I’ ve sprouted a second head.

| turn away to grip theiron railing, fed it bend to my hand and
count to fifty, dragging in deep breaths. The urge to change and
hunt returns, riding me even harder. | haven't been this close to
losing it since | was in high school. | grit my teeth, my control
razor thin. Reigning in my Beast right now is like pulling the
Zipper on an overstuffed suitcase.

Ed's looking a me like | belong in an ingtitution when | am
finally ableto talk. “I’'m sorry, Ed. Something's happened to Mary
Elizabeth.”
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CHAPTERS3

Ed gapes at me for severa long moments. Then he rushes up
hisfront stairs, yelling for hiswife, Fran, to call the police.

I look down and realize | heed proper clothes and shoes before
the cops arrive. | jog across the street and push through my door
just as Jack is coming out of the kitchen, coffee in hand, wearing
his black jeans from last night, top button undone.

“Did you get the paper?’

The question brings me up short and | stop, giving him what is
surely apuzzled look. | can’'t seem to think straight at the moment.
To my stunned brain, he looks like he's in one of those Folger's
commercias, al smiley and normal with a hint of deepiness. The
antithesis of what I’ ve just seen.

“No.” | snap out of my fog and start up to my room.
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“Maxie, is something wrong? Where' re you going? Coffee and
food are this way. ” He jerks a thumb toward the kitchen, a
confusing frown settles on hisface.

| back down, not sure what to say. How do you tell your boy
toy that you just found your friend brutally murdered? You can't
exactly say it with flowers. | take the direct approach.

“Jack, I, uh found my friend, my um...neighbor and uh, well,
she's dead. The cops will be here any minute and we need to get
dressed.”

People take news like thisin a variety of ways. Some freak out,
others go into a daze, till others start babbling and screaming. It
al depends. Jack’s expression gets that slack-jawed, imbecilic
look, and he gapes at me like a concussed trout, his mouth opening
and closing. The coffee starts to spill out of the cup. Turns out,
he'sababbler.

“Oh, my God. Maxie...that’s... Holy shit! What did you...Was
she...” He couldn't seem to wrap his mind around a coherent
thought.

With preternatural speed, | whisk the cup out of his hand,
saving a bigger mess. | take advantage of his stupor and hustle him
up to my room, tossing him his shirt and other pertinent clothing. |
rush around and grab jeans, an old Fila sweatshirt and socks,
remembering underwear at the last minute.

“What happened?’

Jack’ svoice stops mein my tracks.

“1 told you, she' sdead.”

“1 know. What | mean is, is she dead like heart attack or dead
like”—he makes a hesitant dlice with his finger across his throat—
“murder?’

I roll my eyes at his gesture and sigh. Jesus Christ, how could |
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have ever thought this man top sirloin?

“With what | saw, | think it's safe to say she was murdered.”

Jack suddenly looks green around the gills. “Oh, God.”

| ignore him and yank on my clothes in jerky movements,
nearly plunging afist through my jeansin my haste. | am nervous,
scared, pissed off and ready to pounce. Cops make me
uncomfortable, to say the least, and they really set my Beast on
edge. | cock my head and hear the sirens in the distance. They
should be here in a couple of minutes.

| go back downstairs and open my door, watching as a police
car pulls across Mary Elizabeth’'s driveway. Two officers—one
tal, light and wide, the other short, dark and athletic—rush up to
her porch. The tal one knocks on her door while the shorter guy
peeks in her window. | can smell the adrenaline and sweat from
here. The cop looking in the window jerks back and turns to his
partner with a horrified look. They force open the door and enter.
In the meantime, an ambulance from the nearby firehouse slows
and parks in front of the Heinmans house. Ed and Fran are
huddled by the side rail, staring at Mary Elizabeth’s place, their
fear enveloping them like river mist.

The short cop comes out and loses his breakfast al over the
evergreen bushes Mary Elizabeth’s brother, Ethan, planted last
summer. My stomach clenches when | think about Ethan and the
rest of the family. | know them as well as | know my own family.
They are very tight-knit and will be utterly devastated.

“It’snot like one of those cop shows, isit?’ Jack comments.

“Nope.” | shrug. “I have a friend who works dispatch in
Chicago. She told me that those programs tend to get stuff wrong
because they have to add things for dramatic effect. | wish this
would work like atelevision show, though. Y ou know?’
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“What do you mean?’

“If this were one of those shows, they’d find Mary Elizabeth’s
killer in the next couple hours, and have him tried and shipped off
to prison by Tuesday, just intime for theten o’ clock news.”

He places an awkward hand on my shoulder, his touch
irritating rather than soothing. | want him gone, like right now.
While he was good last night, | never should have brought him
home. | had been off my game after scenting those two wolves and
hadn’t been thinking as clearly as | normaly would have. Now
this. All in al, it was time for Jack to exit stage right and never
return.

“The cops will probably want to tak with us, huh?’ Jack
squeezes that sensitive spot between my neck and shoulder.

Fuck. He' sright, which means ol’ Jack is going to be here for a
while longer.

| dance away from him, grab a cozy jacket and step out on my
porch. Taking a seat on the swing, | huddle into the warmth of the
denim coat’s flannel lining and lean back, my mind drifting to the
grisly sight in ME’'s house. Jesus, who could have done such a
thing?

Unfortunately, Jack joins me, sitting with his thigh brushing
mine, one arm slung around my shoulder. | tolerate the gesture
because it’ s not worth the effort to shake him loose.

Asthe scene unfolds acrossthe street, | see another vehicle pull
up and wonder if maybe these are the crime scene people or
perhaps staff from the coroner’s office. A second cruiser arrives
and the first two officers head over to talk to the new uniforms.
The tall guy of the original two, appears to be in charge. He
gesturesto Ed and Fran, then points afinger in my direction.

| watch as the patrolmen separate and a thin, African-American
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officer walks toward my house. He has that beautiful, dark ebony
skin that seems to shine with its own light, as if flesh really can
glow. | can see arazor of a mustache stretching above his top lip.
He has no sideburns. | wonder if he's bald under the cap. The
bulletproof vest makes his lean frame look bulky. | peg him to be
five-seven or eight, judging by the length of his stride as he moves.
He takes my stairs two at a time. Good balance, | note, athough
why, | have no idea. A million random thoughts are flying around
inside my head.

“Ms. Briscoe, I'm Officer Harris.”

His brown eyes are so dark, they’'re ailmost black...and very
intense. | feel like an animal at the zoo al of a sudden, and my
Beast is not happy. | swallow it back, hard, hoping the nice police
man takesit for a nervous gesture.

“And you are?’ His gaze swingsto Jack.

“Jack Caladan.” Jack holds out his hand, and Harris shakesiit.

“Would you two careto talk out here or inside?’

“Here'sfine,” | tell Harris. “1 have another chair, if you'd like
tosit.”

“No thanks.” He leans against the rail and pulls out a small
notebook. “Y our full nameis?’

“Uh, Maxine Briscoe.”

“Can you tell me exactly what happened?’

I go through everything from the moment | walked over to
Mary Elizabeth’s, with as much truth as possible, leaving out
certain werewolf details like scenting her blood in the air.

“Okay, let me make sure | have this right.” The officer reads
my words back to me. “ Anything else you need to add?’

“No. If | think of anything, um...”

“Cadll this number.” He hands me a card and then shifts to

35



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

speak with Jack.

Jack goes through his story, and | notice that sweat is beading
on his neck. Cops must wig him out as well. Glad to know I’'m not
the only one, although between the two of us, I’'m the one with the
most to fear.

Officer Harris gets our contact information and leaves. | can't
help but let out asigh of relief at the sight of his retreating back.

| sit for alittle while longer, watching as the work continuesin
Mary Elizabeth’s house. Morning turns to afternoon, and | wonder
if the police have finaly notified her family. Tears burn and my
nerves itch like mosquito bites as | picture the shiny, happy Barrett
clan, now minus one.

As| relive every memory | have of M.E., right up through last
night, my fists clench as | focus on the brief conversation we' d had
at the club. Shit! She'd been so troubled, so anxious to talk to me.
What in the hell had she wanted to tell me? And did it have
anything to do with her murder?

All day, | maintain my vigil, staring as cops and techs come
and go, Jack till glued to my side. Exhaling heavily, | shoot him a
glance. He sits there useless as a guardian stuffed animal, and |
know it is definitely time for him to leave. Shooting up off the
swing, | push inside, the rump roast on my heels. | stop short, Jack
plowing into my back.

“Maxie, I'm sor—"

“Look.” 1 whirl and cut him off with a hand to his mouth. “Last
night was wonderful and you’ ve been great today, but it istime for
youtogo.”

“Bul whanna...” he mumblesinto my fingers.

| increase the pressure. “No more talking. You need to leave.
Right. Now.”

36



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

He looks like I've just bitten the head off his puppy as he
stands there, staring at me.

For my part, I’ ve run out of patience, and | have to refrain from
shoving him through the thick wooden door.

With one more hang-dog look, he grabs his keys, then movesto
leave. Yes!

Comeon...two morefeet.

He stops, turning back.

Shit!

“Can | cal you sometime?’

Ishe kidding?

“Jack, maybe under different circumstances...” Like if | get
knocked out or drugged. “But | don’t think thisis going to work.”

He sighs, and | fed bad for like a second. He bends to give me
aquick kiss on the cheek and findly, finaly walks out the door. |
closeit and for good measure throw the deadbolt and the chain.

Hustling upstairs, | yank off my clothes, tossing them every
which way and turn on the shower in the bathroom. | step in, let
the water run over me, and suddenly my legs are too weak to hold
me up. A yawning chasm of pain opens up deep inside. | drop to
my knees as huge wracking sobs consume me.

| cry for Mary Elizabeth. And | cry for her family...especiadly
her brother, Ethan.

He had been my fiancé and the love of my life at one time. He
had made me feel special, wanted, and most important of all,
needed. He had never minded things like my big appetite, and had
seemed to accept my explanations for those full moons when | was
“unavailable.” Sure, | still had had to hold back on the sex, but |
hadn’t minded so much because I'd loved him.

Briefly, | had thought we could have a life together, which is
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why | had accepted his proposal of marriage. But it didn’t take
long for me to be honest with myself. | realized | couldn’t marry
him without telling him that | was a werewolf. | had been terrified
of seeing the love in his eyes turn to fear, and so | had remained
silent about my true identity. Eventually, my secret had grown too
much to bear, and | had to let him go. Breaking up with him had
been the hardest thing I’ d ever faced, until now.

A mournful howl tears from my throat as my heart breaks at the
realization that with M.E.’s death, | had lost two people very dear
to my heart. At last, | collapse to my side, arms hugging the edge
of the tub. | stay there until all the hot water is gone, anicy stream
pouring over me. | get up slowly, my knees dightly stiff from the
porcelain. | don't even bother drying myself, just stumble into my
room and crumple naked on the bed. It still smells of sex and Jack,
but | don’t care right now. All | want to doislose myself in sleep. |
curl into the fetal position and fade into unconsciousness.

* * *

| awake to total darkness. My eyes adjust quickly to the lack of
light. A check of the clock tells me that it's seven-ten. Damn, I’'ve
been out for hours, but feel more exhausted than | did when |
crawled into bed. Rolling over, | stretch my limbsto their limit, my
joints creaking. | get up, grab some yoga pants and a huge tee-shirt
from a dresser, then head to the kitchen, my stomach growling the
entire way, reminding me that |1 haven't eaten since I'd feasted on
the deer last night. The smell of stale pancakes hits me. Even
though he's gone, Jack’ s presence till lingers. | scrape the uneaten
food into the garbage, close the bag and tossit by the back door.

After snagging left-over beef chow mein from the refrigerator,
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| shove it in the microwave and pour myself a huge glass of iced
teawhileit reheats. Thetimer dings, | move the carton to the table,
grab afork and dig in. | am halfway through my mea when | get
the same prickly knowing that | had last night. The wolves from
the club are here. My heart rate shoots through the roof, my Beast
going on high dert. | inhale deep and dow, listening carefully to
every sound.

After getting to my feet, | move as quietly as possible and
check my yard, but | see nothing. | pad swiftly to the living room
and sense movement in the shadows by Mary Elizabeth’s house.
My hackles rise, my skull prickling with nerves as a shape crosses
my yard and moves into the trees of the forest preserve next to my
property.

I can fed them waiting out there. For good or ill, I'm about to
make contact with my own kind.

39



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

CHAPTER A4

They materialize from the darkness, hunters intent on their
prey. Me.

My breath hitches, the animal inside rippling beneath my skin.
I’'m nervous, but | refuse to let them see. This bitch rolls belly-up
for no one. | stride onto my front porch, prepared to defend my
territory. Dressed in loungewear, | am hardly the picture of a
strong apha female, but you go with what you got. | look them
both dead on.

| fold my arms over my breasts. “What do you want?’ | growl,
my voice alow rumble.

“We've come for you, little one.” With a voice like muffled
thunder, the taller of the two moves forward onto my lawn.
Twisted steel with sex appeal about sums him up. His dark hair is
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pulled back in atail, tee-shirt molded to his cut frame.

My nostrils flare, catching his scent, fresh like a mountain
spring at first thaw; my female parts quiver in anticipation. | want
to coil myself around him like a python on a Kapok tree, hugging
every hard inch of flesh. Ruthlesdy, | shove down the urge. It's
dangerous. Ulterior motives are written all over the two of them,
and | just know one of those motivesisto dominate me.

“It took usalong timeto find you, Maxie.”

The whisky baritone draws my attention, and | watch the other
one emerge, lean and graceful, his muscles liquid precision.
Definite hotness is woven into the male hdf of the werewolf
genetic code. His scent is warm and dark, like night in a jungle.
My nipples bead with excitement as he lopes toward me, brushing
past the larger wolf. He stops at the base of my stairs, conqueror
etched in every line of his body. Thisis definitely the apha of the
pair.

“Didn’'t know | waslogt.” | widen my stance, ready to spring. If
he' slooking for achallenge, he's got one.

He smiles, teeth bared, the faint light from the scimitar moon
exposing the predatory glint in his eyes.

I can feel the hunger resonating through them, matching my
own deep desire.

“We can smell your craving, little one,” the taller one rumbles
ashejoins his partner.

| hate arrogant assholes. “Is this the part where I’'m supposed
lie back, spread my legs and say, ‘Do me like Red Riding Hood,
you Big Bad Wolf'?’

They chuckle in that knowing, masculine way, the sound like
tropical waves lapping along my insides, teasing and inviting.

“She's more than we imagined, my friend.” The dominant wolf
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smiles over his shoulder at the other one as he starts up the first
step.

“Hold it right there, Romeo,” | snap.

He stops, huffs out a breath and moves back to his origina
position. “The name is Damien Black. And thisis Noah Rayburn.”
He jerks a thumb toward the larger guy who inclines his head with
agleaming look in his eyes.

They stand there, watching me, probably wondering when I'm
going to quit being so difficult and invite them inside to fuck.
Maybe | will and maybe | won't. All depends on their
explanations.

“Two things. First, how did you find me? And second, what
were you doing over by that house? It’ s a crime scene.”

“You really want to discuss dl this out in the open?’ The
adpha, Damien, grips the newel post, giving me a you-can’t-be-
serious look.

Heisright, damn it. | have to let them in unless | want to risk
someone listening in on the conversation. | don't need my
neighbors turning into a mob of angry, torch-bearing villagers
ready to blame the monster for the fair maiden’ s death.

Before | can open my mouth, Damien and Noah step forward.

“1 didn’t give you permission to comein, yet.”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?’ Damien snaps.

“Nothing, just making sure you understand the rules.”

They stare at me in disbelief, then hold their hands out in
surrender.

Score one for the chick. “All right. Let’'s get something clear
here. Right now, this is just talk. | don't care how much sexua
tension is perfuming the air.”

“So that human pup was enough to satisfy you?”’
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Damien’s taunt hits a nerve and my arms drop to my sides,
claws forming and teeth lengthening before | can stop myself.
“Mind your manners, wolf,” | snarl.

With eyeslike an inferno of red orange, their Beasts surface to
match mine. Their faces are human transparencies over wolves
heads. We have to diad it back or my block will be treated to alive-
action creature feature. | close my eyes and inhae deeply, reigning
in my lupine energy.

After aminute or so, | crack my lids to discover everything is
back to normal. They’ re watching me, maintaining their distance. |
am torn between wanting to wrap them around me like blankets
and sending them back into the night. | take another deep breath,
looking them up and down. Keeping control of the situation is
paramount. | remember how Larry always seemed to be one step
ahead of me. | remind myself that this is different, that | am a
werewolf and | am strong. Neither one of these guys is getting the
upper hand.

“All right, let’s get this show on the road.” My heart races as |
take a step back and allow the two wolves to approach.

Their otherworldly energy drifts over my skin, their scents a
potent aphrodisiac in the cold night air. My insides liquefy like
wax before a flame, my pulse throbbing a steady percussive beat.
These guys are trouble in capital letters with an exclamation point,
and | have the sneaking suspicion | am going to be on my toes
more than aprimaballerina.

No matter the species, men suck.

| hate being right. As soon as | lock my door, | turn and get a
facefull of hard, male chest.

“Back off, before | get ugly.”

Their deep laughter rasps along my nerve endings, the sound at
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once arousing me and stirring my anger. They crowd in closer.

“1 like your spirit, Maxie.” Damien’s breath dances over my
flesh. “And your scent.” He takes a quick nuzzle at my neck.
“Spicy sweet.”

If | don’'t do something, they’ll have me naked and on my back
in three secondsflat. | call my Beast, lengthen my claws and strike,
raking deep gashes over their pectorals. The smell of their blood
and their angry growls cut through the fog of lust and male
arrogance.

“You guys seem to be hard of hearing. Try that again and
you're out.”

“Well, Dam, you wondered how she'd measure up to us, and |
say she is much more than you thought,” Noah teases. He presses
his hand against his wound, then raises his stained hand to hislips,
licking the blood. The raw intensity in those dark depths curls
through me, and | force myself to look away, reluctantly catching
Damien’s gaze. The alpha continuesto glare at me, though | detect
heat and a certain grudging respect in the stone gray of his eyes.

| wait to see if they will attempt anything else before | start
down the hall to the kitchen. | bring them there because | am
nervous and need to do something with my hands. Making coffee
will help. I flip on the overhead light as | pad over to the counter.

“Would you guys like some coffee?’ | plug in the pot, open a
cabinet and take down the bag of gourmet hazelnut.

“I"d rather have a sip of you, little one,” Noah rumbles as he
and Damien remove their jackets, hanging them on the back of
their chairs.

I roll my eyes. “Ha, ha. All you're getting is some caffeinated
bean juice. So zip it.”

After | get the coffee going, | lean back against the counter to
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check out the werewolves in living color. They look good enough
to eat, lick, bite and any other naughty thing | can think of as they
sit quietly, trying to look harmless. The blood stains from my claw
marks are a glaring reminder that the air around here is charged,
and things could go supernova at any moment.

They both have luscious dark hair, Damien's short and
chocolate brown, layered to lie close against his skull. Noah's is
long and black, pulled in athick tail at the base of his neck. | want
to tangle my handsin both their manes, preferably whilethey’re on
their knees, their lips on my breasts. | clench my fistsas | swallow
my lust along with my tongue.

“See something you like?' Damien settles back in the chair,
hands behind his head.

“Maybe.” | amaze myself with my cool reply. | deserve an
Oscar, | think. Still, before Mama can get her sweet treats, she
needs to find out how they know where she is and why they come
here. | lean against the counter, jam my hands on my hips and give
them my best Dirty Harry don’t-fuck-with-me look.

“How inthe hell did you find me?’

“I'm a private investigator,” Damien volunteers. “In my free
time, | track cases involving possible werewolf sightings, victims,
etc.”

My heart stops for aminute. “I’m being investigated?’

Damien shakes his head. “It's not like that. Please let us tell
you the whole story.”

| try to swallow my rising panic. The idea of someone...or
something...checking up on me is freaking me out. | take a deep
breath and decide to play it their way, for the moment. “ So, are you
local? | mean, | think we would have sensed one another before
now, if you were.”
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He shakes his head. “Wisconsin, Janesville. Noah is from
Madison.”

“Okay, but how and why did you two hook up? | mean, al the
research I've done, including some unfortunate personal
experience with my sire, tells me that werewolves are solitary
creatures.”

Damien sighs and grips the edge of the oak table. “Normally,
we are. Noah came to me to help him track the guy who'd turned
him.”

“Wanted to know what he'd done to me” the bigger wolf
mutters, drumming his fingers on the table. “Hard having urges
and powers you don’'t understand.”

| could empathize, big time. “His name wasn't Larry, wasit?’ |
had to ask.

“No. Gary Mercer.” Damien cocks a brow. “Why? This Larry
your sire?’

“Y eah. Bastard caught mein high school.”

Damien looks decidedly uncomfortable at my response, and |
start to wonder what all he’ s not saying.

“That makes it worse.” The sympathy in Noah's voice catches
my attention, his dark blue eyes liquid with unspoken emotion.
“Did you ever catch up to him? Haven’t cornered mine, yet.”

“I ran into him a couple of years after and pushed the envelope
on werewolves being able to heal everything.”

They grin.

“What did you do?’ asks Damien.

| give him abroad, evil smile. “I bit off histwig and berries.”

Their faces turn the color of cheap, mint chocolate-chip ice
cream.

“Holy God.” Noah manages. “1’d say you got revenge.”
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“Damn gtraight. And I'm awhole lot meaner now.”

My mom always tells me to begin as | mean to go on, and |
don't want them having any kind of upper hand. Also, I'm a big
believer in defining the boundaries. That way, you know what you
can stand behind and what you can run through.

“Now getting back to why the two of you are here. Y ou found
me, how?’ | glance at the coffee pot. Only a couple more minutes.

Damien clears his throat as he props his elbows on the table
and leans forward. “| tracked a story from this area, actually more
toward Morris, about a teen girl being attacked by a wild animal
around a dozen years ago or so. No one knew what happened to
her. Her parents apparently hustled her out of the hospital as soon
asthey could. Paid the docs to keep quiet or something.”

“Couldn’t have been me. | lived out near Ashton.”

“1 know. This girl was your neighbor, Mary Elizabeth.”

“What? No way. She isn't...wasn't a werewolf, I'd have
sensed it”

Damien shakes his head. “We know now that she wasn’t a
werewolf. But at first, al we learned was that she had been
attacked by something that could have been awerewolf.”

“l can't believe something like that happened to her. | knew
her...know her family...well. She would have told me.”

“Ask her family.” Damien’ svoiceisimplacable.

Something starts niggling in the back of my mind, certain scars
I’d seen on her at a pool party and once when she'd worn a low-
backed dress. She' d brushed me off when I'd mentioned them, and
I'd filed away her reaction, assuming she was just being self
conscious.

This is completely fucked up. What had attacked Mary
Elizabeth back then? Why did her parents cover it up? Why hadn’t
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Ethan ever said anything? And did it really have anything to do
with werewolves? With me? The questions roll fast and furious
like a psychatic bowler in my brain.

The coffee stops brewing, and | reach for a mug. “You guys
having any?’ | choke the question out around the basketball in my
throat.

“Sure,” Damien intones.

| grab asecond cup. “Noah?’

“No. You got any water or juice?’

“Fridge. Hand me the creamer? Thanks.” I'm glad to have
something to do because | can barely wrap my mind around this
information. “So...uh... What else can you tell me?’

Silence descends like a spider.

“Well?” | shove away from the counter, caffeine and
hospitality forgotten. “Give me something, | am running out of
patience.” My voice has a deep edge.

Both wolves brace, looking at me like I’'m about to attack. And
| have to say that the instinct to lunge and beat more information
out of them isfierce. My nails elongate, my control fraying like old
jeans, and | haveto fight hard to keep from changing.

“Maxie! Get ahandle on yourself and listen to me. Y ou need to
pay attention to my words. " Damien’s voice reaches me as if
through afog.

My Beast folds away. “ Okay. Go ahead.”

“When | was looking into Mary Elizabeth's attack, | came
across yours by accident.”

“What?" Another surge of panic blooms in my stomach. “How
could you have learned about that? | never went to the
hospital....certainly never reported it.”

“But the same nurse treated both of you,” he continues. “A
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JaneHiller. I interviewed her.”

“Oh, God.” My blood cells freeze. Jane was the niece of our
then-neighbor, George Hiller. 1 suddenly recall how George had
told my mother and me that Jane worked at the medical center in
Morris. “But we came up with a story for what happened to me.
We were sure she didn’t suspect...”

“And if she hadn’t treated your friend, too, you might have
gotten away with it,” Damien rumbles. “But having two attacks so
similar raised questions—*

| barely hear his words. “That means that someone else out
there knows about me. Or, at least suspects something.” | cover my
mouth, swallowing back the bitter tang of fear in my throat. All
this time, | think we've been so careful, but anyone can find out
anything about you if they look in the right places and ask the right
questions. | am so fucked.

“I"ve also been looking at bizarre murders that went down in
such away it could have been awerewolf that was killed.”

For an instant, his words don't register. Then their significance
hits me as | see M.E.’s crime scene flash before my eyes. In one
huge gulp, | suck the oxygen out of the room. Holy Mother of God.

“As aresult of my investigations, | believe there's a sicko out
there murdering people he thinks are werewolves,” Damien
continues.

“And you didn’'t go to the police with this?’ | spear him with a
glare.

He pounds afist on the table. “I tried, but | got stonewalled or
ignored all together. Besides, most of the cases had gone cold. |
didn’t want to press and maybe bring the law down on me.”

“How many victims?’ | ask. A psycho werewolf hunter. Fuck.

“Six confirmed.”
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“And M.E. makes seven?’

Damien nods.

| shake my head and glance over at Noah, who's been too
quiet. From the look on his face, | get the feeling Damien’s not
through with this bombing sortie.

Sure enough. The next words out of the apha s mouth are; “It
getsworse.”

My stomach churns. Oh, God, here we go.

“1 think this guy found out about Mary Elizabeth’s attack back
in Morris, came to investigate and probably found out about yours,
too. It wouldn’t be hard for him to do, you know. A little extra
digging and paying attention to certain details.”

My body shivers at the thought that M.E.’s murderer had
learned my darkest secret. My whole world has just been ripped
away.

Damien takes a deep breath. “There's something else, too. |
don’'t know if this means anything, or is pure coincidence. But, did
you ever notice that you bear a striking resemblance to your
neighbor? | think M.E.’s murderer confused the two of you. I'm
thinking he saw you shift one night. When he attacked M.E., he did
so thinking he was destroying that werewolf....you.”

Damien’s words send fingers of dread strumming down my
vertebrae. | never thought about it before, but my breath quickens
as | picture Mary Elizabeth in my mind and compare her to me.
Same shoulder-length, dark blonde hair—mine thick and straight,
hers with a bit of awave. Similar green eyes—mine like jade, hers
like summer leaves. We're amost the same height, although she
was dlightly shorter...

Oh, my God!

“So, you think this guy has realized he killed the wrong girl.
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Y ou think he' s after me, now.”

Damien nods.

It's al too much and | can't function. Everything seems so far
away, like tunnel vision.

“Here.” Noah waks over to me and swings me up into his
ams. He settles me in a chair, pushing my head between my
knees, then kneelsin front of me.

“Breathe, little one” The huge wolf gently kneads my
shoulders.

Damien scoots his chair over to sit beside me, entwining my
cold fingersin his.

Their presence and their touch soothe me. And | need them,
because | am afraid. For the first time since becoming a werewolf,
| am genuinely afraid, like | have some huge-ass target on my
back. | also feel horribly guilty. If Mary Elizabeth has been killed
because of me...

| look at them, their gazes—one gray, the other blue—fill with
concern. Some strange impulse comes over me and | fall forward
into their embrace. | wrap my arms around them, soaking up their
presence, drowning in their scents, desperate to chase away these
awful feglings.

They murmur nonsense comfort words, their hands running
over my back, and | hold them so tight that | would have broken
bones had they been human. | need this, need them so much. It
feels so good to finaly know the touch of my own kind.
Something inside me breaks, an inner defensive wall crumbles, and
| burrow myself farther into them until | can feel every delineation
of muscle.

I rub my cheeks againgt theirs, absorbing the feel of their
whiskers. Damien’sisraspy, just pressing through the skin. Noah’'s
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is dtiffer, more a two-day growth than a five o’clock shadow.
Ingtinct has me turning my face to Damien, seeking hislips. Heis
the alpha, and | must taste of him first.

“Maxie... Mmm.”

| cut off Damien’s words with my mouth. He tastes like his
scent—hot and dark, an exotic spice | have no name for. His lips
are firm, not too full, dragging over my mouth with a rawness that
isintense and primal, a gathering thunderstorm. | dive deeper into
the kiss and he growls, devouring me. He is what | have been
waiting for.

All my senses come on high aert, my Beast awakening as my
desire grows. My temperature rises, my blood starting to boil in
my veins. | am drowning in Damien.

Noah snarls, cupping my breast, reminding me he' s still there.

| break Damien’ s kiss and capture Noah's lips. He tastes of the
deep arctic forest, wild and cool. His kiss is hungry, savage, fire
and ice like an I celandic vol cano.

My chest is pumping like a winded tourist walking around
Machu Picchu.

We shift position and fall to the floor, grunting, biting as our
Beasts struggle to break through. Somewhere, | hear a loud crack
and | shove back to see one of the chairs on its side and Noah
holding a broken leg.

“I"'m sorry, little one.” Noah flashes me a sheepish grin, his hair
hanging over his beautiful eyes.

“He doesn't know his own strength sometimes.” Damien
smiles, resting an arm on his knee.

“Guys, we're going to have to take this someplace safer.”
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CHAPTERS

Their deep chuckles go straight through me.

| push to my feet, glancing at my ruined chair. No doubt the
safest place will be the basement. There, the property damage will
be minimal. | glide to the hallway, their presence behind me like a
wall of energy, pulsing, waiting. My skin tingles in remembrance
of their touch, my nipples hard and rasping against the cotton of
my tee-shirt.

| turn the knob on the basement door and give a brief thought
to my big comfy bed. Nope, there’s no way | can afford to replace
a bed right now. 1 flip the light switch, the wood of the stairs cool
and rough against my bare feet.

Thefront part of my basement isn’t the creepy place you'll find
in many older homes. Mom and | actually fixed it up so that it
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screams suburban sprawl with its ancient, braided rug, energy-
efficient washer and dryer, sweater rack, shelves and double sink.
There's a third bathroom down here, too, along with a battered
couch and a low table with some magazines to read while | do
laundry.

The back part of the basement is a different story. It's straight
out of ahorror film.

Cordoning off a small room—the place where | spend the night
of the full moon—is a steel bar door. | came across the thing at a
junk yard in centrd lllinois, believe it or not. The owner of the
yard had taken it from a pile of scrap created after an old prison
had been demolished. It had been of the prison cell doors.

Inside the room, silver-lined manacles are bolted into the floor
with thick anchor chains. The chains are aso savage—from a
dismantled tanker ship. Mom had spied them on one of her dates
with a merchant marine when he'd given her atour of a shipyard.
She said that she' d thought of me immediately when she saw them.
She figured if they could hold 90,000 tons of ship in place, they
could certainly restrain a werewolf on the night of a full moon.
Anyway, she'd offer to buy them and her date, who had a twisted
sense of humor, presented them to her as a gift.

Also in the room are thin, utilitarian mats spread across the
floor. | like to have alittle bit of comfort when | sleep off the moon
cycle. Sometimes the mats get shredded...it al depends on how
bad | am that month. After the last full moon afew weeks ago, two
of them had had to be replaced.

Damien squats by the chains, lifting one. “Let me guess, full
moon fever?’

I nod. “What do you do?’

A light flush creeps up his neck as he looks me dead on. “Noah
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and | take care of each other.”

| suck in a breath at the implication of his words. This is too
good to be true. | get to have sex with two male werewolves who
play with each other. Lust spikes through me, making my knees
wesk.

Noah's large hands grasp my shoulders. “Do you have a
problem with that?’

Hell no. | shake my head, continuing to stare at Damien. “I
love watching two guys. Do you have a problem with that?’

“Not at al, do we, Dam?’ Noah's massive arms dlide around
me, enveloping me againgt his hard frame.

Desire shoots through my system quicker than tequila.

Damien stands and strides toward us, his silver gaze never
wavering. He leans in to me, inhaling deeply, then rubs his
whiskered face aong my neck, pressing little kisses to the
underside of my jaw. A small moan escapesas| rise on my toes.

| gasp as Damien’s tongue laves the hot spot right beneath my
ear, Noah's mouth taking over on the other side. My fists clench as
they feast on me, liquid heat roiling through my veins.

Snarls punctuate the air as Damien lifts me, squeezing my ass.
Noah's fingers dide to cup my breasts, the cotton and heat from
his hands making me squirm. | growl and rip Damien’'s shirt,
tearing across my original claw marks to smooth over his hot, hard
chest, my fingerstangling in the crinkly hairs.

He grunts and lets go of my assto jerk his ruined shirt over his
head.

| slide down Noah's body and feel the big wolf get rid of his
own tee. He moves around to stand beside Damien. Their eyes
glow with the fire of their Beasts. Hunger pulses from both
wolves very pores. | lick my lipsin anticipation of all that flesh on
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me, over me, behind me, inside me.

With preternatural speed, their claws drop and they rip my
clothes from my body. I'm too turned on to care about the
damages. There’'s going to be a lot more wreckage before this
night’s over.

Nude, | leap a them, and they stumble back. We smash onto
the couch, the wood frame cracking, and we crash to the floor. I'm
between the two males. We writhe around, kissing, biting and
scratching. Damien rolls me so | am lying on top of Noah, who is
half-reclining against the wall. Noah's hard, hairy chest rasps the
flesh of my back, his denim-covered cock pressing into my ass.
His thick fingers pluck my nipples; his teeth worry the flesh
between my neck and shoulder.

| whimper as Damien yanks apart my thighs. His silver eyes
turn to fire as he buries his face against my wet vagina. He licks
and sucks, teeth scraping the outer lips as he consumes me.

My hips surge up, my feet flat on the floor, on either side of
Noah’'slegs.

Damien snarls and holds me still with a palm against my lower
abdomen. His tongue plunges deep, swirling and fluttering inside
me like he's licking an ice cream cone. My clit swells with each
lingual stroke, pulsing harder and harder.

“Arrrh... Urrrh...” My teeth elongate, my claws ripping bloody
runnels on Damien’s back.

Sweat pours down my body as my orgasm gathers force. Every
muscle and nerve dtretch to their limit, my joints popping. An
enormous howl rips from the depths of my soul as huge tremors
tear through my body with the force of a fighter jet in a five-G
dive.

I come back to myself. Damien is till feasting, his back a red
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ruin. | quiver with the aftershocks, ready to go again. | am only a
bit sorry about hisback. He'll heal.

Finally, he looks at me, his expression intent, mouth wet with
my juices. “One sfirst true lupine orgasmis magic.”

| want to laugh and dance. | am so energized, | could swim the
entire length of Lake Michigan. Or... | wiggle my ass on Noah's
lap. | could fuck two enormous werewolves. Door Number Two,
please.

Damien stands, and | forget to breathe as he shucks his jeans
down his incredible legs, revealing a long, thick cock with awide,
purple head and several prominent veins. It's paler than the rest of
him, a creamy gold that matches the swim trunk tan line starting
just below his belly button and ending at the top of histhighs.

My mouth waters as he takes himself in hand, pumping slow,
watching me and Noah.

Noah grunts and moves me to his side as he shrugs off his
clothes. His cock is equally impressive—thicker than Damien’s,
though not as long. It's uncircumcised, a dark red cap peeping out
from the foreskin.

| want to see them rubbing their erections together. | must have
said something without realizing because suddenly they are both
smiling a me like they’ve scored the hot chick at the dance. My
mouth goes Sahara dry as they kneel and face each other, their
erections dliding together. Their hands pull and stroke until both
cocks glisten with their pearly pre-cum.

“Caretojoin? Damien teases.

| crawl over, settle back on my heels and grasp their penises.
I’'m in heaven as | pump the shafts, rubbing my thumbs over the
heads, dipping my fingersjust inside Noah' s foreskin.

He growls, throwing back his head.
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Damien watches as | play, the only signs of his increasing
arousal are the amount of fluid leaking out of his cock and his
harsh breaths.

| bend and flick my tongue over their hard flesh, inhding the
musky scent, reveling in the salty sweet taste. My clit throbs as |
imagine their erections rocking in and out of me. Muffled grunts
sound, and | look up to see their mouths crash together. They grasp
the backs of each other’ s necks, devouring one ancther. | straighten
and shove myself into them, turning it to a ravaging three-way
kiss.

My two wolves turn into me, forcing me back to the floor, then
kiss their way to my breasts. Their mouths latch onto my nipples,
sucking hard and tight.

I’m groaning, shaking with need, hands tangling in their hair,
holding them to me as they suck and lave, the pleasure savaging
my entire nervous system.

They growl, each plunging two fingers deep into my wet pussy,
fucking me.

| roar as another orgasm rips through me, my body rising to
push against the males. It takes their combined strength to hold me
as my Beast howls and | writhe, arching into the maelstrom of
pleasure.

My eyes flutter open to see both of my wolves hovering over
me.

“Still with us, little one?’ Noah teases, amusement tempering
with concernin his blue gaze.

Two ripping orgasms and their cocks have yet to be inside me.
Holy shit! Pushing to my elbows, | glance at their erections,
glistening with moisture. Their control impresses me because |
have none whatsoever tonight.
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Damien pushes aside Noah and straddles me, his gray eyes
silver flakes of mica, ared glow floating at the edge of theirislike
adrop of blood in silver paint.

“This is more than | imagined,” he rumbles, leaning over me,
hands on either side of my head. “Your scent is’—he inhaes
deeply—"like flowers in an ocean breeze. Clean.” He nuzzles my
neck. “Unbound.”

| shiver a hiswords, fine tremors pulsing through me. | cannot
look away from Damien, the sheer force of his personality like a
starship tractor beam. | grasp his biceps and attempt to pull him to
me.

He chuckles. “Tempted as | am, | have another position in
mind.”

Bracing on my thighs, Damien pushes to his feet and holds out
ahand to me.

Noah makes a deep noise somewhere between a whimper and
growl. | glance to see him on his knees, tugging his erection,
watching us, those dark blue eyesfilled with hunger.

My lower abdomen clenches with lust as | grasp Damien's
hand. He hauls me up and before | can think, he jerks me into his
arms, his erection rubbing against my belly, leaving dlick trails of
fluid. He covers my mouth, tongue delving deep inside, swirling
over my teeth and palate. His dark flavor isintoxicating.

I wrap myself around him, legs locking to his hips, arms
twining about his neck. | bury my fingersin his hair, luxuriating in
theraw silk.

A deep bass rises from Damien’s throat and he stumbles,
slamming us into the nearest wall. The sound of cracking plywood
panel fills the air, little shards of wood scraping my back. |
whimper and bite down on his lip, worrying the tender flesh with
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my teeth until | can taste his blood. The metallic flavor goes
straight to my head. | growl and shove against him, forcing us to
shift position.

| propel Damien into the wall, breaking through another panel.
We bite and scratch, grunting and dliding against each other.

A sharp cry fills the air adong with the scent of egaculate.
Damien and | tear away from each other to see Noah furiously
pumping his cock, his seed spraying in droplets onto the old
braided rug.

Thesight of hiscum isabrutal reality check.

“We need condoms,” | rasp.

Damien grins and sets me down. “Beright back.”

My breath hitches as | watch Damien lope over to his discarded
jeans, the epitome of savage grace.

Movement flickers at the edge of my vision. Noah is crawling
to me on dl foursin precise, elegant moves that someone his size
should not have. He is hypnotic and agile, fluid. His hands grasp
my ankles, and he licks a circular pattern across the top of each
foot.

| squirm as he laves a low path along my right leg, pausing to
nuzzle behind my knee. He rolls his head to look a me, the
expression predatory. Then he continues up my leg until he hitsthe
hot spot. A wave of heat spirals straight to my uterus, and | gasp.

A dangerous growl sounds as Damien approaches. He shoves
Noah with enough force to send the larger wolf slamming against
the block foundation wall. A cloud of dust fillsthe air.

“Minefirst.”

Noah rises like aleviathan and snarls.

Damien snaps his teeth, and Noah drops back.

My apha wolf turns back to me, his eyes glowing with the
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light of his Beadt, the edges of his fangs lengthening. My own
animal rises to the challenge. Our bodies crash into each other and
we are savages, our skin soaked with sweat, grinding and slapping
together in aprimal rhythm.

He grabs my upper armsin avise-like grip and holds me above
him, feet dangling over the floor as he walks me to the steel door. |
feel the cold bars dig into my back as he presses me against the
metal.

He forces my hands over my head until | grab onto the bars.
“Hold on.”

The wolf maneuvers me until | feel the heat of his condom-
covered cock at my opening. | glide down slowly, taking his thick
length.

Damien grabs my hips tightly and dams upward, driving
himself al the way inside me. | howl, locking my legs tight around
his hips, digging my heels into his firm buttocks. He feels so
fucking good, so deep | can feel him bump my cervix.

We rock together in an ancient, animalistic frenzy, his claws
digging into my hips as he pumps hard and fast. My inner muscles
squeeze his length. | can barely breathe as the biting pleasure pain
roars through me. | grip the bars with all my strength, feeling metal
conform to the shapes of my fingers and palms as | stare into the
fathomlessred-silver light of Damien’ s wolfen gaze.

A deep desperate sound tears from histhroat.

I relax my vagina muscles, snarling as Damien dides even
deeper. His head tilts forward and histeeth bite into the flesh of my
shoulder.

My body starts to tremble, my joints and muscles convulsing in
tiny shivers that grow larger and larger like shockwaves until |
erupt in a ten-point-five earthquake, gasping and howling, nearly
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twisting the metal bars.

Damien clutches me to his hard chest, teasing his lips along my
neck while he whispers sweet nonsense between kisses. My legs
dlide down his until my feet hit the cold cement floor.

| bend over, trying to catch my breath, when | sense movement
behind me

Noah’s hands massage my back, my buttocks, his touch stirring
the embers of my arousal. “ Are you ready for me, now?’

The words wash over me like the spray of a hot shower after
being caught in November rain. My body leaps to life, lust
pumping through melike | haven't just come three times.

| am more than ready for round four. Werewolf sex rocks.

Noah lifts me, my inner thighs burning as they stretch around
his big, heavily muscled frame. His condom-sheathed cock bobs,
dapping against my lower belly as he carries me to the wreckage
of the couch.

I nip hisjaw. “What do you think you' re doing?’

“Quiet.”

Frowning, | rake my nails down his arms, wanting to make him
bleed for hisinsolence.

| smile when he grunts, but my moment is over al too soon
when he sinks to his knees and manhandles me to all fours, my
legs splayed across histhighs, assin the air, my arms braced on the
cushions.

He moves his big paws over my buttocks, aternately sapping,
rubbing and sgqueezing.

“l lovethisass,” he breathes against my neck.

| squirm, my vagina clenching, moisture snaking down the
insides of my thighs. | grunt as he shoves a hand between my legs,
cupping me, scissoring two fingers aong my nether lips. | rock
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back and forth on his hand, reveling in the touch.

It is a shock when he removes his digits, but before | can
protest, the broad head of his penis is there, pressing against my
opening.

He jamsinside me, his body blanketing mine as he thrusts.

The pleasure is overwhelming. My nails tear into the ruined
cushion as his teeth clamp down on the nape of my neck. He
pumps deep, my inner muscles squeezing his entire length as he
drivesin and out of me.

“Ah... unh...” Small, primitive noises escape my throat.

Noah snarls, clutching my thighs, pulling me down toward him,
forcing himself deeper.

| explode, my muscles and bones flying apart like a starburst as
Noah poundsinto me, darkness teasing the edge of my vision.

| hear a distant howl, from Noah | think, as | collapse and the
world goes dark.

“Maxie?

My eyelids blink open, and | am staring into Noah's gruff
features, his expression somewhere between relief and tenderness.

“I'm here.” | wriggle a little and realize that | am on top of
Damien, my head on his chest.

Noah heaves asigh. “Good. | thought I’d hurt you.”

“Told you she was tough,” Damien rumbles, smoothing a hand
over my belly.

Part of me wants to stay right here on my werewolf couch, but
the exhausted part knows that this is no place for a good night's
rest. Blinking rapidly afew moretimes, | sit up.

The basement isa FEMA disaster area.

“Oh. My. God.”

| crawl off of Damien and climb to my feet to survey the
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damage. | mean, | knew there was going to be some wreckage, but
damn. Giant holes break up the plywood-paneled wall of the
bathroom, the couch and table are destroyed, two of the support
posts are cracked, and there is man-sized imprint in my foundation
wall.

Boy, am | ever going to pay for my fun. | try calculating the
damages in my over-sexed brain, but I'm having a hard time
focusing. But even in my muddied state, | know I'm looking at a
catastrophe on the scale of global warming.

| turn to glare at the two self-satisfied wolves on my floor. “I
hope you two can afford to pony up some money to fix this.
Homeowners insurance doesn’'t cover werewolf sex. Not to
mention, my agent would shit cats and drop me in a hot minute.”

“Don't worry. It'll befine.” Damien flashes alazy smile.

“Fine? | am screwed and you're telling me it's fine?” | am
going to kill them.

“Correction, you were screwed.” Noah chimesin.

“Fuck both of you.” | head to the stairs. | need a hot shower.

“Maxie, wait.” Damien cals as he gets to his feet. “There's
nothing to worry about.”

“Oh, really?’ | fold my arms under my breasts.

“1"m a contractor.” Noah' s big grin could be seen from space.
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CHAPTERG

The kitchen clock chimes ten o'clock as Damien, Noah and |
sit at the table in heavy silence, like ajury about to head out with a
guilty verdict. | am tired, sore and till abit turned on as| stare at
the werewolves shirtless chests. | tilt my head against the back of
my chair and draw in adeep breath, my nipples chafing against the
Grateful Dead tee-shirt | threw on after my shower. It's hard to
believe our wild fuck fest didn’'t even take two hours. Now that the
joyrideisover, | force myself to get down to business.

“So how long before the guy who killed M.E. comes after me?”’
| raise my head and stare at Damien.

He gives me ahard look, his gray gaze like stedl. “Probably not
long.”

“This sounds so freaking incredible, | can hardly wrap my
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mind around it. | mean, what if thisisn’'t about werewolves at al?
What if thisis all some fucked up seria killer with a hard on for
blondes? There could be al kinds of other explanations...” My
voicefadesas| realize how silly and desperate | sound.

“Stop it, Maxie.” Damien’s harsh command cuts through the
fog of fear in my brain. “This killer is al about werewolf
business...that's the one thing we do know. He beheaded your
friend...probably shot her with a tranq dart, first, so there’d be no
fight. That's what happened in a least two of the six cases |
investigated.” He reaches out to place a hand over mine. “You've
got to deal with this, be ready when he moves against you.”

“Thanks for the reminder, asshole,” | snap, yanking from his
touch.

“I"'mtrying to help save your life.”

| fedl guilty about my outburst. “I know. | just hate thinking |
could be atarget. | want to do something. How will | even see him
coming?’ | massage a hand along the back of my neck, where fear
and stress are winding my muscles tighter than a corset on an
overweight stripper.

“You most likely won’t. And from the way the other murders
played out, this guy won’t risk giving you a chance to shift, either.
You' d better stay aert.”

“Shit,” | curse softly, raising my feet to plant them on the seat
of my chair, then wrapping my arms around my knees. My mind
runs through all the times I’ m out in the open. “Do you think he'd
try for mein acrowd? Like at thetrain station?’

“That's foolish.” Damien gets up to pour himself some of the
coffee | forgot about. “Taking you out in a crowd would draw too
much attention, and he wouldn’t have a clear shot if he's using a
dart gun.”
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A small relief. “But I’'m vulnerable when | run in the woods...”
| trail off, a chill running through me as | remember the night
before.

“What isit?” Noah reaches out alarge hand and gives my knee
agentle squeeze, forcing meto look at him.

My gaze flicks from him to Damien. “1 was just thinking about
when | went for my run last night.”

“What happened?’ Damien rumbles, his expression fierce.

“1 couldn’t shake the feeling | was being watched.”

He curses softly. “Were you able to see anyone?’

“No.” | tell him everything that happened after | left the club,
leaving out the sex details.

“Has this happened before?” Damien leans back in his chair,
his gaze never wavering from me.

| shake my head. “Last night was the first time.” A horrible
thought occurs to me. “Could that have been the killer, afraid to
approach mein my animal form?”’

“1 honestly don’t know. It's certainly possible. | mean, you can
never rule out anything until acaseis solved.”

“Great,” | mutter. | could be tranqued and killed in my own
backyard.

“We won't let anything happen to you,” Noah rumbles. “We
are going to find who did this.”

His gruff reassurance does little to quell the yawning fear
taking root inside me. As if working at a crappy job and being a
werewolf weren’'t enough. Now it looks like I'll have to deal with
some psycho who wants to kill me just because I'm lupine.
Correction, he doesn't just want to kill me, he wants to saughter
me like meat on the hoof. Can Damien and Noah really protect me
from him? And who's to say they’ll stick around, anyway? | mean,
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most guys can’t be bothered with making a phone call the morning
after.

Noah starts rubbing my knee as if he senses the chaos in my
brain, and Damien reaches out to play with my fingers. | look at
both of them and feel a surge of guilt for thinking that they
wouldn’t be there for me. Somehow, | know they won't leave me
to fend for myself. After al, they did coming looking for
me...well, arare female werewolf, anyway.

| meet Damien’s silver gaze and ask him, “ So what do | do?’

Before he can answer, we hear voices and car doors samming.
I jump to my feet, push past Noah and jog to the living room to
peek out the window. Fucking A, it's my mom and Drea.

* * *

Mia Briscoe is the human equivaent of an F-five tornado. She
blows in, destroying everything in her path, then exits, leaving me
to comb through the debrisfield.

“Who are they?’” Damien rubs a hand on my ass, bending down
to rest his chin on my shoulder, our faces glowing with moonlight
in the reflection of the glass.

“Trouble.” | touch my cheek to his, the stubble tickling me.
“Do me afavor and go back to the kitchen.”

| push away to answer the door, then glance at his and Noah's
bare chests. “And put on your shirts.”

| breathe a little easier as the guys exit. Time to let the two-
woman demolition crew inside.

My mother is the first through the door, wrapping her arms
tight around me. | am enveloped in a storm of raspberry and baby
powder.
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“Oh, Baby, | am so sorry about Mary Elizabeth.”

“Thanks.” Her arms squeeze with brutal strength. “Okay, Ma.
It'sall right.”

The hug gets tighter. | picture my capillaries erupting as |
smother to death.

| look at Drea, willing her to save me. No help there as the
bitch just smiles and lets my mother have at me. | know | can twist
sted in my bare hands, but it would be so wrong to use that
strength on my mother, even though she has a grip like the
Incredible Hulk.

“Why didn’'t you call?” Mom jerks back from me, holding my
upper arms as she gives me a shake.

My lungs weep with joy as my mother’s focus shifts to another
part of my body.

“You know how | worry. It doesn't take much to pick up a
phone and press a few buttons.” Her green eyes whittle me down
to age ten in two seconds flat.

“Ma—"

“Maxine Eunice Briscoe, you are in big trouble.” She shoves
away from me and yanks off her jacket. | bite my tongue as she
hands it to Drea, who's aready hanging up her own coat on the
row of hooks next to the door.

With another furious glance a& me, Mom staks into the
darkened living room, fumbling with a couple of lamps as she
moves, spewing the entire time and whipping herself into an even
greater righteous fury. The storm isjust getting started.

I roll my eyes as she goes on about courtesy, how she loves me
and blah, blah, blah... | tune her out like | did when | was a kid,
only to catch sight of Damien and Noah just outside the kitchen
entrance.
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“Eunice?’ Damien mouths, big evil grin on hisface.

| narrow my eyes and am just about to threaten revenge when |
hear a gasp and glance over to see Drea staring at the guys. Oh no.

Perfect timing all the way around as my mom walks up next to
me

“1 know you can snap tree trunks, but I—" Mom looks over at
my male guests. “Who the hell are you two?’ She skewers Damien
and Noah with laser-like precision.

| smirk as they step back in unison like a marching band.

“Don’t you back up like a couple of cowards. Come out and
tedl me who you are, and what you're doing here with my
daughter.”

Three werewolves in fear of one human woman. Un-fucking-
believable.

“Yeah,” | say sarcagtically. “Come on, tell her what you've
been doing to me.”

They glare at me as they march toward us like a couple of
reluctant five-year-olds on the first day of kindergarten.

Damien recoversfirst. “1’m Damien Black, Mrs. Bri—"

“That's Ms.” She continuesto glare.

Mom isthe biggest bitch | know.

“Uh...Ms. Briscoe.” Damien scrubs a hand over his face as
Mom slights him and moves on to Noah.

“And you are?’

The big wolf shuffles forward, hand extended. “I’'m Noah
Rayburn.”

She folds her arms over her chest. “Tell me, which one of you
isfucking my daughter?’

“Mal”

“What? You think | can't tell what's going on?’ Her steady

70



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

gaze wavers. “Oh, my God! It's both of them, isn't it?’

I’m sure my face can guide home airplanesin the fog.

“I"'m twenty-seven freaking years old! Will you stop?’ Grest,
I’m shrieking like ateenager with boy band concert tickets.

My outburst brings her up short, and she takes a deep breath,
cooling her jets. “I'm sorry, sweetheart. You're right. But you
know how | get when I’'m upset. | worry about you. Y ou're my one
and only child.”

| fist my hands into my eyes. “I know. | just wish you wouldn’t
come out with both barrels blazing al the time.”

“No one can ever accuse me of being subtle.”

No kidding. | pinch the bridge of my nose and head into the
living room. | need to sit. | aso need a fifth of tequila, but one
thing at atime.

Mom follows right behind, plopping down next to me on the
big couch. She combs her fingers through my hair like she used to
when | was kid and | was having a hard time telling her my
problems. The gesture is soothing, but unfortunately the situation
isfar more complicated than getting aD in Algebra.

| stare at the floor as the others move into the room. | hear
Damien park himself in one of the two easy chairs on either side of
the sofa as | watch Noah's big work boots stride past me to the
other one. Dreajoins my mother and me on the couch.

Thetension is heavy, like rainclouds before astorm. | just want
to kick everyone out and hide in my room for a month. | look up
and all eyes are on me. Fucking perfect, | get to be lead-off man.

Taking a deep breath, | plunge ahead. “Mom, Drea. Damien
and Noah are here because...uh...” | shut my mouth, redizing |
don’'t know what else to say. To continue would mean that I’ d have
to reved that the pair know I'm a werewolf. | also have to be
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careful about revealing their true identities to Mom and Drea.
Unless, of course, they give me permission to.

“Go on,” my mother snaps.

“Well...” | begin, not sure what to say. | mean, | trust Mom
and Drea, but like | said, | need some sign from the guys that it's
okay to go talking about the werewolf thing. | throw Damien and
Noah a questioning look, hoping they pick up on its meaning.

The two study each other for a long moment, then Noah nods
dightly.

For an instant, Damien hesitates, then he turns his gaze to me.

“Go ahead, Max,” he says. “Tell them.”

“Tel us what?” Mom asks, suspicion heavy in her voice.
“What?" She sits forward giving the two wolves the evil eye. “Just
what the hell do you want with Maxie?’

“Relax, Mom. They’ re werewolves, too.

“Sweet Mother Mary!”

I’m seized with the urge to laugh at my mother’s outburst, her
eyes widening to resemble orchestra cymbals. | must admit, |
haven't seen her this shocked since she found out | was a
werewolf. Boy, that was a mother-daughter moment for the record
books. There are no magazine articles for a mother who has just
found out her daughter has been transformed.

Mom recovers from the news with the speed of a NASCAR
champion. Her eyes rake over Damien and Noah as she says, “And
so what, that’s why you're both having sex with her? Because
she'syour kind?’

There aretimes | hate her one-track mind, but I'll take sex talk
over murder. Especialy since I'm feeling really raw and exposed
right now.

“No!” Damien’ stoo-quick denia is nearly ashout.
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My bullshit detector is off the charts. That's exactly what those
two wanted when they arrived in my neighborhood this morning.
Sex with the werewolf...who turned out to be moi. And boy did
they get it.

“Enough of this. | am fucking tired so let’s just get everything
out on the table” | glare a Damien. “Just why were you so
intrigued with the idea of finding a female werewolf, if not for the
sex? Were you going to help me deal with my lycanthropy like
some werewolf version of atherapy couch?’

“What are you talking about, Maxie?” Mom asks.

| turn back to her. “Originaly, they came looking for a female
werewolf they’d heard about. They’ll be happy to fill you in on the
details, right guys?’ | throw the pair alook | hope is menacing.

Damien narrows his eyes, and | resist the childish urge to stick
out my tongue. He stretches his long legs out toward the coffee
table and settles back in the chair, looking like he’ strying to figure
out how best to begin.

He starts talking and spins the goods about tracking others of
our kind, then works his way to the current situation. “Before the
Morris story, 1'd only learned about one female werewolf in the
eight years |’ ve been investigating. And by the time I’ d tracked her
down, | was too late and she’d gone missing. Everything else I'd
come across relative to anima attacks that signaled possible
werewolf involvement pertained to men or boys, only. And of that
number, the only werewolves I've actualy encountered are my
son-of-a-bitch sire and Noah. The rest are dead, missing or are
instances of ordinary animal attacks. The Morris case was the first
involving a femae subject who was dtill aive and hadn't
disappeared into thewind.”

“1 can understand you being eager to talk to a female of our
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kind, but I’'m confused,” | jump in. “There has to be more behind
your curiosity than just the fact that female werewolves represent
the opposite sex. What the hell were your original intentions
behind your investigations?’

Damien lets out a deep breath, scrubbing a hand through his
hair. “1 wanted to look at the big picture, and that means both
genders. For aslong as I’ ve been awerewolf, I’ ve had this burning
desire to know where we come from. Was there a first wolf?
Folklore can only tell you so much. And | wanted to know if there
were otherslike me. | felt so alone for so long. The day Noah came
to me, was like...” He trails off and looks over a Noah. The
emotion passing between them is raw and intense. | almost feel
like avoyeur.

“Anyway.” Damien’s gaze swings back to me. “I’ve aso been
trying to track the werewolf siresin addition to the victims. Where
are they? Why did they do this? Do they know each other? Isthere
like a pack or something? So far, I’ve only uncovered hints of
three sires. There’ s mine, whose name | don’t know. Noah's sireis
Gary Mercer. And now, yours...Larry...last name?’

“Tabot.” | wince as | hear the jokes threatening to roll off
Damien’'s and Noah's tongues. The main character in the old Lon
Chaney movie classic, The Wolf Man, was Lawrence Tabot. “I
know, clichéto the core.”

“No. | wasjust going to say maybe it was an alias. He was your
age or there about, right?’

Curiosity grips me as | think about Larry...redly think about
him. His looks, his manners... Shit, it had been so long since | left
him howling on the floor of that garage, hisgroin ared ruin.

“Yeah, I'm pretty sure he was around my age. No older than
eighteen. A typica bad-boy teenager. He was never in school with
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me. Hewas an outsider, arebel.”

“Hold on. I'd like to take some notes.” Damien climbs out of
the chair and leaves the room, returning with a small spiral
notebook. “ Okay. Go ahead.”

Drea breaks her silence, scooting to sit forward on the couch. “|
remember you never went to his house, Maxie. And | thought that
was weird. Of course, everything about him was weird. He looked
kinda Goth or something.”

I nod. “He was way into the horror scene. Had tats of al these
monsters and dashers on his arms. His name really could have
been an homage to one of those Wolfman flicks.”

“I never liked him.” Mom pipes up. “He was scary and had
attitude to spare.”

For the next few minutes, Damien takes copious notes on the
fucking little bastard. Then he shifts position in his chair, crossing
an ankle over his knee, and takes a deep breath. “Thanks. I'll add
this stuff to my files. Someday, I’m going to put al this together.
So, getting back to what we started talking about, 1"—his gaze
flicks to Noah—"that iswe, came to town intending to meet with a
female werewolf. | wanted to talk about sires. And to maybe...”
Hefades out, looking very uncomfortable.

And we're back to sex.

“So you were hoping to have sex with her because you'd never
touched a femae of your kind before” Mom says. “It's
understandable.”

Everyone turnsto stare at my mother asif she'd just announced
she had the cure for cancer in her diary.

“What?" She leans back on the sofa, an oh-so-innocent look on
her face. “1 can understand needs. Seems to me that you would be
more than alittle empathetic, Maxie.”
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She has me there.

| scoot back enough to bring my feet up on the couch and wrap
my arms around my knees. The movement gives me time to sort
out some other questions | want answered. “And you said before
that you looked into my attack because you connected Mary
Elizabeth and me through the nurse who treated both of us, right?’

“Right. We got to Morris to talk with the nurse that originally
treated Mary Elizabeth.”

“You're taking about Jane Hiller.” My mom cuts him off
neatly and turns to me. “George Hiller's niece. | remember her.
And we needed her after we found you in the park near the
underground springs.”

The memory came rushing back like a bad burrito. Larry had
torn me up, left me for dead, and | lay in that park for hours,
waiting to die. Somehow | didn't. My mom, Mr. Hiller and his
niece had found me. | was starting to heal by then, so | looked like
I had been in a bad fight...nothing unusual. Or so | thought.
Obviously, what Jane had seen, had stuck in her memory.

“Well,” Damien continues. “Jane told me about this young girl
that had lots of strange-looking wounds that seemed to be healing
right before her eyes, and the similarity of the wounds to those she
saw on Mary Elizabeth. After that, she wondered about you guys
off and on over the years, but since she didn’'t have any current
info on either of you, sheletit go.”

“What about the club last night?’ | ask. “M.E. and | were both
there.”

He nods. “We sensed a werewolf presence, but didn't know
which one of you—or both—was the one.”

“So why did you leave with that sexed-up supermoded ?’

I know, | sound like ajealous bitch. | can’'t help it.
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Damien and Noah both get those knowing, masculine grins and
Damien says, “With all the pheromonesin the air and having never
encountered a female wolf before, | thought it best for us to leave.
| didn’t want to risk things getting out of control. | knew we would
find you, eventually. Besides, you had your fun, too.”

| hate that he'sright.

Damien shoots me a look. “We came here this morning, but
saw the cops and stayed back. | did some listening on the police
scanner and chatted up some of your neighbors to try and find out
exactly what had happened. We came back after we were sure the
cops would be gone.”

“Wait one freaking second,” Mom interjects. “What you
haven't said is that you think poor M.E. was killed because this
guy mistakenly thought she was a werewolf.”

“Mom...”

“Shut up, Maxie. | want to know.”

Damien nods.

“Now my daughter’s in danger, isn't she?” Mom pierces him
with alook.

“Sheis”

“Can’'t wejust go to the police?’ Dreachimesin.

“And say what? Damien scoffs. “That we think Mary
Elizabeth was daughtered because someone thought she was a
werewolf?’

“No need to be an asshole.” | reach over and pat Drea’s knee,
throwing aglare at Damien.

He huffs out a breath. “ Sorry.”

He isright, though. There's no way we can go to the cops with
this, which means we have to catch this guy ourselves. My
stomach tightens. I'm not a freaking cop or private eye. | solve
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crimeslike the rest of America, watching crime shows. Fuck.

“Earthto Max.”

| glare a Dreafor pinching the back of my arm. | hate that. It's
an annoying little not-quite-there pain like when I’'m in wolf form
and the flies start biting my assas| stalk my prey. Arrgh.

She shrugs. “You had your ‘I'm cruising the solar system’ look
and not paying the least bit of attention to Stud Number One over
there.”

My gaze catches Damien, who winks. | can feel the heat blaze
over my cheeks. | hate blushing. This night just keeps getting
better.

“All right, so...uh...what'd | miss?’

“Well, Shuttle Commander, | was just saying since we
obviously can’t go to the cops, and Noah and | have decided to go
after this guy, ourselves, we need to interview Mary Elizabeth's
family.”

| shake my head. “You guys won't get anywhere near her
relatives. I'll talk to them.”

Mom pats a hand over my upraised knees. “Maxie€'s the
obvious choice. She used to be...ah...close to the poor girl’s
brother, Ethan.”

Open floor and let me fall through to another dimension.

“Redlly?’ Damien's quiet remark carries an undercurrent of
steel toit...not quite jealousy, exactly, | don’'t think. Morelike he's
wondering about possible competition. | can feel Noah's gaze
boring into me, too.

For my part, my teeth are on edge, and | can feel my Beast start
to surface. | have never felt this intensely about lovers before. A
prickly awareness and possessiveness makes me want to stake a
claim and yet assert my independence.
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| can sense my mother and Drea start to get wary. | fed their
gazes dart nervoudy around me and the guys. And | can
understand that, because the air is ripe with the Change. Three
sexualy charged werewolves mean that this train is rushing past
bad and straight on to catastrophe town. All aboard.

| take a deep breath and close my eyes. | can fedl the other two
drawing their energies back aswell.

Opening my eyes, | look carefully at Damien and Noah, willing
them to have a little understanding. “Ethan and | used
to...umm...date...but it was nothing too serious,” | hedge. “We
were good together, and then it was over.”

My mom knows I'm lying big time, so does Drea, but it just
doesn’'t seem like the smart thing to tell my current lovers how I'd
been engaged. | don’t need to deal with some apha wolf, you're-
my-territory-no-one-touches-you thing right now. That shit is
going to have to be tabled for some other meeting.

Damien and Noah continue to look at me. I’'m sure they can
smell that something’s up, but oh fucking well.

| concentrate really hard on the thread unraveling on the inseam
of my leggings. | want to look anywhere but directly at the two
wolves right now. “ So, what kinds of things do you want me to ask
Ethan when | see him?”

“You're not fooling me, Maxie,” Damien snapped.

This thread really needs to be cut. | tug alittle harder, fighting
to keep my gaze away from Damien. It's so freaking difficult
though. | mean, his alpha-ness, or whatever, is realy potent. He's
like Dracula or something. | can feel his power surging, reaching
out to me, trying to penetrate my mind. It's a compelling thing,
crawling over my skin like hundreds of centipedes, ticklish but
creepy. Part of me wants to give in to him, confess my past. The
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urgeto look at him is strong. | squirm alittle more, but manage to
hold my own and avoid eye contact.

“Damn, Damien. No on€'s ever been able to block you like
that,” Noah breathes.

My feet dide from the couch to the floor as Damien jerks his
attention from me. Fucking finally.

“Stay out of my head you bastard fuck,” 1 growl, my vision
going red at the edges.
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CHAPTER Y

“Areyou sure you're going to be al right with those two?’ My
mom looks at me, concern in the dark hazel depths of her eyes.

We are outside now. She and Drea are about to leave. It was
not hard to convince them to go home after the little dominance
and aggression display they’d just been treated to. Man, | want to
kick Damien’s ass all the way to Milwaukee. | definitely have to
set some boundaries, but first I'm getting certain people out of the
lineof fire.

“Yeah, I'll befine. I'm sorry about all of this. |—"

“Don’'t be” Mom curves her hands on my shoulders. “You've
never encountered other wolves before, and you're fedling your
way. So are they.” She nods her head toward the house.

Feeling our way? It's almost laughable the way Mom refers to
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the pissing contest back in my living room. | cross my arms over
my chest and sigh as | stare at the ground and toe the hard dirt.
“It' sagiant asspain, that’ s for sure.”

Drea giggles, and | look over a her standing beside Mom's
little green car.

“What?'

“You and those two sexy wolves in there. What was | saying
last night about werewolves being hot?’

I grin.

“You know | deserve details, my friend. Explicit ones.”

“AndreaMariaMancuso!” Mom whirlsto face Drea.

Dreashrugs. “Hey, sheleft mewith Louis. It'sonly fair.”

Ouch. | did do that. “He wasn't that bad, was he?’

She smacks her palm on the roof of the car and throws me a
dirty look. “Eight hands, four lips and overactive salivary glands.”

“BEwww. Thank God you didn’t drown. | guess this means my
sapphire tennis bracelet’ s on its way to your jewelry box.”

“Oh, yeah.” She winks. “You know, back to last night. | have
to give my little octopus points for being cool about Tory.”

“I'm glad. She was a handful. | hate to ask, but how is she?

Drearolls her eyes. “Back with Derek.”

| shake my head. “Figures.”

| watch the pair start to climb into the car. Waving, | cal out,
“Good night.”

They wave back, then the car pulls out of the drive. | rub my
arms abit asthe car drives out of my view down the street.

Big hands come down on my shoulders, gently massaging.

“Damien sayswe' |l leave, too. If you want,” Noah whispers.

His breath is hot against my ear, warming me al the way to my
toes. | lean back against his rock hard body, reveling in the heat.
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Do | want them to go? On the one hand, yeah, it would be great to
be alone and process this wild, weird, horrible day. Then again,
I’ve got two gorgeous men to spoon with, and they are my own
kind. No pretend, no holding back.

However, one of them is a colossal asshole at the moment and
needs to be put in his place before | alow him to stay. | push away
from the big wolf and stride back into the house. Damien is sitting
where I'd left him, holding himself very till, like he's waiting for
a storm. The glow from the lamp bathes him in golden light,
making him look like a statue from some long lost Egyptian
pharaoh’stomb.

| narrow my eyes, letting him feel al of my anger. “What was
that little Vulcan mind fuck thing you tried to do?’

He turns, leveling a steady gaze at me over his shoulder. “I'm
an apha wolf and being able to focus my will on others has been
something I’ ve been able to do since | was eighteen. I'm so used to
doing it without others even redlizing it, that | just did it with you.
It'show | get information that | need, or how | get my way.”

“Get your way. What are you, adiva?’

“In my line of work, people aren't dways forthcoming with
answers, o | need to prod them in the right direction.” He pushes
to his feet with an almost feline grace and comes to stand in front
of me.

| fight the urge to knock his block off. “You didn't need to
prod me about anything.”

Damien moves closer, erasing the small distance between us.
“Y ou weren't being honest about Ethan.”

“So,” | counter. “He' s not any of your business.”

He bares his teeth in a fera smile, eyes gleaming. “He most
certainly is my business, now.”
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“Excuse me? We fuck, and you get to claim me like territory?’

A verba response isn't necessary, his implacable gaze says it
al.

“It doesn’t work like that, you prick.” My temper hangs on a
thin thread. | can feel my Beast rising. | inhale deeply, drawing on
al my reserves. No one has ever spiked my anger like this.

“Come on, guys, let's coal it, huh?” Noah's voice dlices
through the haze of my fury.

To my surprise, Damien retreats and starts pacing by the
windows. “You know, Maxie, I've never encountered anyone
who's been able to hold off my power like you have. Even Noah is
susceptible to me. | think this means you' re an aphafemale.”

“What?'

“You know, apha. Asinthelead femalein the pack.”

“I know what it means” | snap. “It's just... | thought
werewolves were almost always solitary, seldom in packs.

Damien shrugged. “ So little is really knows about our kind. But
that could be true, of course. So, consider the possibility that packs
were common in the past. Maybe evolution changed that. My
power and your reaction to it could be athrow back.”

Makes sense to me. Still, the thought of him and me both being
adphasisscary.

| look up and stare at Damien's back as he gazes out the
window. He pivots and starts toward me.

“I"'m sorry, Maxie.” He halts in front of me and skims a finger
over my hairline then down my jaw.

He looks so sincere that | really want to believe him. | inhale
deeply, his scent clean with a hint of dark musk. No lie there, |
would have smelled it. When someone istrying to put one over on
me, their regular scent changes...there’ s something off, like trying
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to cover up the odor of rotting food with afruity plug-in.

“Are we dl okay now?’ Noah places a big hand on both of our
shoulders.

“For the moment.” Damien looks at me as if waiting for me to
gainsay hisanswer.

“Don’t try mind-fucking me again and things will be just fine.”

An unspoken agreement hangs between Damien and me. Still, |
know we'll tango again because I'm just that independent and he's
just that arrogant.

| rub ahand over my face and stifle ayawn. My body feels like
lead, and all | want is my bed and about thirty hours of hard sleep.

As if sensing my weariness, Damien scoops me into his arms
and heads to the stairs. | hear Noah right behind. | know then that |
don’t want them to go. | just want to snuggle with them al night.

‘“Which room isyours?’ Damien whispers as we hit the top.

“End of the hall.”

The next thing I'm aware of is the coolness of sheets against
my naked skin. Somehow, Damien and Noah have managed to get
off my clothes. Shit, | am tired.

The mattress dips on either side, and | am surrounded by firm,
hot male flesh. The skin-to-skin contact is soothing, comforting. |
drift off, feeling safe and sound.

* * *

I push open the ornate doors of the Red Dragon, the throbbing
beat of the music reverberating through my body. | am on the
prowl, and the anticipation isturning me on. | smile as several top
sirloin men catch my eye. My belly tightens as | imagine them
between my thighs. A red-and-purple psychedelic glow tinges the
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edges of my vision as an oh-so-familiar laugh rings out.

Mary Elizabeth is on the dance floor in all her golden,
sequined glory, rubbing up against the seventies porn star man
who tried to buy her a drink the last night of her life. | watch in
horror as he morphsinto Larry. | gasp as my sirelicks and fondles
her, claiming her.

“ Tasty, isn't she, Max?" Satisfaction pours off himin waves.

| try to lunge at him, but I'm frozen in place. | can't get my
throat to work, my words trapped like fish in a net.

His teeth elongate and break the skin on her neck just below
the ear.

“Too late. She' sone of us, now.” He swipes histongue through
the rivulet of blood as| howl my rage.

Someonein black shoves past me, a big knife gleaming dully in
his right hand.

| snarl, my Beast raging through me as | watch this shadowed
figure grab Mary Elizabeth from Larry. Then | shift and spring, my
claws ripping and tearing into this evil man. | pull back, his head
in my hands. Only itisn't hishead, it' sM.E.’s, her eyes glaring at
me, bloody lips moving...

* * *

| jerk awake, my heart pounding.

“Maxie, go bacaseep...” Damien mumbles in my ear, his
breath tickling along my neck.

Every muscle in my body dtiffens. Suddenly, there are too
many bodies in this bed. | climb out as quickly and carefully as
possible, moving soundlessly to the door. | snatch my robe off the
hook and dip it on, padding toward the other bedroom. The
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coolness of the house invades my senses, soothing me and washing
away the remnants of the nightmare.

I glance at the lonely-looking twin bed and opt for the huge
easy chair by the window. | curl up on the overstuffed cushions
and lean my head back, taking in slow, easy breaths. | hate having
weird-ass dreams that yank me out of sleep. They aways leave me
with an edgy, sick feeling.

| stare out at the trees, my mind flipping through all the events
that have happened over the last twenty-four hours that have sent
my life from cruise control to cluster fuck. Priority oneis to find
and stop Mary Elizabeth’s killer before | end up impersonating the
Headless Horseman. | can’t even begin to figure out how to do that
with all the cops running around the neighborhood.

Then there're Damien and Noah. What a shit sundae my
associating with them could turn out to be. | am happy to finally be
with others like me, but this crazy closeness growing among us is
way scary. | don’t want anyone knowing me that well. What if
Damien is able to read my mind eventually? What happens if
we're able to speak to each other psychically? That would freak
me out.

And finally, Damien’s whole alpha wolf schtick. Hells to the
no if he thinks he can be in charge of me, rule my life. At least
Noah seems more...amenable.

Sighing, | rub my eyes, then scrub a hand through my hair, my
fingers pulling at the sleep tangles. | really need to go back to bed.
It's pointless to think about all this tonight when there isn't a
blessed thing | can do about it.

The familiar sense of knowing hits me as | push up from the
chair. Damien comes through the doorway, shirtless and deepy-
sexy. My entire body tightenswith lust, all my senses on high.
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Damniit.

“What'samatter?’ Hisvoiceisrough, deep.

“Needed to think.” | plant my ass back in the chair, folding my
legs Indian style, stuffing the fabric of my robe down around me to
keep the Southland covered. Damien may have aready seen that
part of me, but it’s still tacky to flash the goods when you' re trying
to have a conversation.

He glides toward me, al supple motion. My insides start to
melt. All thoughts of Damien’s asshole attitude dissolve like
sandcastles under a wave. My gaze drifts down his sculpted
perfection, and | wipe my chin, checking for drool. This guy is one
potent son of a bitch. I’'m going to have to keep my hormones
under lock and key, or I'll never be able to behave normally with
him.

I blink rapidly and force myself to think about the Blackhawks.
Hockey stats help me focus. Mom says I'm just like a man in that
regard. Baseball box scores also do the trick. When these don't
work, there’'s aways the Periodic Table of Elements. A girl needs
to have afalback when she’ s got araging beast inside.

Damien drops to his kneesin front of me with a graceful move
that would make a ballet dancer green with envy. “Is there
anything | can do?’

He's so close, my fingers are digging into the fabric of the
chair to keep from jumping him. My Beast israring to go.

| squeeze my eyes shut and go right to the science.
Hydrogen...helium...lithium... Slowly, | open my lids. Yep, he's
till close to me, but chemistry has ridden to the rescue. | can look
a him without turning into a puddle of goo.

“Tell me something.” | scrape afingernail along the arm of the
chair, wondering if | should ask my question or not. It seems so
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stupid.

“Sure.” He flashes a sexy smile and leans closer.

“Is being this...um...studly, part of the whole apha werewolf
thing?’ | sneak a quick peek, hoping | haven’'t lost cool points.

Damien’s hands cover mine, and he looks like he's gathering
his thoughts, trying to figure out the best way to explain. “Yes and
no.”

“What the hell kind of answer is that?” My embarrassment
fleesin the presence of my confusion and frustration. | refrain from
booting himin the gut.

“Well, your looks don't change as result of becoming a
werewolf.” His response is a bit slow, patient, as if he were a
teacher explaining the al phabet to kindergartners.

“Well, duh. Otherwise I'd have longer legs, cheekbones and a
smaller ass.”

He chuckles, squeezing my fingers. “What I'm trying to say is
that whatever one starts with, it gets enhanced.”

That makes sense. “So, even before you became a werewolf,
you were sex on astick.”

A sharp, painful expression comes into his eyes at my off-hand
remark, and he looks away.

Way to go, Maxie. Open mouth...here comes the Big Foot
Express.

I touch my hand to his cheek and force his gaze back to me.
“I'm sorry, | didn't mean to hurt you. | get these severe,
uncontrollable attacks of foot-in-mouthitisand |—"

Damien cuts me off with a palm over my mouth. Probably
didn’t like my lame attempt at humor.

“It'snot you. It's... Well, shit.” He sits back on his hedls, fists
clenching and releasing, staring at the floor like he doesn’t know
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how to begin to explain. He exhales sharply several times, then
looks me dead on. “1 don’t remember too much about what it's like
not to have been awerewolf.”

At first | just stare, trying to figure out what he's telling me.
Then my mouth opens in shock. “That would mean that you...that
you were akid when... Oh, my God.”

He looks so isolated, aone. | can feel the sadness emanating
from him, and | ingtinctively try to touch him. He jerks back,
holding out a hand as if to ward off any potential comfort | try to
give.

“No.” His voice is rough with despair. “Don’t. Just give me a
minute.”

| hate to see such pain, so | ignore his defenses and reach out,
drawing his big body to me. A wounded, sob-like sound escapes as
he buries his face against my neck, his breath hot and rapid. There
are no tears that | can tell, but fine tremors wrack his muscles as
his arms tighten around me. | rub his back in slow circles, trying to
soothe him.

My own injuries are seared in my brain, a never-ending
nightmare. My conversion was savage and brutal for me at fifteen.
| can't even begin to imagine what it must have been like for a
child.

“How old?’ | whisper into his hair.

‘Seven,” he chokes out against my shoulder.

Holy Mother of God.

My heart aches for him, and suddenly all my complaints don’t
matter. | hold tight, muttering nonsensical words and syllables.

“Tell me,” | whisper against hisear. “Let it out.”

He squeezes tighter, burrowing into me, like he wants to crawl
inside, but can’t figure out how. | press light kisses to his temple,
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the soft strands teasing my nose and lips. | want more than
anything to reach back in time and save that little boy.

“My dad and | were on a fishing trip and...” He sucks in a
huge, gasping breath like a drowning man fighting for air. “Fuck!
Thisisso hard. | can't...”

| remain silent, letting my hands speak for me with small
touches. My eyes burn, and | will back the tears. Now is not the
time for meto cry. | know what's coming next, and | don’t want to
hear, but | can’t—and won’t—back away from it.

“It was nighttime, and we were inside the cabin. We were
laughing, playing army by the fireplace. | was destroying his tank
with my rocket launcher.”

He grows quiet once more, and | play with the fine hairs at the
nape of his neck, waiting for him to continue. All | can do is give
Damien the safety and space to speak his darkest horror in his own
way, in hisown time.

He rubs hisface into my neck, and | feel his mouth move as his
next words spill out in a near-silent rush.

“There was a terrible howling that just echoed al around. My
dad jumped, and | heard the sound again, thistime closer. Then the
wall by the door shook, the wood shuddering. Dad told me to run
and went for the rifle by the fireplace. Something crashed through
the window. This big, brown snarling thing grabbed my dad and
started tearing and ripping him to pieces. Dad fought and
screamed, and there was so much blood everywhere. Something hit
me. It was red...and it was wet and... Oh, God!” His whisper is
high and thin, the sound of afrightened child.

| wrap my arms tighter around him, feel him gathering himself
to go on, to face the rest of the savage memories. An eternity
passesin heavy silence, and | am glad the room is mostly dark with
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just afaint glow of lunar blue around us. It’s seems wrong to speak
of such horrible thingsin thelight.

| can’t help but remember my own attack. The way Larry had
changed right on top of me, smashing me with his increased
weight. How his teeth had ripped into me, crushing my windpipe
so | couldn’t scream, everything smelling of blood and meat.

“It turned to me.” Damien’s voice is little more than a rasp,
broken with pain. “Its fur was coated with red and other things, and
| froze. The next thing | knew, it became a man, a big, blood-
covered, naked man. He was laughing, saying, ‘Well, well, little
boy, this is your lucky night. Daddy was such a filling meal, |
don’'t have room for dessert. Pity. | will take a little bite to go,
though.” He lunged at me, and it was so goddamned fast, a blur,
really.”

My lungs are so congtricted that each breath feels asthoughiit’s
punching its way out of me. The tears I've been holding back
threaten to choke me, but | still rein themin. If I cry now, Damien
will stop and try to comfort me, and | don’t want him to do that.

His body shudders against mine, and | tilt my head closer,
touching my cheek to his.

“He picked me up"—the words are barely audible—"and
changed back into a monster and bit me. | screamed and screamed
until he...it...dropped me to the floor. | remember lying there,
whimpering. He stood over me as a man again and said, ‘Quiet,
boy. I've given you a sweet gift. You'll thank me someday.” Then
he was gone and I..."” His breath comes in huge, gasping pants as
he hugs me closer, nearly crawling into my lap.

| pet and touch him wherever | can reach, tears blurring my
vision as | let them fall at last. | am filled with such rage, such
hate. | want to claw and bite and kill Damien’s sire, taste his blood
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on my tongue. My Beast threatens to surface as my fury mounts.

Damien jerks back, staring at me through his hair, grazing a
finger dlong my face from temple to jaw. His eyes are pale in the
weak moonlight and thereis raw, naked need in them.

My Wolf calms under that vulnerable look.

The quiet closes in, sealing us in this moment. We move into
one another, our lips meeting in gentle, tentative communion. |
taste his sorrow and strength, his mouth firm against mine in silent
communication.

I brush my hands over the solid contours of his shoulders and
back, skin warm to the touch. | stroke up and down, mapping the
supple planes of muscle.

He retreats a little, tangling a hand in my hair. “I'm sorry... |
never...”

| stroke afinger over hislips. “Shh.”

He snags the nape of my neck, drawing me closer for another
round of soul-touching kisses.

Oh, my God, | have never been kissed like this before. It’s like
I’'m drowning and on fire al at once. My heart beats like a bass
drum, a deep, heavy throbbing that matches the molten waves
coursing through me. | melt into Damien, my hands touching him
everywhere | can reach, finally spearing them through his hair to
keep him right there, lips locked onto mine. Our tongues duel in a
long, slow dance, fueling this incredible firestorm that threatens to
send me shooting skyward like aroman candle.

There satug at my waist as he works my robe loose. His palms
tease over my abdomen, the muscles quivering as he glides higher
and higher, each tormenting touch bringing him closer. | jerk as his
thumbs trace the underside of my breasts, my nipples beading in
anticipation.
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“Oh.”

Finaly his hands are on my breasts, squeezing, fingers
brushing the hard peaks. | arch up into him, my belly scraping
aong the fine line of hair on his abdomen. The sensation ripples
over my nerves, heading straight to my clit.

He pushes his way between my thighs, the soft denim rubbing
and sliding against the tender flesh adding to the building pleasure.
The heat from his erection pulses through the fabric, and my Beast
flaresto life in anticipation of mating.

Our mouths meet in a savage dance, feral and primal.

Redlity crashes in like an eighteen wheeler through a plate
glasswindow. Thereis no way | want to destroy my perfectly good
guest room, so | know I’'m going to have to hold back like | do
with my human lovers.

“Mmph... Wait.” My hands gripping either side of his face, |
peel hislipsfrom mine.

“What'swrong?’ He drags afinger along my hairline.

“The disaster that is my basement. | don’'t want that to happen
up here.”

He gives me a questioning look, then grins as apparent
understanding dawns.

“Come on. Y ou saw the wreckage.”

Damien just keeps giving me thislook.

“Hello, | have carved up mattresses with my claws and diaed
back orgasms to keep from tearing apart guys.” My hands dide
from his face to his arms, my fingers squeezing his muscled
biceps.

“Ah, but you hadn’t had full-on werewolf sex before tonight,
had you?’

“No.” | drag the word out to three syllables.
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“Maxie, werewolf sex is that wild only under a few
circumstances—the first time, at the full moon, and if you haven't
indulged in awhile.”

“You're not making that up, are you?’ | would hate to hurt him
if he'sonly saying this so we don’'t have to move.

He smiles, stroking athumb over my lips. “Nope.”

“You mean...” Handel's Messiah echoes in my brain as |
digest this amazing revelation. “ Shit, | ill got alot to learn about
being awerewolf, don't 1?7’

“Not as much as Noah did.” Damien chuckles as he trails his
hands over my abdomen, leaning in close to press soft kissesin the
wake of histouch.

The mood has officialy lightened, and | couldn’t be happier,
even if it is a my expense...sort of. “Nice to...oh!”"—his tongue
flicks over my nipple—"know that.”

My pussy throbs and burns as he grinds into me tight and slow.
It' s like breathing through steam—wet, heavy and so very intense.

“Easy, Max,” he whispers against my throat. “Just ride the
wave.”

Before | can respond, his lips close over mine, our mouths
melting together.

After wrapping my arms around his shoulders, | hug him close
and tight, kneading the firm flesh beneath my fingers.

He continues to kiss me, lazy and deep, gentling the raw, feral
lust.

My anima power rises once more, but instead of an urgent
galop, it'san easy lope, like the Wolf isthere, but content with the
sower pace. It's heady, knowing that, at last, I'm with someone
who can match me strength for strength. And that | can have sex
with him without having the act become overwhelmingly
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destructive.

Reveling in this newfound experience, | savor the slide of his
skin against mine, his chest hair teasing the hardened peaks of my
nipples. It's arousing, passionate, but there’'s no animal urgency,
no desperate need to control awild beast. It’ s fucking awesome.

| spear my fingers through his hair and press him still closer. |
want more of this, need more.

We taste, lick and suck, our tongues twining in an erotic dance
as we rock into each other, our bodies moving in an ancient
rhythm.

His hands drift down my sides to squeeze my hips and hold me
against the hardness of his erection. My hands dide past the
waistband of hisjeans, and he grunts as my fingers find the dimple
just above his crack.

He breaks the kiss. “I want to be inside you, but let’s get more
comfortable over there.” Hejerks his head toward the twin bed.

I nod, diding my arms from him as he pushes to his feet.
Holding out a hand, he hauls me up.

“Hey!” A huff of surprise escapes as Damien uses the
opportunity to yank off my robe.

He flashes an appreciative smile at my nudity, and | squirm a
bit under his regard. “I love your body. It's petite with hot curves
in al the right places and enough cushion”—I yelp as he reaches
around and slaps my ass—*for the pushin’.”

A crude cliché to be sure, but coming from Damien, it makes
me shivery al over. Sometimes | can be such agirl.

He tugs me over to the bed and shoves me onto the mattress. |
am about to say something about his lack of manners when he
unzips his jeans. He didn't bother with underwear so his erection
springs out thick and hard.
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My thought process grindsto a halt, andit'sall | can do to keep
my tongue safely in my mouth.

“Like what you see?’

His confident words jump-start my synapses, and | decide two
can play at this game. | lean back on my elbow and trail a hand
down my stomach to my pussy, tangling my fingers in the curls,
stroking slowly over the moist lips. My clit throbs as | draw a nail
carefully over it. My muscles quiver like an Indy car at the starting
pole.

| smile as he sucks in a breath, eyes glowing with a hint of his
Wolf.

Oh, yeah.

| amp up the teasing, pushing two fingers deep inside, sawing
back and forth through the wetness.

His nostrils flare. A growl rumbles up from the depths of his
chest and in the blink of an eye, he's removed his jeans and is
standing over me, condom in hand.

Snagging my wrist, he halts my masturbation.

A sharp gasp escapes as he pushes me farther back on the bed,
then crawls between my thighs with liquid grace. He grasps his
cock, pumping it in long, slow movements. Pearly fluid glistens on
thetip.

My stomach tightens with pangs of lust as | watch him. | feel
myself getting wetter, hotter.

He pulls the condom from its foil packet and with quick, sure
movements, he covers himself. Flashing a seductive smile, he
curves his hands around my thighs, spreading me wider. He hooks
my legs over his arms, bringing my sex closer to his. From this
angle, there is nothing | can control. This will be a claiming, a
mating.

97



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

I whimper as he guides his penisto my nether lips, deliberately
circling the wide head over my clit, making it pulse. Sweat beads
on my skin as the pressure of my orgasm builds, threatening to
explode. | arch my hips, needing him deeper. “Damien...
Unnh...now.”

He rocks his hips and thrusts.

My fingers squeeze the quilt as his cock slides thick and hot all
the way inside me with languid intensity, thrusting home until it
bumps my cervix. Then he withdraws, only to plunge back, hard,
his balls bouncing against my ass.

The air is redolent with lust, sweat and the feral tang of animal
aswe writhe in animalistic bliss.

Leaning forward, he clamps his teeth on a nipple, drawing
blood, marking me. The pleasure pain sears my nerves. Incoherent
cries and snarls puncture the night as he ramsinto me.

| thrash my head against the pillows. My Beast rises, but it's
not trying to escape. Instead, it heightens everything I'm fedling.
My nerves have multiplied, and each sensation is magnified by a
thousand.

I howl, shutting my eyes as an orgasm roars through me,
smashing every atom. | disintegrate, my entire being scattered
acrossthe stars.

Damien howls and shudders with the force of a shockwave

| don’'t know how long we lie there, our bodies rebuilding, but
eventualy, | sense Noah's presence. | look over at the door as he
walksin, huge and naked and limned with the whitish-blue glow of
moonlight.

“Did you save any for me?’

My hormones reawaken, and | look at Damien. His cock
twitches, as eager as| am for another go.
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We smile and wave Noah over.
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CHAPTERS

My ears prick as Fred blathers nervously with hisreport. It's all
| can do to keep from lunging at his throat. Usualy he's so smug.
Maybe he’ssick, but | could care less.

My gaze driftsto the clock above the dry erase board, and | bite
back a groan. This meeting started thirty minutes ago, and I've
aged a hundred years. Monday mornings are on their own temporal
plane, moving at a much slower pace than the rest of the week.

| glance at the agenda and nearly prostrate myself in grief.
Fred's presentation is bad enough, but the next report is coming
from Jenna, the head of marketing. If that woman has two thoughts
at the same time, they scare each other and run away. Stapling my
fingersisalot more appealing.

| am so drained from talking to cops and dodging news people.
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The reporters were every-fucking-where yesterday, buzzing
around, then attacking like dive-bombing mosquitoes. To think |
actually used to like watching a couple of those people on
television. Like turns to hate real quick when they beat on your
door and try to stick a camera up your nose, al the while asking a
hundred rapid-fire questions.

Damien and Noah kept a lot of them away, especialy Noah.
With his size and fierce looks, he was like a guardian grizzly. | got
pure enjoyment out of the way the camera crews scurried back
whenever he answered the door. Can’t keep out the cops, though. |
had to rehash my story for a detective, but at least he kept the
guestions to a minimum and had no equipment.

What | should have doneis called in sick today, but Haley isn’t
the most understanding of bosses, and | didn’t need a lecture from
her about missing the weekly meeting. “ The course of the week is
set. If you missit, then it throws the whole office into disarray...”

“Maxie.”

I look up to see Boss Lady staring at me over her glasses.

Oh, crap.

| sneak a peek at the window, hoping for a giant meteorite, but
there’ s nothing, damn it.

“1 uh, didn’t catch that last part.”

She sighs. “Fred was asking if you had heard back from Baked
Delights about how much high fructose corn syrup they’ll need.”

“Yeah, uh...” | flip through the papers in front of me. “One
hundred barrels.”

Fred's shaking hand scribbles my answer, sweat gleaming on
his pallid forehead.

What the hell is wrong with him today? It's like he's scared or
something.
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“Okay, | have the outline for the new coupon program...” My
ears start to bleed as Jenna takes over, bleating and cooing through
her shit.

The next hour drags along like traffic after a Springsteen
concert, and | manage to survive. | dink toward the door, hoping to
flee before Haley, Fred, or anyone else can trap me. My left foot
hits the hall when...

“Maxie, do you have a minute?’ Fred's whiny voice assaults
My Senses.

Son of ahitch.

| turn, pasting on my brightest smile and watch as he works his
portly body toward me, neatly dodging the rest of the inmates.

“Haley asked me to talk with you about this new cost reduction
proposal for the bakeries. She said you had the figures from the
production heads.”

| inhale the scent of sweat and sick fear pouring out of him.
What the fuck? My Beast is interested, and | force myself to dial
back the urge to play with him like prey. | concentrate hard on my
next words.

“1 do. | haven't finished the spreadsheet, though.”

“] see”

In complete control of my Wolf, | realy look at Fred and take
in the dark circles and gray pallor of his skin. Something is
definitely going on with him. | am so going to hate myself for
doing this, but never let it be said | cannot be a nice person.

“Hey, uh Fred. Are you okay?’

His face gets waxy, and he looks like he's gonna blow
industrial chunkage al over the floor.

I instinctively take a step back

“I'm fine. Just a little nauseous.” He drags a finger along the
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inside of his sweaty collar.

Jesus, the man is terrified.

“All right. Well, | have some mintsin my purse.”

| pray silently to the Universe that he won't want them. I’'ve
done my good deed, and | need to get away from him because I'm
starting to see him asfood.

“No mints, thanks. Just get me the spreadsheet as soon as you
can.” He turns and heads down the hallway with slow, precise
steps like a buzzed driver at afield sobriety test. Weird, but | have
my own problems.

| hit the sanctuary of my little cubicle and pull up the
spreadsheet. If | finish the update quickly, maybe | can leave early.

The minutes fly by as | lose myself in the calm of my hands on
the keyboard, punching in all the necessary data. | click the Save
option just as my phonerings.

“Purchasing.”

A deep sigh sounds on the other end of theline. “Maxie?’

All my electrons dow at the sound of Ethan Barrett’s voice. |
have been scared shitless to have this conversation since | stood on
Mary Elizabeth’s porch Saturday morning.

“Ethan, areyou...” What the fuck do | say?

“As well as can be, | guess. I'm kind of numb, then not. It
doesn’t seem real. We haven't been able to go inside her house or
even see her body.”

It's on the tip of my tongue to tell him that it's best if he
doesn’t ever see her body, but | swallow the urge like nasty cough
medicine.

“Is there anything you guys need?’ | want to go over there, bea
good friend. | also want to run far away and never have to deal
with these grieving, sad people. | could be responsible for Mary
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Elizabeth’'s death, and that possibility has been looming over me
like darkness on the horizon. I’ve tried not to think about it, and
Damien and Noah have been great at the diversionary tactics, but
going to the Barrett house would force me to face it. Still, | can’t
avoid the Barrett family forever.

“Just... Can you please come tonight? You and M.E. were
friends, and | know since we broke up you haven't been coming
around, but Mom and Dad would redly like to see you. And
it's...” He breaks off with awatery chuckle. “It's a freaking mess
around here. | don’t know what to do.”

“It's okay. I'll bethere. What time?’

“Any timeisfine.” Hiswords sough, a breath of sorrow. Jesus,
how can | ook these people in the eye?

The strained conversation mercifully ends after | tell Ethan to
expect me around eight. | need to get my assin gear so | can catch
the one-thirty train. I’'m going to require some time to prepare
myself to go over there.

* * *

There are no news vans or shockingly, cops, as | turn onto my
street and pull in my driveway. | notice that Damien’s car is absent
as well. His choice of vehicle surprised me when | first saw it
yesterday. | expected such an apha male to drive a big pick-up,
and he laughingly told me that his career choice forces him to drive
the nondescript sedan. For surveillance, it blends better than any
truck or SUV.

| start up the front steps just as Noah opens the door. Part of me
is shocked that I've let him and Damien have the run of my house.
| don't know them, well...at least, in one sense. In ancther way, |
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do. After al, they are my own kind, and that makes them my
family after afashion.

The concern and warmth in Noah's eyes hit me, and the urge to
burrow myself into his giant body is overwhelming. | brush past
him and shrug out of my coat. Like a well-trained butler, he takes
it from me and hangs it on the hook. | drift into the living room,
and he follows.

“You shouldn’t have gonein today,” he gently admonishes.

My eyes burn and | stand frozen, helpless against the sudden
force of grief. There is no way | am going to be able to keep it
together tonight.

Noah dides an arm around my waist and pulls me to him. |
wrap my arms around him and hold tight, my face pressed into his
chest. Thisis so exactly what | need. | can hear the steady thump
of his heart, his cool scent enveloping me. His big hands move in
slow circles over my back, the touch soothing.

| absorb his comfort like drought-stricken grass soaks up rain.
He drops a soft kissinto my hair, then swings me up into his arms.
| bury my nose into his neck, breathing him in as he carries me
deeper into the room. He sits on the couch, mein hislap.

Smoothing his cheek across the top of my head, he makes
soothing sounds. One big hand cups my knee, squeezing tenderly.

“What' swrong, little one?’ Noah breathes against my temple.

| can’t answer him right away because of the rocks lodged in
my esophagus. He and Damien will want to go with me tonight,
and | can’t let them. But God, do | want them there.

“Ethan Barrett called, and the family wantsto see me tonight.”

He drops a kiss on my forehead. “Do you want us with you?’
His voice makes my skin al goose bumps.

| shake my head. “You can't come. It wouldn’'t be fair to
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them.”

He tangles his fingers underneath my hair and starts to massage
the base of my skull. “Isthiswhy you came home early?’

“Yeah. | needed...” | can't finish as my eyes start to tear up
once more. Suddenly | am furious at my behavior. In two short
days | have become aweakling, and | don't like it. Shoving myself
away from Noah, | surge to my feet and stare down at my lover. |
hate seeing his blue eyesfill with sympathy.

“Stop looking at me like that!” | snarl and kick the coffee table
out of my way, cracking the leg. So much for that piece of
furniture.

Everything is closing in on me, and | need space. Desperately, |
want to Change and go for arun, but it’ stoo light.

“I'm supposed to handle this myself. You shouldn't even
matter. You've been here what, two days? Shitl You were
supposed to be out of here after the sex was over. Don't you get
that? | didn’t want to hear Damien’s story. | don’t need you, either
of you!”

| storm up the stairs and lam my door, not caring when | hear
the crack of wood. My chest heaves as if I'd just run a hundred-
meter hurdle, everything inside me screaming to get out. | throw
myself on my bed, my nails digging into the mattress. | love the
feel of them shredding through the materia, and | break my
cardind rule. |1 use my claws to dash and destroy, the damage
feeding my savage need.

My teeth elongate, and the Change ripples through me.

“Maxie! No! You stop this.” Noah's big hands seize my wrists,
and he yanks me to him, my back colliding with his chest as my
Wolf breaksfree.

I howl and scream, my clothes ripping, jewelry popping. Black
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fur coats my expanding musculature, my growls deepen. The bed
creaks under my growing mass.

“Come back, Maxie.”

| snarl, teeth snapping as| try to pull away.

Noah is very powerful, though, and his strength subdues my
Beadt, his calming energy flowing over me until | return to human
form. | hang limp in hisarms.

“It's al my fault she's dead, Noah. Oh, God, she's dead, and
it's my fault.” | sob, my head faling forward, all the rage burned
avay. Only a yawning chasm of pain and guilt remains,
threatening to swallow me whole.

“No, little one, it's not. The blame lies with her killer.” He
maneuvers so that we lie spoon fashion on the ruined bed and
carefully removes the remnants of my clothes.

Cuddling my now-naked body to him, he pushes my hair out of
the way and presses soft kisses to the nape of my neck. The effect
soothes me until my eyelids flutter.

| huddle in Noah's embrace, semiconscious, listening. To his
breath, his heartbeat. He continues kissing me, his lips pressing
lightly in my hair, around my ear, his big hand rubbing slow circles
over my abdomen. My pulse slows to match his, our breathing
nearly synchronous.

“Better?” The gentle whisper of his question sends teasing
ripples down my neck.

I nod my head, my cheek scraping against the warm, firm bulge
of his upper arm just brushing the edge of his tee-shirt deeve. If
only | could stay right here, wrapped in Noah' s strength, and forget
about the world for, oh, say fifty years. Speaking of strength...

I roll, forcing Noah onto his back and straddle him. Suddenly |
want all that power inside me, filling me, driving away this grief
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and sadness.

Shoving my handsinto his hair, | smother his mouth with mine.
Savage passion breaks over me like a rogue wave, and | can’t get
enough of him. This urgent need to mate rides me hard, blazing
through me, an all-consuming inferno.

His big, work-roughened hands squeeze my ass, the sensation
making my pulse climb.

Muffled moans and gasps break the silence as we devour each
other with tongues and teeth. | writhe on his still-clothed, hard
body, frantic. Needing to be skin to skin, | rip his shirt, huzzling
my face into his chest, the crinkly whorls of hair teasing my
nostrilsand lips.

“Maxie,” he pants, red-faced. “I...”

“Shh.”

Licking atrail down the muscled ridge of his abs, | trace each
indentation, reveling in the raw flavor of flesh and sweat. | dip my
tongue into his navel. Nipping the tender area around it, | smile as
he sucks in his stomach, growls of pleasure tearing from
somewhere deep inside him.

| kiss my way to the waist of his jeans. His erection tents the
sturdy fabric, pulsing against my chin like a second heart beat.
Easing down the zipper, my lungs stutter.

Noah is not wearing underwear.

Sliding the denim away from the prize, | can’'t help but lean in
for a taste. Starting at the base, 1 lick the underside of his thick
shaft from base to tip, pulling back a little on the foreskin to dart
inside and savor the pre cum beading on the wide red cap.

He fists a hand in my hair, holding my head right there, and |
suck the crown inside my mouth, fluttering my tongue against him.
His grip tightens, and | work it harder.
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Snapping his teeth, Noah uses his grip to pull me off. “Jesus,
Maxie.”

Sitting up, my legs on either side of his knees, | stare down at
him. “What' swrong? Didn’t you like it?’

“Hell, yeah.” He gives awheezing chuckle. “It'sjust...”

“What?’

Suddenly, what he's trying to tell me, dawns on me. “Damien
isn’'t here.” | narrow my eyes.

A flush creeps up his cheeks, and he looks away.

“Why does he aways have to be first?’ Redly, | am not liking
thiswhole aphathing. | don't like anyone feeling less than around
me, especialy alover.

“It's...” Noah darts, looking as though he needs to gather
himsdlf. “It's been this way ever since | hooked up with Damien.
He took me in, explained how things were, helped me control my
Beast. He was also my...” He breaks off and scrubs a hand over
hisface.

“Your first werewolf sex, huh?’

He nods, still not looking at me. “It feels natural to let him
be...l don’t know, in charge. | mean, yeah, there aretimes 1'd like
to be firgt, like the other night, but... God thisis so fucked up.” He
shakes his head.

“It's okay, what' s happening between us.”

“No!” he growls, cutting me off. “Thisisn’t okay. Y ou have to
understand, | grew up with al girls. | have aways had to be super
conscious of my size, my strength. Becoming a werewolf made
that so much harder. When | was first turned, | used to run deep
into the woods to try and escape the hungers. And my first couple
full moons were...” He sucks in a shaky breath, his eyes twin
pools of anguish.
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“l know,” | whisper, trailing a pam down the ridge of his
abdomen. My insides twist as | remember the isolation and terror
of realizing | was no longer human.

“1 was so afraid to touch, to even be touched, scared | would
hurt or kill someone. |1 cut myself off from family, friends,
everyone.” Noah covers hisface with hisforearm.

| scoot up his big body and move his arm to press my cheek to
his, smoothing a hand in the soft hairs along his temple. He hugs
my body tight to him, belly to belly, breast to chest, and | wonder
if he'sdrawing comfort from our combined touching.

“Until | found Damien, there was no contact, no sex, nothing,”
he continues, his voice a soft rasp. “He's been showing me how to
control myself as awerewolf. For these last two years, the sex has
been either the two of us with one woman or just the two of us.
I’ve gotten used to this way and now...” He fades out, like he's
unsure what to say.

“Look, Noah.” | raise to my forearms, looking deep into those
magic blue eyes of his. “I can understand why you fed like
Damien has to be first al the time. He's really powerful, taught
you alot, saved you, even. But there comes a time when you have
to relax and let it al go. Just be. I'm not human, I'm a werewolf.
Y ou're not going to hurt me.”

“1 know, but it's, well... | think Damien wants you.”

“Well, duh.” Tired of the talk now, | attempt to maneuver back
down to his erection, which has faded some, but he grabs my upper
arms and forces me to stay in place. “What?’ | whine.

“1 mean wants you, asin mate. Y ou know, wife.”

It takes a second or two for Noah's words to register and then
the al-clear hits like an oncoming car out of the fog.

“Excuse me? Did you just say the W word?’

110



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

He nods, blue eyes solemn.

Shrugging out of his grip, | scoot off him and climb out of the
wreckage to start pacing. If what Noah is saying is true, thisis not
good. | haven't even gotten used to the fact that these two pushed
their way into my home and haven't left. | haven't lived with
anyone since college. Now | have two giant roommates. It’s effing
crazy.

| stop and refocus on Noah, still sprawled with hisdick hanging
out, now at half-mast. A rush washes through me, reminding me of
what we were about to do before al the heavy talk. “ Okay, so even
if you're right, it's not just about what Damien wants or thinks.
We'reall three of usin thistogether...whatever ‘this is.”

| crawl back over Noah, planting a knee on either side of his
hips and lean over him, my breasts inches from his mouth. “I am
empty and sad and have to go talk with my murdered friend's
family in alittle while. But right now? | need this.” | fist his cock
and start to pump it as | lean in and capture his lips, sweeping my
tongue inside to duel with his.

Our passion re-ignites quicker than alit cigarette on gasoline.

Noah snarls into my mouth as | skim athumb over the head of
his engorged penis, swirling the moisture leaking out, teasing the
foreskin.

| break the kiss and settle back on Noah's thighs, my hand till
working his erection. “You need to get out of these jeans.”
Grasping the denim with both hands, | start to easeit over his hips.
“Lift up,” I command.

| smile as Noah raises his backside enough for meto pull down
the sturdy trousers. | dlip the fabric over his feet and toss it
somewhere. Moisture pools inside me as | rake my gaze over his
well-muscled form, naked but for the remnants of his tee-shirt and
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his white socks, his erection wet and arrowing toward his stomach.

The power of Noah's regard forces my attention back to his
face. The look in his eyes sends al thoughts of Damien and the
Barrett family scattering to the four winds. | want him, and he
wants me.

He reaches for my arms and draws me up and over him.

| yelp as he brings me down, pressed breast to chest, belly to
belly, his cock riding up between my cheeks. With a little rocking
motion, Noah drags his erection along the crease of my ass, the
base bouncing gently along my vaginal lips.

My temperature rockets toward boiling, little sparks teasing
over my nerves and straight to my clit, which is pulsing like a
tribal drum.

His mouth captures mine and it’s the Fourth of July in January
as he devours me. The kiss is al lips, teeth, and tongue as our
hunger builds. With a growl, he surges up and breaks away from
my mouth to lick and suck at my neck, my collarbone...all the way
to the valley between my breasts.

My hands shove into the black silk of his hair as he cups one
breast, his mouth latching on to the nipple. | gasp and arch into
him as he laves and sucks the little peak, twirling his tongue
around and around the areola.

| reach between my legs to drag his cock along my dlit, through
the wetness to my dick entrance. Slipping the head just inside, |
move it around just enough to tease the hot button. | can fed the
little eye and the edge of the foreskin teasing and tightening
everything down there. Round and round, | stroke, bringing myself
to the knife edge of orgasm.

“Enough!” Noah snarls, pulling my hand away.

Tossing me to the side, he shoots to his feet. “Where are the
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fucking condoms?’

“Nightstand,” | gasp. All my nerves are screaming for release.

“Fuck,” he growls as he rips out the little drawer, its contents
spilling out on the floor.

| gtifle a giggle as the big guy squats awkwardly to snag a fail
packet.

“Think that's funny?’ He turns to face me, sowly fucking his
hand.

| nearly come at the sight of that thick cock diding through his
fist.

He rips open the packaging with his teeth, clenched the
condom between his lips, and uses his free hand to extract the
condom and spits the wrapper to the floor.

| am struck stupid as he rolls the rubber down histhick length.

Before | can utter a sound, he grabs an ankle and hauls me to
the edge of the bed. | think he's going to kneel and have me dide
onto him, but he has other ideas.

He scoops me up, and | wrap my legs around hiswaist.

“Where are we—" He cuts me off with a finger to my lips and
carries me to my dresser, where he sets me on the short edge
perpendicular to the drawers, next to my big, full-length wall
mirror. The cool wood briefly chills my heated skin as a rush of
sensation washes through me.

| catch sight of my lower body and his entire length in the
reflection.

“I'll fix the dresser,” he rasps as he wrenches apart my thighs
and fits himself to me. Sliding his hands to my knees, he holds my
legs wide and shovesinside.

Incoherent sounds choke out my throat as he rams himself
deep, every thick inch scraping all the right places.
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“God, you feel sotight,” he grinds out through clenched teeth.

The dresser shudders as he rocksinto me.

My gaze didesto the mirror, and | watch the motion of his hips
as he grinds his pelvis against me. The movement is sexy,
powerful, the way his thighs clench, how his right cheek bunches
and pushes with each thrust.

Slow and deep he fucks me, face grimacing with the effort,
hands sgueezing my knees roughly as he maintains his intense
pace.

I lie back and enjoy the ride, my nails elongating and digging
into the dresser top as my breasts jounce with the force of his body
driving into me. The wood chafes my ass.

“Fuck... Max...” he wheezes.

The top of my head feels like it’s about to explode as waves of
bliss pour over me like a tropical waterfall. Need floods me as
pressure buildsin my core.

Desperate to meet his movements with my own, | raise onto my
elbows and pop my hipsin a circular motion to draw him farther
inside.

He bends toward me for better leverage. Our bellies dap
together as our rhythm turns frantic. In out, in out, out of control,
ferocious.

His thrusts are short, hard, ramming me with an urgency that
drives me closer and closer to the edge of oblivion.

| throw back my head and howl, nails shredding the dresser top
beneath me as | fly apart like atoms in a particle accelerator. A
deep roar follows as Noah collapses on top of me, his body
shuddering as though he were receiving electro-shock therapy.

We sense Damien an instant before he appearsin the room.

Shit. Sometimes | think 1 must have been the most successful
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cross maker in Jerusalem in aprevious lifetime.
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CHAPTERS9

Damien snarls and heaves Noah onto the ruined bed. To my
surprise, the big wolf pops right up, ready to battle Damien.

I’m not in the mood for these two to fight. | snarl, “Hey! | don’t
want to see a pissing contest right now. Save it and take it into the
woods tonight.”

They both turn to me, their Beasts falling away.

Noah comes over and lifts me from the dresser so | won't get
splintersin my ass from the claw marks.

Seeing the look in Damien’s eyes, | move between him and
Noah, my gaze locked on the alpha wolf. We stare each other
down like two gundlingers. If Damien’s an dphamale, then sure as
hell, | am an apha female. And I’'m not taking his bullshit. | dare
him silently to say one fucking thing about what just happened
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between me and Noah. | can feel the anger, the hurt and the
jedlousy roll off him like steam from the hot springs at
Y ellowstone.

“Dam, |—" Noah begins.

“Shut the fuck up,” Damien growls, his eyes never leaving
mine.

“Quit being an asshole,” | snap.

“Wdll isn't thisjust cute, the bitch and her puppy.”

Wrong thing to say.

| catch Damien with aright hook on the jaw. He flies back and
lands on his ass, hard. Rocky Balboawould be proud.

Instantly, he shoots to his feet. Noah is beside me before
Damien can get near.

“Stay back, Noah. I'm not going to do anything to her.” He
glares at the two of us before stalking out of the room.

The tension deflates quicker than a leaky balloon, leaving a
distinctly uncomfortable pall over the room.

Noah opens his mouth.

“Don’'t you fucking say you're sorry. | don't want to hear it.
What we did was good and right and just what we needed. If he
can't see that, then fuck him. | don’t need male ego raining all over
my sex life and my fedings.”

“1 was going to say, nice right you have there.”

| flash Noah a big smile. “Redly? Aren’t you afraid the
amighty bad ass is going to be supremely pissed off and make
your life miserable?’

He gives me a sheepish look as he reaches for his jeans and
yanks them on. “Damien will let me have it later, but what you and
| did felt too good. Y ou're right about making this work among all
of us.”
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“1 told you, I’'m not putting up with monster ego crap. | want
al of usto fedl free to be with each other, whenever. What if you
two want to be together? Threesome means three equal partsin no
particular order.”

With a quick grin a me, he finishes dressing and heads
downstairs to face our third. | am not quite ready to do that and
decide to hop in the shower first. Time for some thinking.

Fifteen minutes later, as | dry off, | sense one of them coming
upstairs. Wrapping the towel around me, | wak out and see
Damien standing in my bedroom doorway, arms folded across his
chest and a shoulder propped against one side of the frame.

Great, more jealous asshole talk. | should play professiona
baseball. I’ m batting athousand today .

“Noah tells me you're going to see Mary Elizabeth’'s family
tonight.”

Tak about acomplete direction change. “What?’

“| said—"

“1 heard you.” | brush past him and aim for my closet.

“I’m going with you.”

| stop, hand on the door knob, shaking my head. “No.
Absolutely not.”

“It’ simportant for meto talk to the family.”

“Not now it isn't. This is about me visiting M.E.’s family.
You'll just have to check it for tonight, Magnum.”

| pull open the door, flip on the light and start rifling through
hangers. What does one wear to pay condolences?

“Do you intend to be abitch all night?’

The edge in Damien’ s voice makes me smile.

“My house, my 'tude,” | cal out, examining a gray jersey
dress. Nah. | put it back and move on.
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| look over a few more outfits, don't like a single one, and
decide to go casual with black twill pants and a dark green sweater.
They’ll go nice with... | scan the floor under the racks and spy a
pair of knee-high black leather boots in the far corner. | love my
lupine vision. If | were straight human, I'd be on al fours,
crawling around the closet and cursing.

“Maxie, this is the perfect opportunity for me to talk with
them.” He leans into the small room, arms on either side of the
door frame. “ The police won’t be there and you can tell them—"

“Tell them what?’ | snap.

“That I'm helping to find her killer.”

| stand there and gape at him for a second or three before | can
find my voice. “You' ve got a pair on you like Godzilla.” | push at
him with the pile of clothes in my arms, forcing him out of the
closet. “There is no way—noo-ho waa-hay—I'm taking you over
there. End of story. Finito.”

I throw the clothes on my bed and stalk over to my dresser in
search of underwear. | swear | can hear Damien grinding his teeth.
He's probably trying to think of another way to convince me to
take him along. But I’ m interested in another subject altogether.

“So, what did you do with Noah?' | open my top middle
drawer and start digging for panties. “Put him in acorner?’

He growls. “No. He' sdownstairs.”

“In one piece?’

“Yes,” he snarls. “I haven't laid fang or claw on him. Yet.”

“1 admire your restraint.” Under my towel, | dide on a pair of
green, silky, boy-cut briefs.

“Noah’s abig boy. He can handle anything thrown hisway.”

“My point is, he—"

“Drop it.” Damien’s voice takes on a deep bass edge.
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I roll my eyes. Men.

After yanking open the top right dresser handle, | rummage
through a mountain of underwire, front-hook, sport and strapless
bras. | have a lingerie thing. The number of undergarments | own
could probably upholster a small African country. Only when | can
see the bottom of the drawer do | actually find a bra matching my
panties.

Slipping the straps over my arms, | let the towel fall.

Damien sucksin abreath.

I smile and turn, getting a certain perverse pleasure as | watch
his eyes dip south. For extra effect, | jiggle the girls a bit, making
surethey’rein place.

Beads of sweat form on hisforehead.

Having breasts is like having a superpower that makes men
stupid on command. Doesn’t matter if they're real or not, either.
I’ve seen plenty of guys get slack-jawed over a nice fake rack on
some drag queen. It's all about the boobs or the illusion of boobs.
Kryptonite, schmyptonite... Lois melted the Man of Steel with the
girls.

| tug on my sweater and peek over at Damien to see that
intelligence has now returned to the head with the gray matter init.

“About tonight,” he begins.

“Are we back to that again?’ | button and zip my pants.

“Look, | haven't been able to get jack from the woods or the
house. There are too many cops and their canines roving around
out there, and your neighbors are tied up with the detectives. Not to
mention morbid curiosity seekers all over the place. If we're going
to find out who did this before he can do anything to you, then we
haveto start getting some leads.”

I pull on my boots and mull over his words. Maybe there is
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something that he can learn from M.E.’s family. On second
thought, no. It would be better if | talk with them first, feel them
out. Still, I'd rather not go alone. Then it hits me. I’'ll ask Mom to
come with me.

“So, Maxie, did | make my case?’

Noah walksin as | open my mouth to respond. His expression
screamstrouble.

“What isit?’ Damien asks the question before | can.

“There' sa Detective Ostrander here to talk with you, Max.”

Oh, goody.

* * *

| descend the stairs, my stomach bouncing around like a super
ball. | so don’'t want to go over my story again. Once was enough.
But like on TV, the cops tag-team you, hoping that maybe by the
one-hundredth time you’ ve given your answers, something you say
will change. The guys are right behind me, of course, even though
| specifically asked them to stay out of it. Walking into the living
room, | see the detective looking around slowly, as if there are
cluesto the murder embedded in my IKEA decor.

Ostrander is as Dutch as his name. | peg him to be in his mid-
thirties, tall, with thick blond hair and high cheekbones. There's an
oddly familiar air about him, too, and | redlize that he could pass
for my one-night-rump-roast, Jack. Physical resemblance between
the two is all there is, though. The detective is pure cop with that
empty, expressionless look meant to make both witness and
suspect squirm.

“Ms. Briscoe.” A spark of what might be considered warmth
flashes briefly in his sea-tinted eyes.
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“Detective.”

He offersahand, and | accept it. The grip is firm, no-nonsense,
with none of the gentle palm press and finger squeeze most guys
give women. | like that.

“l want to go over your statement and ask a few additional
questions. Can we talk here, or is there somewhere else?’ His
guestion is to me, but his gaze lasers over my shoulder to Damien
and Noah.

“Here's fine” | glance back at the two wolves, who are
returning Ostrander’s scrutiny with hard looks of their own. The
air ischarged. Hooray for a pha posturing.

“Are your boyfriends planning to stay?’ There's a derisive
edge to the detective' svoice that puts up my hackles.

“Yes” | plop on the easy chair nearest the entry. “Is there a
problem?’

Ostrander looks at me like he's itching to say something, then
grabs the couch. A single woman with two men in her house. | do
believe that I've did a notch or three in the good detective's
estimation.

Damien takes the seat opposite me, with Noah planting himsel f
on the floor directly across from the detective. Their gazes never
waver from him. | hope Damien doesn’t try his mind trick with this
guy. Although, the detective might be too hard-headed and single-
minded for the alphato pick up anything.

Ostrander pays them no heed and gets out a small black
notebook. He flips through a few scribbled-on pages until he
comes to his starting point. “Okay, then, Ms. Briscoe. 1'd like to
start with what happened from the moment you found the body.”

An oppressive quiet descends. | stare hard at the floor, then
start to talk. The technicolor details of that horrific morning rush
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back, sickening my human sdf and angering my Beast. The
predator inside wants to hunt the one responsible. | curl my fingers
into fists, my lengthening nails biting into my palms as | struggle
torein in my Wolf and remain focused.

“When was the last time you saw Ms. Barrett alive?’

“The night of her death. At the Red Dragon night club, about
nine-thirty or so, | think. Maybe closer to ten.”

He writes, the ball point making a thunderous scratching noise
in the heavy silence. Ostrander looks up, his gaze cool. “Y ou saw
her alone?’

“No. | was there with my friend, Drea, and Drea’ s sister, Tori.”

“Was she alone?’ Ostrander fails to keep a hint of disgust out
of hisvoice, and | get the feeling he's ready to peg M.E.’ s tragedy
asloose-morals-lead-to-bad-end.

“You mean was she humping some guy on the bar while |
talked to her?’

A light flush creeps over his cheeks. “1 meant was there anyone
with her that you could see?’

“She told me she had come with three girls from work. Ally,
Lauren and Dawn. | know them, but not their last names.”

“Uhhuh.”

More scrawling. | want to rip that pen out of his hand and his
fingersright along with it.

“Did she seem upset, agitated in any way?’

“Uh...” | trail off, wondering just what to tell him. M.E. had
been fidgity, afraid. | still can’t figure out why she had wanted to
talk to me adone. | look up and see Ostrander’ s stare. Damn. | have
to tell him something. | don’t want this guy coming back to bite me
in the ass at some point.

“Come on, think back. Was there anything unusua about her
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behavior? You were her friend, you would have noticed
something.”

| take a deep breath, my Beast waiting to be unleashed all over
this prick. | don’t dare look at Noah or Damien at this point.

“ She was upset, stressed.”

“How s0?’" Ostrander leans forward, intent on my every word.

“She came up to me, aready a little buzzed, but her gaze kept
darting around, like she couldn’t settle. Then she asked if | could
come over the next morning. Said she wanted to talk to me, had to
ask me something. Before | could really answer, we got
interrupted.”

“By?

| knead my fists into my thighs, the motion helping me
maintain control. “The bartender. Some guy at the bar had bought
adrink for her.”

“Did she appear to know this person?’ | could tell from the
tone of his voice that the detective was wondering whether or not
M.E. had been on the prowl.

“No. He was just some guy. The bartender did point him out,
though.”

“Could you describe him?’

“Sure. He looked like a bear, broad in the chest and al hairy. It
was dark hair...maybe brown or black.”

Ostrander makes a noncommittal grunt as he notes my
description. He rereads what he' s written, then pins me with a hard
look. “You have any idea why the victim wanted to speak with
you?’

“No.”

“Okay. Wdll, | think we're done for now. | may have more
questions.” The detective pats himself like he’ strying to remember
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where he put something, finally digging into an inside pocket in his
suit coat. He pulls out a business card and hands it to me. “If you
think of anything else, givemeacal.”

Ostrander stands, looking like he's getting ready to leave, and |
couldn’t be happier. “Ah, just one more thing.”

God damniit.

“Do you aways go barefoot in cold weather, Ms. Briscoe?’

The question startles me and makes my heart beat alittle faster.
“I"m sorry, can you repesat that?’

“Your neighbor, Ed Heinman, said he noticed you were
barefoot and that’s alittle unusua considering thisis October. So |
wanted to know if you made that a habit.” Ostrander’s gaze pins
me like a specimen in biology class.

Oh, shit.

How do | answer that without reveding anything about my
lupine abilities? | can feel the weight of Damien’'s and Noah's
gazes as | struggle to find an answer and not look wigged out. “I
sometimes will do that without thinking. You know, run to the
neighbors or drag the garbage out in bare feet. |, uh do it, no matter
the weather. Laziness, redly.” I’'m going to throw up.

“Uh huh.” He buttons his coat, looking as though he's
weighing the plausibility of my answer. “I’ll bein touch.”

My stomach churns as | wak him to the door. He steps out,
then turns back before | can close the door.

“You can never be too careful, Ms. Briscoe. A woman alone
should really watch the company she keeps.” He nods toward
Damien and Noah, who have come up behind me.

“Thanks for the warning Detec—"

“Yes, Detective,” Damien cuts me off, his voice a near snarl.
“Thanks for the warning, but we take very good care of our
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* * *

“We don’'t have to stay long. We can leave as soon as you feel
likeit.”

Mom'’s chatter provides a pleasant white noise as | scan the
crowded street for a place to park. Though I'm not really up to all
her talking, | am glad | decided to bring her with me. | have never
been to someone’ s house so soon after death has entered it.

“Do you want to come up with a code or something?”’

“Huh?’ | murmur absently as | pull into a spot three houses
down from the Barrett’s.

“A code, you know, in case you want to book out of there.”

“Oh. Yeah, um sure. Like what?’ | turn off the motor and
glance at the house in the rear-view mirror. Mom runs through a
list of excuses, and | barely pay attention. | drum my finger on the
steering wheel, working up my nerve. A shot of Jack or Jose would
be great right now.

“Earth to Maxie.” Mom waves a hand in front of my face. “Are
you even listening?’

“What? Oh. Sorry.” This has got me more rattled than |
thought.

“1 wanted to know which excuse you preferred.”

“It doesn’'t matter. Let’sjust go.”

Jerking the key from the ignition, | quickly check my makeup
in the visor mirror and climb out. Mom walks around the front end
of the car to join me. Our boot heels echo on the sidewalk, slow
measured sounds acting as a soundtrack for this awful visit. A cold
breeze washes over me, and | catch afaint noise in the trees, like

126



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

twigs snapping.

| jerk to a halt, my ears straining to hear it once more, hoping
it'sjust someanimal.

Mom tugs on my arm. “Maxie?’

| ignore her and step onto the lawn, moving quickly to the side
of the house to get a better listen. The street runs parallel to the
forest, and the Barrett backyard ends at the treeline. Beyond that is
a six-foot-wide paved footpath that winds around through the
woods back toward my place. Maybe I’m being paranoid, but I'm
getting this weird, neck-ruffling sensation that I’ ve been followed,
and like that night of M.E.’s death, that I'm being watched. | can
feel my Beast starting to pace deep inside me.

I inhale deeply, dink closer to the fence. The smell is deer, but
synthetic, like someone covered themselves in that spray hunters
useto attract their prey.

| hear Mom move closer. “Maxie, what' s—"

| turn on her with asnarl.

She jumps back, startled. “I hate when you do that.”

“Shh.” Mom loathes being told to keep quiet, so | flash her a
look to drive home the point.

My Wolf would like nothing better than to charge into those
trees, but with my luck, whoever’'s out there has something silver.
The dide of a van door somewhere in the neighborhood reminds
me that we are not alone.

“Did you see something? Was there anyone there? Oh, my
God, there was, wasn't there? | knew you' d be in danger.”

“Mom, please. It was ahoise.” | head to the stairs, throwing a
glance over my shoulder at her. She's standing with arms folded, a
mulish look on her face.

“I"'m worried about you. | hope you plan on telling those two
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hunks of beefcake staying with you about this.”

| stop on the first stair, rolling my eyes. “Okay, | will say
something when | get home. And Ma?’

“Y a7

“Beefcake? Redlly?’

She gives me one of those mother looks as she catches up to
me. “ They haven’t been around long enough to be boyfriends.”

“Mal Wha—"

The door opens before | can get out the rest of my words, and
I’m enveloped in astrong, familiar, Old Spice embrace.

“Oh Jesus, Maxie,” John Barrett whispers against my hair.
Mary Elizabeth’s father is a head taller than | am, strong and a bit
pudgy. | dways fed like I'm hugging a giant stuffed animal or
something. He rocks me a little, and | hold on as he sniffs back
tears. Of al the men that have come and gone in my life, he’ s been
most like a father figure. I've known him as long as I've known
M.E., nearly six years, | think, but we hadn’t gotten close until |
dated Ethan.

“Dad, let the poor girl get inside.”

As if my thoughts could conjure him, Ethan emerges from the
living room, a sad half-smile etched on his handsome face. Sexy in
that lean man, pretty way, he is by far the best-looking guy I've
ever dated. Grief only seemsto enhance hislooks.

“Ethan.” | move into his arms, tears burning my eyes. |
swallow them back with a huge gulp. He doesn’t need me crying
al over him.

“Hey, sweet girl. Thanks for coming.” His words tickle along
my neck as helifts me against him. It’s been nearly two years since
| was last in his arms, and just for a moment, | let myself
remember our timetogether. Thisisthe only man | ever considered
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being with for the rest of my life. Now, after my experience with
Noah and Damien, | know my harsh decision to leave Ethan had
been the right one. In order to be with him, | would have had to
hold back my true nature forever. | could never have done that...it
would have cost me too much. | pull back and gaze at him,
knowing that he will bein my heart forever.

The look in his moss agate gaze lets me know how much he
il caresfor me. He strokes a hand over my cheek, then reachesto
enfold my mother in aquick hug.

John hangs up our coats, then both men lead us farther into the
crowded house.

“Eleanor’s in back. Patty and Jeannie are with her,” John
informs us like a museum docent giving atour. | fight the urge to
run away.

There must be fifty people here at least, al talking in low
murmurs and looking over at the newcomers. Uncomfortable can’'t
even begin to describe the fegling in the pit of my stomach. A few
folks, cousins | once knew, thank me for coming as we move past
them.

We arrive in the family room where M.E.’s mother is holding
court on a big flannel couch, flanked by her daughters. Four of the
six grandkids are playing near the French doors.

“Ellie.” John tugs me toward the sofa. “L ook who's here.”

Eleanor raises her soft teary eyes to me, and my heart stops.
M.E.’s mom was aways small, but now she looks shrunken, a
doll-like version of herself. I'm afraid to accept the embrace she
risesto give mefor fear of crushing her bones.

“Maxie, it's good you're here” Her rose and lily perfume
nearly makes me sneeze. She pulls back, diding her hands to my
face, cupping my cheeks. Her hazel gaze captures mine, making
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me want to squirm. Someone killed her child because of me.

“1"m so sorry, Eleanor.” Mom dlips up, deflecting the attention
from me.

| step back, casting a nervous glance a Patricia and Jean.
They’'re not as welcoming as their parents and brother had been.
They didn’t really give me the evil eye, but their expressions were
close enough. | can’t blame them, though.

“1 need to talk with you in private.” Ethan places a hand at the
small of my back and guides me toward the back stairs.

He takes me upstairs to what appears to be a sewing room of
sorts. With aquick check of the hallway, he shuts the door.

“What's going on?’ Please, please don't ask for details about
M.E.’ s death.

Rubbing his forefinger and thumb over his chin, he gives me a
thoughtful look, then gestures for meto sit on one of those delicate
spindle chairs designed expressly for the hind ends of five-year-
olds. | pull the thing out from its place at the large craft table and
sit very carefully, trying not to cause damage.

The silence continues, and my anxiety shoots up another notch.
Time for a jump start. “Ethan, you obviously need to either say
something or ask something. I'm here, I'm listening, so what isit?’

“Jesus, Max, if you only knew how fucking bizarre this is.”
Shaking his head, he sits on the table next to my chair.

“Thelast few days have been beyond weird. Lay it on me.”

Ethan looks down at me intently as if trying to guess what my
reaction will be to hiswords. Oh, if he only knew.

“That’s one thing I’ ve always loved about you. Y ou aways get
right to the point and never flinch. The thing is” He swallows
hard. “The thing is... Shit... You know how into folklore M.E.
is...was.”
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I nod. “So?" A tingle of suspicion dithers down my spine. This
can't be good.

“Well, she was taking this class over at South Suburban on
Wednesday nights. Some kind of Native American studies thing
and... Fuck, I'm just gonna have to say it. They were talking about
skinwalkers and how people can become, you know, werewolves.”

My breath freezesin my lungs. Oh, fuck.

| force my lips and tongue to form a response. “ She was taking
a...aclass. What does that have to do with anything?’

“It was making her act all weird and shit. Not like herself.”

My pulse is racing faster than a cheetah at full speed. “I hadn’t
really noticed anything different.”

“You wouldn't. You guys didn’t see much of each other after
you and | broke up. She started spending alot of time in the library
and hanging out with a couple of weirdos from the class. | think
maybe one of them was the teacher.”

Curiosity edgesitsway inside my dread. “Y ou think they might
have something to do with her death?’

“See that's the thing. | don’t know, it's just a feeling redlly. |
mean, she started talking werewolves and how they exist among
us, like she'd found some new religion.”

“Werewolves are myths, stories.”

He laughs uneasily. “I know that, but what if she fell in with
someone who thinks he is one...like, | don’t know...some psycho
who thinks he's...you know, whatever they call people who get
full moon fever or some shit. What is the word? Not lunatic, but...
It beginswithan ‘L, too.”

“Lycanthrope,” | supply.

“Yeah. That's it. Lycanthrope.” He says the word a couple
moretimes, like he’ stest driving it on his mouth.
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“It's not full moon fever, exactly,” | say carefully. “It's a
mental illness where people actually believe they are werewolves.”

“1 think maybe she fell in with someone like that in her class,
and maybe that person killed her.”

I mull over his theory, knowing that hislogic is sound, but that
he' s reaching the wrong conclusion.

“Or maybe it was some whacko she turned down in a club,”
Ethan continues. “I don’t know. All I know is my baby sister dead,
and the police don’t have squat.”

“It takestime,” | counter. “They could have a motive or theory
or something they’re following.”

“Maybe.” He shakes his head.

A knock sounds, and awillowy brunette stridesin.

| don’'t know whether to be grateful or irritated by this
interruption. My stomach feels like an over-wound rubber band
thanks to Ethan’s revelation. Had M.E. wanted to talk to me about
that class?

My attention turns back to the brunette, who is now wrapping
herself around Ethan, possession tattooed on every line of her
body. Judging by the look in her eyes, | should be a stain on the
floor.

“Baby, I’ve been looking for you al over,” she whispers.

Ethan kisses her quickly, his hand straying absently to her ass.
“Lori, thisis Maxie. Maxie, thisis my fiancée.”

“Congratulations.” | smile as genuinely as possible, hoping to
aleviate some tension. | am happy for Ethan. He's one of those
guys who should have the gold rings, white picket fence and
minivan.

“So exactly why are you two up here aone?’ Lori trails a
finger around Ethan’s ear.
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| hear ahint of suspicion in her question.

“Maxie was just letting me talk about M.E.’s behavior these
last weeks,” Ethan answers smoothly.

Lori brushes back alock of hair from his forehead, a soft look
on her face. She turnsto me, tears brimming in her chocolate eyes.
“1 guess he' stold you about that class.”

“Yeah.” | shift on the chair, the seat edge digging into the
backs of my thighs, the hard wood making my ass numb. “Have
you told the police what you think, Ethan?’

He grunts. “I did. They said they’d check into it, but | get the
feeling that they’re concentrating more on my sister’s sex life.”
Anger fills his voice. | can sympathize after my interview with
Ostrander. “Have you talked with the cops at all, aside from the
first night?’

| sigh. “Yeah. A detective showed up right before | came here,
as amatter of fact.”

“What did he say?’ His gaze pierces me, shoulders rigid with
tension, like he's bracing for a blow. | am wondering just how
much to tell him as Lori presses akissto histemple. He gives her a
gentle squeeze, asif to calm himself.

“He asked the usua sorts of things. What was she like at the
club? Did she seem agitated or upset or...” | trail off, hesitant.

“They wanted to know if she was with anyone, right?” He
shakes his head. “That's what we've been asked a million times.
Who was she seeing? Was there anyone new in her life? God...”
His voice cracks, and he burrows deeper into Lori’s embrace. She
murmurs quietly, stroking his hair.

| suddenly feel uncomfortable and shove to my feet, anxious to
leave. In a heartbeat, I’'m at the door completely forgetting to avoid
using my preternatural speed in front of people. | turn back slowly,
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expecting dackened jaws and wide eyes, but fortunately, the two
are sill wrapped in each other. | dip out, forcing myself to
maintain a norma human pace down the stairs should | run into
anyone.

Stopping short at the bottom, | narrowly avoid a collision with
John.

“Whoa, slow down, sweetheart, you' Il hurt yourself.”

“Sorry. 1..."

“No worries. | was just going to get adrink.” He dlides an arm
around my shoulder. “Would you like something to drink? Or
some food? We have plenty.”

What is it about death that makes everyone want to feed
people? I'm not in the mood to eat. But he looks so fragile, | want
to humor him, so | let him lead me into the kitchen. | crane my
head, looking for my mother.

“Mia was in the dining room the last time | saw her,” John
says, asif he read my mind. “ She was talking to my sister, Rose.”

He guides me over to the expansive kitchen table, laden with
enough refreshments to open a deli, and grabs a plate. “There're
cold cuts, salads and one of those nice veggie trays from Walt's.”
Without waiting for an answer, he starts piling food on the plate,
then handsit to me.

I smileas| accept it and take a bite of the turkey sandwich.

“Drink?’

“Umm... Diet Pepsi,” | manage around a mouthful of food. In
spite of the situation, the turkey is good, and | realize it's been a
few hours since I’ ve eaten. | take a couple more bites, before John
presses aglassinto my hand.

“Coald, noice, right?’

He sounds so pleased that | don’t have the heart to tell him |
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prefer lots of ice.

“Maxie, there you are” Mom walks up, a tight smile on her
face. If she's been talking to M.E.’s Aunt Rose, it's no wonder
she's feding strained. That woman is a narrow-minded Bible-
thumper who manages to get on my last nerve every timel see her.

Mom nods at John, then grabs my arm in avise, hauling me out
of the kitchen.

“Takeit easy, Ma.” | barely keep from spilling my plate as she
hauls me through the dining room. Apparently, she's not in amood
to listen.

We weave through people until we finally reach a semi-quiet
spot near the foyer, and | gratefully set my refreshments on one of
those small tables designed for holding mail and keys.

“Areyou ready to leave yet?’ Her furious whisper islike agale
in my ear. “l got cornered by Ms. Perfect Rose. God! The woman
is acombination of the Spanish Inquisition and flypaper. Once she
catches you, you're in torture city. Oh good, you got food.” Mom
snags apiece of broccoli, her anger forgotten at the sight of snacks.
“1 haven't had a chance to get anything, yet.”

| dap a hand over my mouth to cover the sudden bubble of
laughter threatening to escape. “Yes, we can leave,” | say after a
minute. “I’m as ready to go asyou are.”

Her eyes widen. “Mmph...Efan,” she manages around the
mouthful. “Holy cow,” she gasps after swallowing. “How did it go
with Ethan?’

| glance past her and see my one-time fiancé making his way
toward me. “Not now, Ma.”

Ethan grabs my hand with a gentle squeeze, then looks at my
mother. “Mia, | hear you were with Aunt Rose. My apologies.” A
wan smile briefly touches hislips.

135



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

Mom sniffs and grabs Ethan in a hard hug. She pulls back, her
hands sliding down to clasp hisforearms. “Y ou were the best thing
that ever happened to my daughter. I’d do anything to help.”

| shake my head. Mom can never resist a dig. She hounded me
for months after the big breakup. Anxious to cut her short, | speak
up. “We were getting ready to leave, Ethan.”

Ethan nods. “Let me get your coats.”

“While you do that, Mom and | are going to say good bye to
your parents.”

“Sounds like a plan.” He heads to the closet while we dive back
into the sea of relatives. Twenty minutes later, we shrug into our
coats. | dig my keys out of my purse as Ethan opens the door.

“I'll call you, Maxie. And promise you'll call if you hear or
think of anything, al right?’ he says.

I nod and move to the stairs, then turn back to him. “ Ethan?’

“Yeah?’

“I likeLori.”

He winks, a bit of his old humor sneaking out past the pain.
“She’ s not sure about you, so don’t expect awedding invitation.”

| flash him a grin, then slowly walk down the stairs to join my
mother, who went on ahead of me and is now standing on the front
walk, waiting. After listening to the snick of the door closing, | jog
across the lawn to the fence. The wind picks up, a cold rush on my
face.

Muted thuds slap the turf as my mother moves in behind me.
“Youthink that creep is still here?’

“Maybe.” A few quick sniffstell me that whoever itis,isnotin
the immediate vicinity. The odor isfaint, an echo on the breeze.

Mom tugs on my arm. “Let’s go back to your place and tell
those two big hunks of yours.”
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“They’re not mine.” | peer into the Barrett’s yard. It's empty. |
detect no other odors or sounds coming from back there. My Wolf
trickles along my nervesin anticipation of the hunt. A stroll in the
woodsisjust what | need.

“What are you doing?’ Mom glares at me, the faint glow from
alamp inside the house casting her face in orange and shadow.

“1"m going to take the long way home.”

“You can't...” she sputters. “Thisis dangerous, Maxine Eunice
Briscoe.”

“Keep your voice down, huh?’ | smile, handing her my purse
and keys. “Take the car and meet me back at the house. | shouldn’t
be more than thirty minutes.”

“But—"

| glide past her and open the gate.

“Go.” | wave her awvay.

“I'm telling them the instant | get there. Infact, | just might call
them from the car.”

I roll my eyes. “Jesus, Ma. | know these woods. Give me a
little credit, hun?’

She looks like she' s about ready to clock me with my own bag.
“If you get hurt, I'm going to kill you.”

I wiggle my hand at her again, waiting for her to go. Shefinaly
spins on her heel and stomps to the street.

Turning, | follow the fence to the rear gate, open it, and dlip
silently across the grassy easement and into the trees, picking my
way through the knee-high, thick undergrowth. My highly acute
night vision picks up every piece of deadfall, rock and shrub in my
path. Sniffing the air, | breathe in traces of rabbit, raccoon,
coyote... The scents are vibrant, like an artist’s palette to my nose,
each one adifferent shade.
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As | reach the footpath, | detect a faint hint of the synthetic
deer and pungent rubber from earlier. Whoever it was definitely
passed thisway.

With another sharp inhalation, | fixate on the hunt and move
swiftly into the dark.
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CHAPTER 10

| stick to the shadows along the side of the path, using my
preternatural agility to move as soundlessly as possible. It takes me
deep into the woods, past small clearings and hollows, then over
the wooden footbridge at North Creek. From there, the trail opens
onto alarge field and picnic area. To the left is adrive leading out
to the main road. The smell of Port-O-Potty hits me like a three-
hundred-pound linebacker at full speed. It gets worse until | nearly
gag as | finally pass the damned outhouse. Sometimes it's really
not good to have such an acute sense of smell, and | couldn’t be
happier now that the stench is downwind.

A wave of knowing washes through me, sweet and sharp like
honey on a blade. | jerk to a halt, inhaing deeply, the faint feral
odor of wolf on the night air. It’s not Damien or Noah. The nuance
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is different. Hauling ass into the trees, | stop, fangs and claws at
the ready, alow growl rumbling up my throat. My Beast is riding
me hard, but | refuse to do afull shift here.

My skin is hot, tingly, and | taste my heartbeat on my tongue,
an appetizer before the main meal. Whoever it is out here, is going
to learn not to mess with me. The tension ramps up each minute
sound as | wait for this other wolf...the murmur of every ledf,
cricket and small anima magnified to the nth degree. Nothing
moves, the forest around me undisturbed.

Then | hear it. A whisper of darkness on thewind.

The sounds are animdigtic, but my brain comprehends that
they are words. Make that more than words, a command. | feel the
tug of obedience from my Beast. She wants to follow, and | feel
the Change pushing hard against me. My flesh ripples as my
muscles get ready to expand. | am suddenly terrified, and the fear
is enough to shove back the animal. | return completely to human
form and hightail it down the path, looking over my shoulder more
than afew times.

As| rush out into the familiar clearing near my yard, | hear the
rustle of brush behind me, then the faint vibration of abow string. |
hit the ground hard just as an arrow flies past and dams into atree
to the side of me.

Snarls and shouts fill the air as | spring to my feet, bracing for
atack. | glimpse movement along the far tree line as strong arms
wrap around me from behind, pulling me against a solid male
chest.

“Maxie.” Noah's voice raspsin my ear, the sound like soothing
music. “It's okay, | have you.”

I turn my face into his neck, breathing in his cool, arctic scent.
The caming effect isimmediate.
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“Are you al right?” Damien cups my cheek, forcing me to
meet his gaze. | nod, but he keeps staring at me as if he needs
further proof. He plants a quick kiss on my forehead, gives me one
more long look, then strides away to start searching the area.

“What's going on over here?’

A flashlight beam hits me in the face and | wince, holding up a
hand. A tall, lanky Cook County Forest Preserve officer stalks
over.

Fucking perfect.

“These woods are closed. What are you doing out here? And,
miss, why are your clothes all torn?’

| look down and realize that my sweater and pants are ripped in
severa places.

“I'm sorry, sir.” Damien strolls over and stands directly in front
of the cop. “We were playing a game and well...” He shrugs, a
placating smile on hisface.

A prickle of unease dides down my neck. | didn’'t want him to
work his mojo on Ostrander, but here with this cop, I'll let him.
The sooner this guy is gone, the better. I'm not in the mood for
questions or reprimands.

“Officer,” Damien says in an oh-so-reasonable voice with a
hint of sted in it. “We were just working off some excess energy,
having some harmless fun.”

The officer stares intently at Damien, belief dowly trickling
into his eyes. It's like that moment in Star Wars when Obi Wan
tells the storm trooper that these are not the droids they’ re looking
for.

“You shouldn’'t be in the woods, you know. There was a
murder in the area.” A puzzled frown settles on the cop’ sface, like
he knows that he should be doing or asking something, but can't
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quite remember what it is.

Noah squeezes my shoulders asthe tension in my body startsto
dissipate. We watch as Damien keeps talking in that steady,
there’ s-nothing-to-see-here tone. He leads the officer away from
us, toward the official, gated western entrance to the preserve.

“He is getting really good with that mind fuck stuff,” Noah
says gruffly with more than a hint of awe. Planting a quick kiss on
my hair, he steps back. “Let’s get that arrow, little one, and see
what else we can find.”

“Yeah, okay.” | glance around wondering why | can’'t seem to
get my motor functionsin order. My thoughts are tumbling all over
the place. | know | sensed a wolf out in the woods. But | didn’t
think wolves carried around bows and arrows. So, who was the
archer? And why was | atarget? Oh, man. Was the archer the dude
who was watching me the night M.E. was killed? Did he kill her?

“Areyou sureyou're al right?’ Noah dips his arms around me
from behind, lacing his fingers over my stomach. “You can go
home, if you want. Damien and | can handle this.” He nuzzles his
cheek along mine, rocking me gently.

For a minute | allow myself to rest against him, absorbing his
strength and warmth. I’d like nothing more, but | can’t.

“I'll be fine,” | whisper against his stubbled jaw, then turn in
his embrace. Cupping hisface, | dant my lips over his. The kissis
soft and all too brief, but it steadies me. His arms tighten, pressing
me against his solid frame.

‘Did you two find that arrow?’ Damien’s question lashes the
ar likeawhip crack.

Ignoring his harsh tone, | go to him, dipping my arms about his
waist.

“Hey.” He pulls me tight to him, his face buried in my hair.
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“It'sokay.”

I whimper, burrowing into his chest. Need wells up inside me
and | can’t seem to get close enough. He strokes my back in slow
circles, whispering nonsense. Noah moves in, hugging both of us.
We maneuver into a three-way embrace, quietly absorbing each
other’ s presence for abrief moment.

Damien is the first to pull back, his hematite gaze locked on
me. “If you want to go back—"

“No. I'm staying.” I'd go crazy in the house with Mom, waiting
for them to return. “Before we go any further, though, there's
something that you both need to know.” | don't want to say the
words that will spoil what we've just shared, but | have no choice.

“What is it?" Noah grabs my hand, rubbing a thumb over my
knuckles.

Damien looks as though he's waiting for a disaster. How
appropriate.

“1 encountered another wolf.”

“Son of a bitch!” Damien rakes a hand through his hair.
“When?’

“About twenty minutes ago. That's why | wasn't paying
atention when that arrow whizzed by me. The other wolf scared
the shit out of me.”

“Jesus. Did you see him?’ Noah squeezes my fingerstightly.

“No. | felt him.” | give them a quick rundown of what
happened.

“God damn it!” Damien glares at me, shaking his head.

He holds up a hand. “Right now, let’s get the arrow and look
for whatever else we can find.”

“Damien, do you think the guy with the bow and arrow is the
onewho killed M.E.?’
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He shakes his head and says in a softer tone, “I don't know,
sweetheart. Let's start with the evidence before us and go from
there.”

I nod, and my stomach does a pitch and roll just thinking about
that deadly projectile. | let the two of them go after it. | can use the
aonetime.

Picking my way in the opposite direction of the shot, | check
aong the ground for footprints, broken shrub and underbrush. My
canine vision takes over, everything in hi-def black and white. The
archer had had plenty of time to set a shot while | was hung up
with the other werewolf. I'm having a helluva night so far.
Pincushion or mindless minion. Fuck! | hug myself tight and keep
searching.

“Maxiel” Noah shouts, breaking into the morbid train of my
thoughts.

| glance back to see the two wolves advancing on me, liquid
grace flowing through the dark. Slowing, | wait for them to catch
up.

There' sasharp tug on my elbow as they reach me.

“Don’t go off alone likethat,” Damien growls.

| jerk away. “Watch it.”

“Stop!” Noah shoves the arrow under my nose. “This thing has
a silver point. Do you know how close you came to being really
hurt or even dying?’

“Yeah, | wasthere.” | whirl around and resume tracking.

“That's al you have to say?’ | can hear the bass of Damien’s
Beast in hisvoice.

| stop, my gaze flickering over both of them. “That's al | got
for now.”

“Not good enou—"
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A sharp howl pierces the night, cutting off whatever the alpha
asshole was going to say.

“Holy shi—"

Ignoring my outburst, Damien takes off, charging in the
direction of the sound. Noah and | are right behind him. Another
howl breaks the dark. Dread turns my bowels to water. My
instincts are screaming that something is seriously fucked up here.
Perhaps the lycan has confronted Archer Man.

Barreling out of the forest near the picnic area, the scent of
blood hits me. It s definitely werewolf blood, and a sink hole opens
in my stomach, fear bitter at the back of my throat. The human’'s
scent is pretty thick as well, and wildly, | look around for bodies.
There are none.

“Shit.” Damien breathes. “ Stay on the wolf.”

As if someone hit an unseen switch on al three of us, we bolt
across the parking area to the roadway leading into a section of the
woods. We spill out onto Cottage Grove Avenue, the main street
running through the forest. We forge ahead to 183rd, the closest
cross street. A car engine roars to life as we reach the corner. The
only glimpse of the werewolf istaillightsin the distance.

“Fuck,” Damien curses softly.

| can't help being alittle relieved that the wolf isaive.

“Let’'s shift gears and pick up the trail of the human,” Noah
saysover his shoulder, striding back toward the park roadway.

My relief is short-lived. Now we're going after the guy who
took a shot at me.

We return to the picnic area and catch the scent of our mystery
man. It takes us down the way | had originally come. | wonder if
this guy is heading toward the Barrett house. He could have easily
parked his car at the riding stable southwest of their place. The
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stable lot is open to the public, 24/7. Instead, his trail splits off to
the east. We jog back to Cottage Grove and cross to where the
walkway joins another track weaving south to Glenwood-Lansing
Road.

Aswe emerge onto a huge field, | can see a big guy with a bow
and arrow running to the street. He crosses to the parking lot of an
apartment complex and disappears in the distance.

Damien growls and tears after him, cutting off Noah and me.
We pick up the pace, though, staying just behind. | gasp as Damien
runs into the road, nearly getting himself run over by a pickup
truck. Heedless of the driver's curses, he dashes around the
building where our target vanished.

Noah and | hold back until it'sal clear, then rush after him.

A dark sedan peels out of the same parking lot from where my
attacker had disappeared. | have a sinking feeling that the driver is
our nocturnal William Tell. Damien’s snarls and curses ring out,
confirming my suspicion.

“Did you at least get alook at the plates?’” Noah asks Damien
aswe catch up to him.

“No, the numbers were blacked out. Like they were smeared
with mud or something. Fuck! | was so goddamn close.”

“Maybe something will pop later.” | try to comfort him,
stroking a hand along his lower back. The touch is as much for me
asit isfor him. He scared the shit out of me when he ran out into
the street. | know wolves can withstand alot of physical abuse, but
still...

Damien leans into me, draping an arm over my shoulders. “We
lost thisround. Let’s get back to your place.”

* * *
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“Do you three have any idea how worried I've been?” Mom
shouts as we trudge up my back stairs. She's standing in the
mudroom doorway, hand on her hip, eyes afire like an ancient
Greek Fury.

“Ma, would you relax?’ | brush past her, edgy and seriously
pissed off.

“Maxine Eunice Briscoe, do not dismiss my concerns.”

| hear her right behind me as | move into the kitchen. She must
have cut off thewolves. | shake my head as she picks up steam.

“You leave me to go after someone you think is watching you.
Someone who could very well be a killer. | get here, tell the
Beefcake Brothers, and they go blazing out like...”

Ignoring her tirade, | saunter over to the fridge, open the
freezer, and take out the bottle of vodka stored there for
emergencies. | unscrew the cap and take afew healthy swallows.

Looking across the kitchen, | see Damien and Noah in the
doorway, looking cowed by the little whirlwind of righteous anger
in front of them. | shake my head. Cowards.

Putting back the bottle, | lean against the Kenmore and stare at
Mom. “Are you through? “Cause I'm not talking until you're
done.”

She opens her mouth to say something else, then shuts it as |
narrow my eyesat her.

“Fine. I’'m done. For now,” she huffs.

“Oh goody.” Motioning for her to sit at the table, | wave off the
guys and grab a seat. | give her the edited version of events
because the object isto get her gone as quickly as possible.

“Have you told me everything?’ she askswhen | finish.

“I’ve told you the important stuff.” Mom just spears me with
one of her I-know-this-isn't-all-but-1-can’t-prove-it looks and

147



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

remains silent. After aminute or two, the quiet drives me crazy. “Is
there something else?’ | snap.

Putting a hand under my chin, Mom looks me right in the eyes.
“1 know when I'm being placated, Maxine. All right, keep your
secrets for tonight, but don’t think I’'m through with this.” After
another second or so, she gets up. “By the way,” she saysas| rise.
“I'll be keeping your vehicle. | forgot to mention that | promised
Ezral’d take Godzillato be groomed.”

It's a promise Mom’'s made up right this second to get back at
me for scaring her. Man, her neighbor is going to be overjoyed
when she shows up tomorrow to take the thousand-pound
slobbering monster he calls a dog for its semi-annual bath. I'll be
scrubbing my poor Chevy for weeks.

I clench my teeth in atight smile. “Fine.”

Mom grabs me in a brief hug, then gives me one more
admonishing look before she heads out the door. Shutting it, | lean
my head against the cool wood, the tension and fear of the last
couple of hours trembling through my body. Taking a deep breath,
| diide the chain in place. The finality of being locked in for the
night smoothes the jagged edges of my nerves.

I know what | really need and, jackpot, | get to have it times
two.

Snickering at my dirty thoughts, | head up the stairs in search
of my two lovers. Jesus, what a cheesy romance nove term. My
lovers. But what else can | call them, really? | mean, boyfriend is
high school, and they haven't been around long enough to be
considered significant others. So what does that leave? Friends
with benefits, fuck buddies? Get real.

Shaking my head, | reach the top and start down the hal
toward my room.
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“You think thisislikethat girl in New Mexico, don’t you?’

Noah’'s question to Damien stops me cold. | pausein the hall to
listen to their conversation, wondering what they are talking about
and if it has anything to do with what just happened out in the
woods.

“1t’ s sounds too much alike for it not to be...”

| catch a glimpse of Damien as he stalks past the partially open
door. All thoughts of sex are obliterated as| continue to eavesdrop,
catching Damien’s words as he goes on, “The boyfriend said that
before she disappeared, Daryl Ann sensed another wolf...”

Daryl Ann? Another wolf? What the—

| need explanations. Right. Fucking. Now.
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CHAPTER 11

“What in the hell are you two talking about?’

Damien and Noah are so caught off guard. For an instant, they
look like I’'ve just found them masturbating as they paw through
one of my lingerie catalogs. It's so funny, I'd laugh if | weren’t
pissed off. | can't believe they didn’t sense | was coming. Guess
even werewolves can be fooled some of thetime.

“Someone please answer me.” Folding my arms across my
chest, | prop myself against the door frame and wait for the two of
them to recover.

“Shit.” Damien shoves a hand through his hair. Shooting me an
irritated glance, he strolls to the window seat in the acove at the
far end of the room. He sits, then leans forward with elbows on his
knees and stares hard at the carpet.
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Noah, sprawled across my bed, gives me abrief look asherolls
onto his stomach. “Might as well tell her what you told me.”

Damien huffs out a breath, his gaze never leaving the floor.
“Remember when | told you that I'd only investigated one other
case involving afemale werewolf?’

“Yeah.” Of course | remember, it was one of the first things |
learned when they arrived here the other night. God, has it really
only been a few days? | glance up to see both of them watching
me. | roll my eyes. “Go on, Damien.”

He nods. “It was about a year ago that | found an old article
about a girl by the name of Daryl Ann Eagle being the victim of an
animal attack. | could scarcely believe it. I'd finally come across
my first possible female werewolf. It was the usual story...she was
found bloody with claw marks and bites. Since the attack wasn't
fatal, | jumped at the chance that she might till be in the area and
made a bedline for Truth Or Conseguences, New Mexico.”

| pull away from the entry to join Damien on the long end of
the L-shaped window seat. He reaches out, absently playing with
the ends of my hair, while he continues telling the story. “After |
got to town, | interviewed the sheriff. He maintained that Daryl
Ann had left town. Her stuff was al gone, her apartment,
everything, just packed up. That's all he said about her. His lack of
details was frustrating, but when | talked to people in the town, |
really got disappointed and pissed off. | mean, she was MIA, and
no one seemed to care. No one wanted to answer my questions.
That is, except her boyfriend, R.J. He couldn’t shut up and talked
about her original attack. How she had survived and healed, and
had begun to live a life as a werewolf. And then, she just
disappeared.” He leans against the window, turning his head
dightly to look at Noah and me.
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“Did he have any idea why she might have run off?’ | ask.

Damien exhales sharply. “R. J. told me that one night she came
in from a shift and a run, scared. She said she'd sensed another
wolf. That he had tried to lure her to him. For the next two weeks,
she stayed close to home. Then the full moon came and she
decided she needed to get out. When she returned home, she was
even more terrified than before. She'd been followed by the
mysterious wolf. And, again, he had tried to draw her in. Over the
next couple of days, she became more and more agitated. And then
she was gone. R.J. panicked, but he didn’t know what to do. | tried
to find out if Daryl Ann had given R.J. any clue as to what this
other wolf looked like, but he said she clammed up tight, refused to
talk.

“It frustrates me that I've never been able to find any trace of
her, or this other wolf.” Damien shrugs. “It’ s like they just dropped
off the planet, and as an investigator | know that's not possible.
There' s always some trace or clue somewhere. | just haven’t found
it, yet.” He scrubs a hand over his jaw and looks a me. “You
didn't seethewolf at al?’

My stomach tightens. “No. It was just avoicein my head and a
scent on the wind. That voice, though...it terrified me because it
was so commanding. | really had to fight not go to him.”

“Jesus,” Damien huffs, reaching out to play with my hair.

The other wolf’ s voice plays over and over in my mind, and my
pulse picks up speed. What if | hadn't been able to break his
mental hold? Wherewould | be right now?

A warm masculine hand closes over my suddenly chilled one.
“It's okay, Maxie. You're here with us, now, and we are not going
to let anything happen to you.”

The fierce promise in Damien’s words does little to comfort
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me. | need to talk about something else, and in light of seeing my
ex-fiancé tonight, | latch onto Daryl Ann’s poor boyfriend.

Grabbing athrow pillow, | hug it to me. “So this R.J...he knew
Daryl Ann’'s secret.”

Damien nods.

| exhale sharply, wondering briefly if Ethan would have stood
by me had he known about me.

“Why?" Damien prods, an edge to hisvoice.

“Just wondering is all.”

“About what?’

“Just thinking about my own situation.”

Heisn't about to let me off so easy. “Why? Because you saw
your ex-fiancétonight?’

| glare at him, not liking histone. “It' s nothing, leave it done.”

Damien grabs me, hauling me onto his lap, his eyes swimming
with silver-red fire. “R. J. was an exception. Your human would
not have understood. Y ou’ d have been amonster to him.”

“How do you know what's in someone's heart?’ | rasp, fury
rising even though | know he's right. “I could have given him a
chance.”

He shakes me. “What, a chance to call animal control or plug
you with asilver bullet, himself?’

Our harsh breaths mingle, the furious current between us
threatening to spill over. Damien’s words have hit me in my most
vulnerable spot. | want to strike out at him, break his face.

“Knock it off, you two!” Noah barks.

I curl my hands into fists, drawing down my rising energy and
pushing back my Wolf. Even though | know | made the right
decision to break up with Ethan, regret for what happened till
ghaws a me. But taking out my raw emotions on Damien is
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pointless. | have to move past the pain.

With a soft curse, Damien sets me from him. Breathing hard, |
dide to the side and resume my seat. Timeto get back to the matter
a hand. “So, how long had Daryl Ann been gone when you got
there?’ | ask in ashaky voice.

“A few months. | was this fucking close.” Damien holds his
thumb and forefinger half an inch apart.

“You think she tangled with the other wolf?’ | shiver,
remembering the power embedded in the command I'd sensed in
the woods. Poor Daryl Ann.

He shakes his head. “| don’t know. In Daryl Ann’s case, there
was no body. And al her things were gone. Who knows what
happened to her.”

Noah stretches, turning onto his back, his face upside down.
“Well, where do we go from here?’

“First thing’—Damien pins me with an implacable 1ook—
“Maxie, you are no longer going into the woods alone.”

| scoot away from him, shaking my head. He's fucking starting
with me again, the asshole.

“Shit no. | am not turning into some house wolf, here. | run
when | run.” Shoving to my feet, | turn to stand over Mr. Macho,
furious as hell. “I aready have a boss, and | get paid to listen to
her. I'm not going all submissive because this bastard tried to get
me to follow him like some dog show entry.”

“Right. And you certainly don’t want to worry about a little
thing like asilver-tipped arrow.” Damien’'s sarcasm blasts me as he
rises and getsright in my face. Our gazes lock. He looms over me,
his size filling my vision. He's shorter than Noah, but his attitude
more than makes up the difference.

“You will dowhat | tell you because | will not allow anyoneto
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harm a hair on you, and that includes protecting you from your
own stubbornness.” The tone of his voice would do a dictator
proud.

“l am not some...some lower-ranking wolf to be ordered
around by the badass apha.”

“Maxie.” Noah's quiet voice reaches me through the building
tension.

“What?" | look down at him. He's pushed himself into a seated
position at the edge of the bed.

“He's right. Wait—" Noah holds up a hand to halt my
indignant tirade. “You are being deliberately obtuse about this.
You should have seen yourself tonight. You were practicaly
transparent when | got to you.”

“Hello, someone tried to shish-kebab me,” | argue. Yeah, I'm
being an idiot right now, but | hate more than anything to have my
freedom curtailed. | face enough of that aready watching my
behavior twenty-four-seven and locking mysalf up during the full
moon.

“Jesus, woman, do you hear yourself? Someone tries to control
your mind and lure you away, then someone else tries to kill you,
and all you can do is bitch about the precautions we want to take to
keep you dive” Damien scrubs a hand over his stubbled jaw,
incredulity evident. “I want you safe, and that can’t happen if you
won't cooperate.”

I suck in a breath and jam my hands on my hips. “I understand
that, but you are asking too much. It starts with not going into the
woods and then comes awhole list of other places| shouldn’'t go to
aone. | will take reasonable care, but | have a job and alife and |
can’'t—I won't—Iet anyone take that from me no matter what. If
you can't get that...” | trail off, too exhausted to say anything
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more. | plop back on the window seat, this time maneuvering to
stretch my legs out on the cushions. Closing my eyes, | press my
cheek and temple against the cool glass, a hollow pang forming
inside as my anger dies away. | wish everyone and everything
would just go away.

“I'm sorry as hell this is happening to you.” Damien lifts my
feet onto his lap as he sits. His strong hands squeeze my calves
through the stiff leather of my boots, the gentle repetitive strokes
heating my blood.

Slowly, he eases off one of the boots, tossing it casualy to the
floor. It hits with a soft thunk, then he removes the other one. |
glance down and can't help but notice their ruined condition. A trip
to Macy’sisin my near future.

“Oh!” | gasp as Damien starts to massage my left foot, hitting a
particularly sensitive area that sends a spark of heat directly to my
nipples.

“Like that, huh?’ He takes my other foot, his magic fingers
finding the same spot.

I moan, my head falling back. | realy miss having my feet
massaged. Ethan used to do it al the time. Damn, | need to put him
out of my mind.

“Youlikethisalot,” Damien murmurs, rubbing harder.

I’m about to melt and ooze onto the floor.

“Did your human do thisfor you?’

Fucking A, hejust can't let it go. | have to be the bigger wolf.

“No.” | lie, watching him beneath my lashes. His touch grows
more intense, and | bite back a grin. Men are smple, no matter the
species.

After diding down on the window seat alittle farther, | rest my
head against the pillows and let my mind drift. | gasp as Damien’'s
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fingers find their way under my pant leg to tease the bare, supple
flesh of my calf.

Noah is suddenly beside me, hands under my sweater, easing it
up.

“Hey!” | dap at him.

He easily blocks my playful protests, then shoves my bra out of
the way to fully demonstrate histalent.

I moan at the feel of his lips sucking at my nipple, his tongue
circling my areola.

Fingers unbutton my trousers and ease open the zipper.

“Lift her,” Damien growls.

Noah slides his hands under me, raising me just enough so they
can get my lower body nice and naked. Damien plays, stroking and
pinching as he works my trousers down my legs.

Desire roars through me like a back draft. | need to touch and
be touched.

“No...Wait,” | whisper as Noah tries to lay me back. “Here,
help me.” | push against him, struggling with my sweater and bra.

Our hands tangle in the fabric. We manage to get off my
sweater, but he's useless when it comes to my bra. After a few
frustrated attempts, | rip it off.

Noah sucks in a huge breath, his gaze riveted on my bare
breasts.

The cool air tightens my nipples, and | side my hands up to
tease the turgid little gems, twisting and pinching. | shiver from the
stimulation, my pussy growing damp.

With a growl, Noah hauls me to him and we overbaance,
crashing to the floor, landing with me on top of him.

“Oof.” My breath whooshes out, but in my excitement, | could
care less. | crash my mouth onto his, capturing him in a savage
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kiss. We are al over each other, kissing, biting and sucking in a

frenzy of need.
Noah squeezes my ass, my belly pressing against his erection.
“Easy, you two.”

| snarl as Damien takes charge. He plucks me into his arms,
setting me on my knees before him. The carpet burnsas| rock into
him seeking something, anything to assuage this ache growing
inside.

“Maxie, Maxie...you taste...” His teeth graze adong my throat,
the fangs barely there, teasing goose bumps al the way to my
breasts. “Wild.”

After tangling a hand in my hair, he forces my neck back,
stretching it. His heated gaze holds me in thrall, then his mouth
fastens onto mine. He ravages my lips, his tongue sweeping inside
to duel with mine.

Sharp growls and grunts escape as our savage kisses fuel the
building fire. My arms snake around his waist, my fingers tearing
at his tee-shirt, roaming over the span of his back until 1 find the
hem. Whimpering, | yank it over his head and fling it away.

My nails scrape over his firm flesh as | touch him everywhere.
Licking my way down his chest, | reach for hisfly.

He grabs my wrists, stopping my progress. “I got it.”

Teeth clamp down on my neck as Noah moves behind me. His
palms glide over my hips, hands locking over my belly. He had
undressed while | tangled with Damien, because he pulls me into
his firm, naked chest, the crinkly hairs teasing the flesh of my
back. The hot tip of his cock grazes my lower spine, leaving wet
trails and tightening everything deep inside me.

Moisture gathers, preparing for the mating to come.

Hands stroke over my heated flesh, followed by lips and teeth,
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both wolves mapping every inch of my curves. Swest, theirs and
mine, pours over me as they grind me between their large, hard
bodies

“Ooh,” | gasp as Damien latches onto a nipple, tormenting the
little peak with licks and swirls, his lips pulling it hard against his
palate.

Noah reaches around to pluck the other one, rolling it firmly
with thumb and forefinger.

Wave after wave of pleasure scorches my nerves, my hips
gyrating back against Noah's erection. Blindly, | reach out, the
fingers of one hand stroking and diding in Damien’s wet hair, the
other squeezing and rubbing Noah' s hair-roughened thigh.

“Ease back.”

I’m not sure whether Damien’s hoarse command is for me or
Noah, until | feel the big guy sowly pull away. | glance over my
shoulder to see him lie on the floor with his back against the
window seat, then hereachesfor me.

“What?" | turn to Damien as Noah runs a pam over my
buttocks.

“Shh. Lie back. You need to be very wet, for what | have in
mind.”

My heart stutters at the look in his eyes, a huge wave of lust
flooding me as various kinky things play through my mind.

“Come, little one.” Noah's hands clamp on my hips and | am
airborne like one of those Cirque du Soleil acrobats. He eases my
body down over his so we lay chest to back, my legs over his, his
cock bobbing between my thighs.

I lay my head over Noah's heart, the strong, fierce beat calling
to me.

Damien looms over us, the hot, predatory expression on his
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face making me melt.

“Lift your legs,” he commands.

Without thought, | raise my legs up and out. Noah's big hands
dlide under my knees, holding them in place.

Damien flashes me an evil grin as he settles over me. “Such a
beautiful sight.” He traces the quivering outer lips of my labia,
gentle, back-and-forth strokes that make me want to explode.

My hipsarch up. | need him inside me right now.

He scissors his fingers just inside, teasing my throbbing clit,
gliding over and over the swollen nubbin.

Noah grunts as Damien's touch dlides adong his cock,
tormenting the hard shaft.

“Dam...” Noah gritsout. “Be careful or I’'ll come.”

Damien chuckles and leans down. “Y ou can take it.”

Harsh sounds explode from the big guy and me as Damien
grabs Noah's penis and rubs the tip just inside my pussy.

Around and around he guides the dippery tip over my hot
button, bringing me off without full penetration.

My hips fight to rock in time to Damien’s movements, but in
my position, | can only lie there and take it. Moisture floods my
pussy, and the sensations build higher and higher.

“Aah.” | reach up to play with my nipples, pulling and
pinching, arcs of fire blazing straight to the center of my being.

“That's it, Maxie.” Damien increases the speed with which he
manipulates Noah’ s cock.

“Damien...” Noah groans.

Just like that, Noah's penis is gone, replaced by Damien's
fingers. He jams two of them deep inside, fucking me hard and fast
until I’ m screaming.

“Fuuuuccckk...” Orgasm barrels through me like a bull in a
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china shop, shattering every nerve and bone.

Damien keeps his hand busy inside, dragging out the pleasure
until | am absolutely insensate.

“There. Now you’ re wet enough.”

Before | can register the meaning behind his words, he moves
over to his pile of clothes and comes back with two condoms. |
drag in a huge breath, watching as he tears open the first packet
and glides the latex over his thick, bobbing erection with both
hands.

Finished, Damien looks right a Noah. “Now you.” Taking the
other foil wrapper, he crawls over to Noah. The big guy grunts as
Damien grabs his penis and strokes the sheath over hislength.

“It'sgotime.” Damien fits himself to me.

“Oh!” | release a sharp gasp as his thick shaft glides along my
sensitive walls, diding al the way inside to bump my cervix. He
holds steady, staring deep into my eyes, then pulls all the way out.

A weak cry escapes me at the loss.

“Your turn.” Damien reaches down, positioning Noah a my
vagina.

I lick my lips, my breath rasping in my throat.

Noah’sthick shaft pushes deep, then retreats.

I don't have long to wait before Damien is inside me once
more. In and out.

Damien, then Noah.

I am helpless to move, only able to lie there and take their
thrusts, honeyed cream pouring out of me. My thighs tremble, my
hips jolt. I clench my pelvic muscles as my two wolves fuck me
slow and deep.

Their harsh bestial gruntsfill the air.

Damien reaches down to pinch my clit, the squeezing sends a
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tide of renewed lust pouring over me, making my vagina still
wetter. Soft, incoherent cries bubble up my throat.

“So good,” Damien rasps

“Again,” Noah grunts as he thrusts home. His grip dips, hands
diding down my thighs, and | shift my legs to dig my heels into
Damien’ s back, giving myself some purchase to move with them.

They pick up the pace, rocking faster and faster. One in, one
out.

It is a raw, intense, hedonistic ride. Flesh against flesh,
dapping, grunting, groaning, sweat pouring off our bodies. The
scent of sex and wolf isthick on the air.

Damien snarls, bending to capture a nipple in his mouth. With
teeth and tongue, he worries the peak.

My hands flail, desperate for something to hold onto. Noah
covers them with his own, pressing against the floor, stilling them.

Tremors shake me as they continue to pound into me, driving
me to the void. My head thrashes on Noah's chest, hair whipping
across my face.

“Nownownownownow. .. Now!”

Shock waves rip me apart as my orgasm thunders over me.

Damien and Noah howl, their climaxes not far behind.

* * *

Relaxed and loose, | stand at my counter putting the finishing
touches on an enormous sandwich. 1I'd much rather run down a
deer, but the guys and | are all for staying the hell out of the forest
for therest of the night.

“Oh, shit!” | whirl around, dropping the mayo-covered knife
into the steel sink. “I forgot to tell you what happened at the
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Barrett house tonight.”

Damien and Noah stare a me, their own post-sex deli
sandwichesinchesfrom their open mouths.

“So spill, aready.” Damien takes a huge bite.

Placing my roast beef and cheese on the table, | drop onto the
chair across from Noah, the wood cool against my ass through the
thin fabric of my sleep shorts. “Okay. Ethan has thiswild theory. It
seems M.E. wastaking afolklore class at South Suburban College.
He says she was obsessed with the lycanthropy part, and wondered
if she’d encountered someone from the class who thinks he is an
actual werewolf. Perhaps this person killed her.”

Both wolves stop chewing and swallow hard.

“Interesting theory, if you don’'t know what we know.” Damien
grabs his Pepsi, then chugs a huge swallow.

“Right.” | snag a pretzel from the open bag on the table and
bregk it in haf. “But it did make me wonder if she
thinks...thought...l might be awerewolf.” The idea sets my nerves
twitching. | pop one of the pieces in my mouth, thinking back to
the night of the murder. M.E. had been anxious, very determined to
get meto talk with her as soon as possible.

“Why would she suspect?’ Noah asks, crunching on a chip.

“Little things. She caught me afew times going into the woods
a night and asked me about it, plus after we went out for coffee
one time, she joked to Ethan about the way | always disappear the
night of full moons. Her comments scared me into being alot more
circumspect.” | broke up with Ethan not long after that coffee
incident.

“She ever say anything else to you?’ Damien wipes a drop of
mustard off hischin.

“No. But she had a mind like Stephen Hawking. She loved
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solving puzzles, putting things together. She may have connected
my habits with the stuff she learned from those tales discussed in
her class. | redly think she suspected something was up with me.
And if that's the case, then she may have written it down
somewhere.” Lead forms in my stomach. “Oh, my God, what if
she did make notes, and they're in with the stuff the cops have
aready taken from the house?’ My gaze flicks wildly back and
forth between the guys, my stomach jumping like frogsin a pond.

“Cam down, Maxie.” Noah reaches out and grabs my wrist,
giving it alight squeeze.

“He'sright, relax.”

Thetone of Damien’ s voice forces my eyesto his.

“So what if she made notes and the cops do have them?
Werewolves don't exist. We're Haloween creatures, legends,
remember? Do you redly think Ostrander is going to come over
here and arrest you? Haul you in on suspicion of growing claws
and fangs? He'll probably think she was on drugs or something.”

Crazy laughter bubbles in my throat as | touch my forehead to
the table, narrowly missing the broken pretzel. | snort. “1 can just
picture Ostrander calling animal control: ‘I know it's awoman, but
really, she’sawolf. Trust me."”

The tension dies away with laughter, and hunger gets the better
of me. | pick up my forgotten sandwich. This is the best one I've
ever eaten, | decide, swallowing the first bite and digging in for
another.

“l need to search your friend’s house.” Damien walks to the
fridge to grab another soda. He tosses one to Noah, then pops the
tab on his and takes a drink.

“That’s gonna be hard as hell.” | reach for a pickle. “The cops
have been all over it since Saturday. And when they’re not inside,
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they're watching it.”

“Yeah, but we'll keep an eye out over the next couple of days,
see who comes and goes, note the patterns and move from there.”

| take another bite, washing it down with a drink of Damien’s
Pepsi.

“Hey! That's mine,” he snarls.

“Yeah, s0? You didn’t bother to ask if | wanted one.”

“Sorry,” he mutters.

Damien doesn’t sound too sincere and | feel annoyance rising
in my gut. “Whatever. Typica apha behavior. You don’t like to
ask or share,” | snap.

“What' s that supposed to mean?’ he barks.

“It means exactly what it means.” | arch abrow, giving Damien
the Evil Eye. “Mr. Moving-In-Without-Asking. And while we're
on the subject—"

Damien cuts me off with agrowl.

The teasing has hit a nerve for both us, and a twist of anger
nags my gut. | don't like the attitude and leave it for now.

“Let’s get back to talking about searching the house.” Damien
takes charge of the conversation. “I noticed that a patrol comes
about once an hour, parks for agood twenty and leaves.”

“Don’'t forget the neighbors. Ed and Fran are early to bed, but
the Mannings, right next to them, are night owls. And over hereis
SheilaFord.” | jerk athumb at my own next door neighbor. “She's
an ER nurse who works odd hours. | have to take extra care with
her.”

Damien nods, crunches on a couple of chips, then swallows.
“Once we get down the police routine and your neighbors' habits,
what would be the best way to get inside M.E.’ s house?’

“That's easy. The back door has a smal roof over it, and
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there's a second-story window over that. We climb in through
there.”

“The ‘we’ is Noah and me. It doesn’t include you.” Damien
gets up and takes his plate to the sink.

Anger whips through me, but I’'m going to try for reasonable.
“I know her house.”

“I’mthe professiona.” He returns to his seat, leans back in the
chair and folds his arms behind his head, arrogance coloring every
line of hisexpression. “Draw meamap.”

I roll my eyes. “I can’t draw.”

“Then I'll figureit out. Y ou are not going with us.”

Heisbeing such an asshole. | ook at Noah.

“What?" He shrugs. “I happen to agree. You don't need to be
there. We' ve done this before.”

“Oh, redly.” My voice is thick with sarcasm. “And just how
many breaking and entering trips have you been on, Mr.
Contractor?’

He looks away. “One.”

Harsh laughter spews from my throat like venom. “One? Why
am | not surprised?’ | narrow my eyes and look over at Damien.
“And here | was thinking he'd done this dozens of times. You
know, it's not like I'd get us al killed or something. | know the
house, the neighbors. I'd know what to look for, too.”

Damien exhales heavily, uncrossing his arms to rub his hands
over his thighs. “The honest truth is, two-man teams work best. |
trust Noah to do thejob.”

“But—"

He springs. Suddenly he's kneeling next to me, my chin caught
in his hand, his silver gaze boring into mine. “Maxie, | have no
choice. | don't plan on getting caught, but there is aways a risk,
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and | would rather go with someone who has experience, even just
alittle, than a complete rookie.”

| continue to glare. He may have a vdid point, but I'm not
prepared to give ground. “There's something to be said for
knowing the lay of the land, and it seems to me that you two are
the strange wolves here, not me.”

Damien dowly climbs to his feet, his eyes locked with mine,
anger coloring every line of his face. “You really think this is
about me muscling in on your goddamned territory?’ His voiceis
lethal, quiet.

“l do.” There, I'd unpinned the grenade and let it roll. “Thisis
my turf. | need to be doing something to help solve this. You can't
expect meto let you handle everything.”

“May | remind you that we' re trying to protect you?’

“And let me remind you that | am not some frail humanfemale.
I'm awadlf, just like you.”

He grabs the back of my chair with one hand and the edge of
the table with other, looming over me, surrounding me. His hot
jungle scent fills my nostrils, the heat from his hard body sending a
quick jolt of lust arcing through my insides.

A quick flash in his eyes tells me that he knows exactly the
kind of effect he's having.

Bastard.

| shoot to my feet, sending the chair skittering across the floor.

“Fuck that. You know you muscled your way in here without
ever asking, just taking. You wanted to find someone like
yourselves. This murder just fell into your laps.” | glance over at
Noah, who's gotten awfully quiet. “Is he like this with you?
Ordering you around like a child?’

He shrugs, looking more than a little uncomfortable. It seems |
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hit abulls-eye.

“Fucking perfect.” Damien drags a hand through his hair. “I'm
just trying to do ajob, and you’ re crucifying mefor it.”

“This is not a job to me. Why can’t you understand that
everything is closing in around me? God! | can't think straight,
anymore.” | shake my head, then start pacing, needing to work off
some of this energy that’s building inside of me. “I mean, hell, part
of me likes having you here. | feel safe. But on the other hand, |
don’t know you. Christ, the only werewolf | knew prior to you two
wasmy assholesire.”

“So we're just like him, is that it? A couple of assholes.”
Damien’ svoiceis subzero cold.

“That’s not what | mean, and you know it.” | shove my hands
in my hair, pulling the strands tight. “It's just...” Every thought in
my head is swirling like a kal eidoscope.

“It's just what?’ He folds his arms across his chest looking
remote and untouchable like amountain fortress.

“It's dl happening too fast,” | mutter, halting in front of the
rear kitchen window. | stare at the shadowed reflections of my two
lovers, torn between my need for them and my need to regain some
control over my life. These last couple of days have been the
strangest—horrible and exhilarating all at the same time. | can’t
take it anymore. Tonight’s encounters with the wolves are really
making me see the need to find my own strength and not depend
on someone else to take care of my messes. Maybe they should go.
At least for now.

“1 don't understand you, Max. You let usin, let us stay here, let
us touch you, and now you don’t want it anymore. What the fuck is
that about?’

My stomach churns at Damien’ s harsh words.
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“Cut her some dlack,” Noah says quietly.

“The hell 1 will.” Damien stalks up behind me, grabs my arm
and whirls me to face him. “Y ou want us gone? Say the words.”

The heat and hurt blazing in those silver depthskill me.

“For now, yeah.” My voiceisasmall, barely there whisper, but
it hitswith the force of a sledgehammer.

Damien stiffens. “Let’s go, Noah.”

| watch as he walks away, rigid, unyielding, then drop my gaze
to the floor, tears burning behind my eyes.

| hear Noah get to his feet and glance up, expecting him to say
something, but he's already moving toward the hall, his back to
me.

It'sfor the best. At least that’ swhat I'll keep telling myself.
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CHAPTER 12

“How are you holding up?’

Dred s voice on the phone is quiet, sympathetic and not what |
want to hear right now. I'd rather be listening to awhisky baritone
or a deep gentle bass, but the chances of that are as dlim as the
credit lineleft on my Visa

This last week has sucked out loud. | know kicking out the
wolves had been the right thing to do, but | can't help missing
them. At least I’d finaly gotten my car back from Mom, even if it
was caked in dog fur.

“I'm doing, | guess. You know.” | sigh. “Oh, hell, who am |
kidding? I’m freaking miserable.”

“As bad or worse than when you were with them?”’
“That’s the question of the decade. What | feel— Hang on a
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sec.” | push the phone' s hold button and swivel to my computer to
pretend to do actual work as my boss, Haley, waltzes past. | do not
need a reprimand. Once sheis far enough away, | pick up the call
again.

“Anyway, where was | ?’

“Your feelings,” Drea supplies.

“Duh.” 1 shake my head and lean back in my chair, wrapping
and unwrapping my finger with the cord. “Yeah, what | fed for
them is so very complicated. It's nothing I've ever experienced.
Damien’s like thiswild, intense roller coaster that you want to just
ride and ride 'til you’ re exhausted and—"

“Excuse me,” Dreachimesin. “Did you just say ride and ride?’

“Shut up. I’ m trying to be serious.”

“Okay. Got it, ma’am.”

“Drea.” My voice drops an octave.

“Fine. Shutting up, now.”

“And yes, | did say that, but it's not what your dirty mind is
thinking.” My eyes light on a blank legal pad next to the phone.
Snagging a pen, | start doodling. It relaxes me, like popping bubble
wrap. “l just meant that Damien is so apha but
Noah...mmm...he's the comfy bed you burrow into when the trip
is over. He's soothing where Damien is rough. Together they’'re
the perfect guy.”

“Shit, you've got it bad. What are you going to do?’

“1 don't know. Fuck.” | stare up at the ceiling, thoughts roiling
around in my head like awitch’'s brew.

“Do you want to stay with both of them?’ Drea's question
lasers straight to the heart of the problem.

My gut tightens, and the pain that had been nagging behind my
eyesfor the last two daysroarsto life, athrobbing beat hammering
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awvay a my brain. Things were supposed to be clearer after |
kicked them out, got back my space. Instead, the waters got a hell
of alot murkier. Did | want to stay with both of them? Y eah, who
wouldn’'t? At the same time, deeping with two guys
simultaneoudly is a little much. A one-night threesome can be
chalked up to hedonism, every night is something else al together.
New territory with no local guides.

“Yeah, | want both of them. For now, yeah.” | rub my brow,
willing away the pain. “Although I'll be the first to admit that it's
too soon to make any kind of relationship decision. | don’t even
know how to define what has been going on other than sex and
protection. Listen to me, I'm making this sound like some kind of
Sopranos episode.”

“You're putting this all on yourself, Max. It's not al about
you,” Drea scolds softly. “You haven't talked to them at al, have
you?’

“No.” Guilty as charged. | rub my finger along the armrest. “I
haven’t had the guts.”

“Typical M.O. You stew about it on your own until you come
up with wha you think is the right decision for everyone.
Regardless of what anyone else thinks. That's what you did with
Ethan.”

Her words cut deep.

A heavy sigh sounds over the line. “I love you, Max, and have
your back always, but you can be one selfish bitch.”

“Don't be afraid to speak your mind.” My lips quirk in a half
smile. Drea has some brass balls when it comes to friends and
family. | hate that. And loveit.

“Not when | know I'm right. Listen to your wise friend. Talk
with them and quit brooding. God knows there’ s already enough to

172



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

be depressed about. Hold on.”

| hear the buzz of distant conversation as she deds with
whomever just walked into her office. My mind starts to wander. |
could have handled Damien and Noah a lot better than | did.
Telling them to get out the way | did was not one of my more
shining moments.

“Max?’

The question jerks me back to the present. “ Still here.”

“I"ve got to get back to work. The FNG really messed up and
there are some blazes that need putting out. Of course, Ken expects
me to step up to the plate like agood little baseball guy.”

“Batter up, then, Drea. Save the new guy. Haley and | will be
discussing the ins and outs of the new brochure for the purchasing
department this afternoon.”

“Working ninetofive...” Drea showcases her Dolly Parton.

Laughing, | hang up, then drag myself back to the computer. |
submerge myself into the waters of phone cals, orders and
brochure notes, finally surfacing when my stomach growls to let
me know it's time to get some food. Shutting off the monitor, |
grab my purse and exit my cubicle.

| stick my head into Haley’s office. “I’'m going to lunch. You
want anything?’ Might as well put her in a pleasant mood before
our meeting.

“Sure. Where are you going?’

“Thought I’d hit the Thompson Center. See what tantalizes my
appetite.”

“Get me a veggie calzone from that Italian eatery.” She digs
out aten from her wallet and handsit to me. “Thanks.”

“No problem.”

Tucking the money into my bag, | stride down the aise past the
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marketing department when an annoyingly familiar voice hits my
sensitive ears.

“Sorry | wasn't much help, Detective,” Fred says rapidly.

Detective? What the fuck?

| do an end-around to the accounting area in time to see
Ostrander emerge from Fred' slittle cell.

Oh, shit.

* * *

The detective’ s presence rattles me, and | turn to beat a hasty
retreat.

“Why, Ms. Briscoe, | had no idea you worked here.”

Escape plot foiled, | swing back dowly to see the lanky
detective striding toward me, his smile al teeth like a great big
blond predator.

My Beast flutters just under my skin. She recognizes the
blatant challenge and wants to fight. Whatever expression showed
on my face in that instant made Ostrander take a step back. |
couldn’t help but offer my own toothy grin.

“Detective, what brings you to Carson Kramer? Getting into
the baking business?’

“Nah. I'm here following some leads, purely fishing around.”
His voice is easy with an edge. “Mind if | ask you some more
questions? Kill two birds, you might say.”

| do not want to talk to this guy ever again, but there’' s no help
for it. “Conference room?’ | hook a thumb toward the large empty
room directly across from us.

He nods and waves meon. “Ladies, first.”

“I'll meet you in there.”
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He gives me ahard look, then sauntersinto the chamber.

There' sno way | can get my boss' s lunch now. Fortunately, her
assistant, Patty, chooses that moment to return from her own break.
| flag her down, give her abasic gist and hand her Haley’ s money.

I march into the mustard-and-brown Seventies boutique and
grab the nearest mud-colored chair. Ostrander has already seated
himself at the head of the table. Of course.

“1’ve been meaning to get back to you to clarify a few things.
How convenient that | should run into you like this.” He reaches
into his jacket and pulls out his small notebook. The sound as he
flips the pages to find his place, reminds me of sails snapping in a
stiff breeze. Finding what he needs, he goes over everything | told
him about seeing M.E. in the club and discovering her body the
following morning. He dlips in a few other innocuous questions
like he’ strying to trip me up.

I’'m getting agitated and more ravenous by the minute. | fight
not to shift and bury my claws into this guy so | can eat him for
lunch. The bastard doesn’t redly seem to be going for anything
new, just flashing his badge and his balls because he can. My
stomach howls.

“I'm sorry to be keeping you from your lunch.” Detective
Assholetrieslooking sincere, but he could care less whether or not
| eat.

| attempt to keep my face neutral. “That's al right. I'll get
some chipslater.”

“1 was talking to your colleague, Mr. De Lint. Were you aware
that he knew the victim?’

Shock hits with the force of awrecking ball, my fist clenching
and unclenching in my lap.

He sudies my face, watching my reaction. “Hmm...
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Interesting.” Ostrander scribbles something in his book, then looks
a me once more. “Y ou had no knowledge that the victim and Mr.
DeLint were acquainted?’

| swalow. “No. Why would 1?7’

“Ms. Briscoe, I'm dowly putting together a puzzle and that
means | turn over every piece, no matter how insignificant. | see
that you, the victim’ s neighbor, and another of her associates, work
together. This is a very curious situation to me. | don’t believe in
coincidence. Did you ever have occasion to interact with Mr. De
Lint outside the office?’

It's obvious he's trolling for some proof of more intimate
contact. The dirty whore button got pushed at our last interview. |
want to tell him to take his attitude and shove it, but | have to
cooperate. Any offense on my part will only make him come down
harder on me or possibly the guys.

“Just the usua office parties.” Man, | wish Damien was here to
work his mind fuck magic. This conversation would be over, and |
could be chowing on something cheesy and meaty.

“No coffee dates, after-work drinks?’ Ostrander persists.

| stifle a growl at the rude tone of the question. This guy is
really making me mad. | take a deep breath, forcing back my
anger, and focus on the question, itself.

“No, Detective.” | look him dead in the eye. “There is nothing
between me and Fred beyond working for the same company. |
know you find that hard to believe since I’'m nothing but a big
sut.”

“Y our sexual proclivities mean nothing to me, Ms. Briscoe. I'm
simply trying to ascertain the facts.”

Bullshit, heis.

“Do you have anything else you' d careto ask?’
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Ostrander makes a big production out of flipping through his
notebook once more, making me await his grand pronouncement.

“1 think that will be all, for now. I’ll be in touch if there's
anything else” He stands, his gaze flicking over me like he's
looking at garbage. “Make sure your boyfriends are available. |
may have some questions for them.”

I'll just bet he does. Does she give good head? What's her
favorite position?“I’ll let them know, Detective.”

| remain in the chair until | can't sense the bastard anymore.
Glancing at the clock, | realize there' s only half an hour left to my
lunch. | ignore my hunger and go in search of Fred. HE's in his
cubicle, sweating like a sumo wrestler in a sauna, pasty skin asick
pallor. Ostrander really got to him.

I knock on the partition. “Fred.”

“What do you need?’ He rubs a shaking hand over his mouth.

“1 just spoke with the detective.”

Fred flinches, his eyes ready to roll up white. He's total prey,
and the scent of fear is potent. My Beast sensesfood. It'sdl | can
do to keep the predator out of my expression.

“Did he...um...say what he wanted?’

His rapid pulse reminds me of a frightened doe, and my mouth
waters in anticipation. | wrap my purse strap tight around my hand,
the leather creaking, threatening to tear.

“He was doing...uh, follow-up with me.” | swallow hard to
keep from jumping on the desk and ripping out his throat. Focus,
Max. My nails elongate enough to dig into my pams, the pain
helping to dia back the animal. I lick my lips. “Where did you
know M.E. from?’

“Who?’ he squeaks.

“Mary Elizabeth Barrett. Ostrander said you knew her.”

177



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

It seems impossible, but Fred turns even whiter. “I-I don’t
know who you' re talking about.”

His denial triggers calm inside me. Something else to zero in
on. “Come on, Fred. Mary Elizabeth—you know, the murder
victim—was my neighbor. The detective asked me if | was aware
that you knew her, and | admit that fact shocked me. He thought it
was curious that we should both know her and work together.
Evidently, he doesn’'t believe in coincidences.” | glide into the
space, in control now. “So | want to know how you knew my
friend. It's a simple question, Fred.” | lean over his desk, letting
out just abit of thewolf.

“It's none of your business what |...er...talked about with the
detective. Please leave.”

It's clear I'm not going to get anywhere with him right now.
There're too many people around, and he's too scared. If I'm not
careful, he'll shit himself or have a heart attack. “Fine. I'll go, but |
will find out how you knew my friend.”

| leave the little rabbit cowering at his desk and head out for
something to fill me up before my afternoon meeting.

* * *

Damien’s voice mail picks up once more and | growl, tempted
to throw the phone against the wall. | have got to tell them what
happened today, but neither one of the wolves is bothering to
answer. Are they just being pissy, or has something happened to
them?

| glance at my watch. It's only ten after seven. Way too early
for ashift and run. Irritated, | stalk back and forth, wearing a path
on my carpet. | can't believe they’re ignoring me like this.
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Payback, | guess, for not answering their cals earlier this week.
Thisis such afucking mess.

Headlights shine outside, and | peek through the window to see
acruiser park in M.E.’s driveway. The conversation | had with the
guys last week about getting into her house flits through my mind.
Part of me wonders if they managed to do it. That train of thought
gets me agitated al over again.

| grab the cordless and try both numbers once more. Nothing.

| toss the receiver on the couch and head upstairs to change out
of my work clothes. Maybe getting out of the suit and into
something comfortable will ease my nervesalittle. Onceinside my
room, | grab aloose tee and some old jeans, fling them at the bed
and jerk out of the confines of my fabric prison. Nearly nude, |
stretch and take severa huge, cleansing breaths. My mind starts to
relax, my nerves not astaut.

As | change clothes sitting on the end of the bed, | try and
focus on what happened earlier that day with Fred. The little
porcine man knows something, | sensed it. At firgt, | thought he
had been upset about Ostrander, but now that | really think about
it, he was terrified of me, specificaly. It was aimost like he really
was arabbit in the presence of awolf.

Oh fuck.

If Fred knew M.E., what if she talked to him about her
suspicions? My stomach pitches, and a dlick, greasy wave of
nausea churns my insides. My hands white-knuckle the blanket,
and atearing sound shocks the quiet air. | look down to see myself
clutching fistfuls of colorful counterpane. Damn. There went the
pride of aRalph Lauren bed set.

Gathering up the soft material, | head downstairsto tossit.

The buzz of knowing hits me before | reach the kitchen, and |
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haul ass to the mudroom in time to see Damien and Noah emerge
from the trees. They bound up the stairs as | open the door.
“Where the hell have you two been?’
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CHAPTER 13

Damien is first to the door, tension coloring every line of his
solid body. Without aword or glance, he surges past, forcing meto
step to the side. Noah rushes in right behind, and they are through
the kitchen, heading to the living room before | even finish
securing the lock and chain. Wondering just what went down, |
hurry after them, my senses on high alert.

When | jog into the living room, | see them standing at either
end of the large picture window, carefully scanning the street.

“What happened?’ | ask, moving toward them.

“We got inside your friend’s house,” Damien says without
turning around. “Problem is, someone called the cops.”

“You didn't get anything?’ | tug nervously on alock of hair.

“We almost got caught.” Noah half turns, a grim look in his
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eyes. “It wastoo close.”

| glance over at Damien, but he's still occupied with the scene
outside. The sound of a car pulling into my driveway breaks the
silence.

“Fuck,” he curses, dropping the curtain back into place.
“There’san unmarked out there, now.”

“What's the plan?” Noah steps away from the window,
crossing his huge arms over his chest.

Damien scrubs a hand over his jaw, then pins me with his gaze,
his eyes alight with a speculative gleam. “Feel up to lying to the
cops?’

My pulse speeds. “Absolutely.” After what | went through with
Ostrander today, I'm more than happy to fuck with The Man a
little.

We all freeze when a lead fist threatens to beat its way inside
my house.

“Basement.” | jerk my head in the direction of the downstairs
door and they dip silently away.

The pounding has become muffled explosions. | give the
wolves another few seconds before | answer the hammer blows.

Odtrander is standing there with another detective and two
uniforms.

“Think of any more questions for me?’ | could put frost on
windowsin July.

A nasty, superior grin splits his lips as he takes an aggressive
step forward. “No, Ms. Briscoe, but | have thought of a couple for
your boyfriends. I'd like to speak with them.” He cranes his head
asif trying to spot them.

“You're out of luck tonight. They’re not here.”

“Funny, two men matching their descriptions were spotted
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fleeing the crime scene not twenty minutes ago.”

Rage formsin my gut a the thought of Damien and Noah being
made to look like suspects. | force myself to remain calm. “Well, |
can't help you. | repeat, they're not here.”

He glares down at me, his blue eyes wintry, the pupils like two
fish frozenintheice. " Yeah? Mind if | take alook around, confirm
that statement?’ He slaps his hand flat on the door, keeping me
from closing it in hisface. | could snap that arm like a carrot, but |
don’t want to be arrested.

My Beast gtirs inside, pissed at the intrusion. | get in his face.
“1 do mind. Unless you have awarrant, stay out.”

Anger turns his features to stone. “I’'m taking note of your
uncooperative attitude and how it's impeding my investigation. |
intend to have my answers, Ms. Briscoe, and if necessary, | will
come back with awarrant.”

“You dothat.” My voiceis hard as adiamond.

Ostrander rakes me with a long, derisive look, then turns to
head down the stairs. | watch until he and the other detective drive
away. The uniforms remain behind in their squad car. | can fed
them eyeing me, their anger evident. Shaking my head, | close the
door, shutting out the world.

“Tried to force hisway in, didn't he?’

| turn at Damien’s question. His gaze is riveted on me as he
strolls down the hall, Noah looming after him, a giant shadow.

“Bastard picked the wrong bitch to try and roll.” Shoving a
hand through my hair, | walk into the living room, the guys trailing
behind. Plopping on the couch, | tuck myself into a corner and
stare at the empty space where my coffee table had been before I'd
damaged it. “Asshole threatened to get awarrant if | don’'t become
more cooperative.”
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“Fucker,” Damien growls.

My gaze dlides to him. His back is to me, arms outstretched,
palms pressed to either side of a large window that faces south and
the woods. “Hejust might get that warrant, Max.”

“Are you serious?’ Needles of dread poke at my insides. If it
getsthat far, | have awhole hell of alot to explain.

Tension holds sway over the room. The shit is hip-deep, piling
high, and we haven’t done anything wrong.

“What the hell am | going to do?’ | whisper to no one in
particular.

“l am not about to let some judgmental prick hasse you.”
Damien daps the window frame. Fortunately, the blow is not
strong enough to cause damage. He turns, eyes hard and bright.
“Noah, looks like you and | are going to have a sit-down with this
asshole.”

“Absolutely.” The big guy flashes a feral grin from his
sprawled position in the easy chair next to me. “1'd like nothing
better.”

“Uh...” | scoot around againgt the cushions, pushing myself
just a little higher in the seat. “Before you Big Bad Wolves go
charging off to put the ass pandain his place, you should know that
he cameto my officetoday.”

Simultaneous expletives pierce the air as both of them laser
their sightson me.

“What did he want with you?’ Damien grinds out, teeth bared.

“Wasn't there to talk to me. He claimed he didn’t even know |
worked there.” | tug at a piece of thread on one of the throw
pillows, purposefully not looking at either wolf. Their testosterone
is about to drown me.

“Maxie,” Noah rumbles. “Don’t keep usin suspense.”
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When | finally look up, the pair appear ready to eat steel. “He
wasthereto talk with Fred De Lint.”

“Who the fuck isthat?’ Damien stalks over to me and grabs my
chin, forcing my gaze to his. | feel him pushing against my mind
like he' strying to dominate me.

| attempt to jerk free. “Knock that shit off!” | snarl.

His hand drops, his expression softening a little. “Sorry.” He
backs away to sit on the other chair. “Y ou were saying.”

| study him for a couple of seconds.

“What?" he snaps, reminding me just a bit of the beast from an
oldfairy tale.

“Fred is my corpulent little nemesis from accounting.
According to Ostrander, he knew Mary Elizabeth.”

“She was your friend, and you had no clue she knew this guy?’
Noah asks, leaning forward, curiosity lighting his features.

“No. Caught me completely off guard. In fact, Ostrander
ambushed me as | was heading out to lunch.”

“Shit,” Noah breathes.

“Tel me about it.” | run through the whole thing for them,
from the moment | was caught by Ostrander until 1 nearly went
tooth and claw on Fred. “I'm sure the little oinker knows
something, but he's not talking. The next time | see him,
though...”

“You can't do anything if he's too scared. Scared people clam
up quicker than a church meeting when a hooker walks in.”
Damien's got this look on his face like he's processing and
planning. “Could M.E. and Fred have been introduced at an office

arty?”
“Not one of ours. I’ ve been to all them the entirefiveyears|’ve
worked there. Besides, | don't picture Fred as having a sociad life.
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At least, not one that involvesinterspeci es contact.”

Noah barks out a short laugh. “Y ou really have a high opinion
of thisguy, don’'t you?’

| snort. “Don’t get me started.”

Damien climbs to his feet and starts to prowl the room. He
halts before he gets ten feet and whirls around, his eyes gleaming
like a lawyer who's just found a loophole. “What about that class
you said M.E. was attending? Could they be linked through that
somehow?’

“Oh, my God.” | shoot to my feet, tentacles of sick knowledge
writhing along my nerves. “You think? Holy shit!” Hugging
myself, | walk around, jumpy with shock. It's like being a Maury
Povich mom finding out if her boyfriend is her baby’s daddy from
a DNA test. “That has to be the connection, has to be. It makes a
twisted kind of sense, you know. M.E. had her geek tendencies,
and Fred, well, he has more than just tendenciesin that direction.”

“I"ll hack into the school’ s database, seeif | can get the roster.”
He shoots a look at Noah. “The car’s on the other side of town.”
Slapping his hands on his pockets, he unearths a set of keys and
unhooks aflash drive. “Maxie, I'm going to need your laptop.”

“Sure.” | whirl and rush up the stairs, so glad that the wolves
are back. I've been disconnected and lonely without them. When |
first saw them tonight, coming out of the trees, my immediate
instinct was to throw myself at them, to rub against their bodies,
wrap their scent around me like a big warm blanket, then fuck
them senseless. When | ended things with Ethan, it was agony, but
nothing like I felt when | threw out Damien and Noah. | don't
know what kind of relationship the three of us have, and it scares
the hell out of me, but | can’t help but be happy they’re here.

Shoving away my train of thought, | snag my deek little red
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machine from my messenger bag and hurry back down. | leave
Damien and Noah to get their hacker on and amble into the kitchen
to start washing my breakfast dishes. If | sit out there with the two
of them, I'll run off at the mouth and irritate them.

As | dry my cereal bowl, | wander into the mudroom and look
through awindow at the darkened trees. My animal senses honein
on movement in the distant shadows. There's someone out there
coming toward my house.

| set the stoneware on the washing machine, drop the towel
beside it and prowl to the door, keeping the person in sight. The
hair rises on the back of my neck, my nails lengthen and my lupine
vison comes to the fore. It's definitely a man. As quietly as
possible, | open the door and dip out into the night. | smell him
instantly and trot across the lawn. Silent and swift, | pick my way
to some thick underbrush and crouch down.

“What are you doing here?’ | growl as | spring out in front of
him.

Ethan stumbles back with ayelp, tripping over some deadfall to
land on his ass. Papers he'd evidently been carrying, fly
everywhere.

“Jesus, Maxie,” he wheezes. “What the hell is the matter with
you, sneaking up on me like that? | think I'm having a heart attack
or something.” He swipes a hand over his mouth, and my
preternatural vision alows me to see the harsh look he shoots at
me.

“Sorry.” | reach out to help him stand and start yanking him to
his feet effortlessy, forgetting all about masking my strength.
What the hell iswrong with me? | freeze and force myself to do no
more than provide a steadying hand as he hauls himself up the rest
of theway.
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He sucksin abreath and remains silent.

“Areyou al right?’ | venture after aminute.

“Um, yeah. |...” He shuffles and toes the ground in awkward
silence.

Shit. | can tell by his scent that he's wary of me. That hurts. |
should have controlled myself better. “Look, Eth...” | start, then
stop.

“Hey, you took me by surprise is al. | wanted to, ah, talk to
you about some notes and stuff | found with M.E.’ s things. We got
accessto her house.”

A wave of sympathy breaks through me, and | step toward him,
reaching out to twine my fingers with his. “Oh, my God, how are
you?’

He huffs out a breath, moving closer. His sadness seems to
mute theinitial uneasiness. “Not good. It was—"

| never get to hear the rest of his response. Everything in me
tightens, and | wheel around as Damien and Noah emerge from the
darkness, two hulking shadows.

“What's going on, Maxie?' Damien asks. There's an edge to
hisvoice, like he’spissed I'm out here, but glad I’m in one piece.

“We heard you leave the house.” Noah's statement is softer, his
concern more pronounced.

| hadn't meant to worry them. Opening my mouth to say
something, | watch Ethan brush past me.

“1 came hereto talk with Maxie,” he says.

“Ethan Barrett.” Damien says the name slowly, like he’ stasting
the syllables. “Maxi€’' sformer fiancé.”

“Yes.” Ethan stiffens. “Isthere a problem?’

“No prablem, yet.” The wolf prowls toward him, forcing Ethan
to take a step back.
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“Look.” Ethan holds out a hand. “I’'m not sure what’s going on
here, and | don’t think | want to know. Thething s, | really need to
speak with her. Alone.”

Wrong thing to say as both wolves subtly shift closer to Ethan.
They're reacting as if he's invading their territory. To my ex’s
credit, he's right there with them, not giving ground. If they were
human, he'd bein their weight class.

“Alone?’ The rigid civility of Damien’'s tone barely conceas
the bite beneath.

“Yes, alone. What | have to say to her is none of your
business.”

Tension fires around us, fueled by testosterone. I've had
enough.

“Knock it off.”

Thethree guyslook at me.

“I'm sick of al this chest-beating bullshit.” | push up into the
wall of pecs, glaring at each of them in turn to make myself clear.
“Ethan came here to talk to me. You don't like it, then you're
welcome to leave. And you”—I jab a finger at Ethan— " step back
and stop antagonizing.”

“Maxie, wait.” Ethan starts

I hold up a hand and turn away. “1’m going inside. I’'m done.”

“1 only came out here because you'd left the house.” Damien’s
accusation stops me cold, and | turn to look at him. “Remember
what happened the last time you were out here alone.”

| shrug. “Nothing. | went for a run last night and no-thing
happened.”

“What!” The Wolf hovers just under Damien’ s features.

I’vejust pressed the wrong button. Way to go, Max.

“Damien.” Noah puts a hand on the smaller wolf’s shoulder,
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but the alphathrowsit off with asnarl and stalks toward me.

Unfortunately, my ex gets in his way. “Don’'t you touch her,”
Ethan yells and grabs Damien’sarm.

Damien starts to throw him off, but as he begins to raise Ethan
off the ground, he seemsto think better of it. | hear Damien draw a
deep, shaky breath, then appears to rein in his preternatural
strength and merely shoves Ethan to the ground. Hard.

“You son of abitch.” | lunge at Damien, claws and fangsriding
just below the surface.

He catches me before | can cause damage. Wrenching a hand
through my hair, he forces me to meet his gaze. “I didn’t mean for
that to happen.”

| snarl and struggle.

He squeezes me tighter, making it hard for me to breathe. “ Stop
it,” he hisses softly in my ear. " Think about what you’ re doing. We
can't dip likethisin front of Ethan.”

Through the red haze clouding my vision, | see the truth in his
eyes and go dlack in his arms, letting the animal fall away. He sets
me down, then retreats into the shadows, heading for the house.
Noah remains, staring hard at me.

“What?’ | snap.

He shakes his head, then turns to follow Damien.

| jog over to Ethan, dropping to my knees next to him.
Combing my hands through his hair, | begin searching for lumps.

Heshovesat me. “I’'mfine.”

| sit back on my haunches as he strugglesto sit.

“Some friends you have there.”

“Yeah. Sorry about their testosterone rush.” | push to my feet.
“Let’s get youinside where we can talk.” | hold out a hand.

He waves off the gesture and climbs to his feet. Swaying a bit,
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he looks around. “ Shit, where are her notebooks and papers? | can
hardly see adamned thing out here.”

“Here, let me help.” As| easily grab the first sheet of paper, |
realize that | can't use my werewolf vision to help Ethan collect
the scattered materials. | force myself to slow down and pattern my
actions after his fumbling attempts to recover the paper in the dark.
After an interminable amount of time, we succeed in gathering all
the stuff.

Shuffling the papers in my hands, | look up at Ethan. “Let's

go.

He doesn’'t move, and | get a niggling of fear near my heart.
Did Damien, Noah and | reveal too much of our werewolf selvesto
Ethan just now? | know we dipped, but | had hoped Ethan hadn’t
noticed. | start to panic. Ethan would never understand about me
and the guys. God, | hope I’'m overreacting.

| turn away, needing to create some distance between us.

“Wait, Maxie.”

| stop, every muscle stiff in anticipation of harsh words.

“1 have questions, and | need answers. The police are useless,
so I’'m hereto talk to you. | think you can help me.” He pauses and
takes a deep, shaky breath. “I read M.E.’ s notes, well some of them
anyway, but enough to know that she suspected there was
something different about you. Then | got to thinking about the
way you broke up with me. | always suspected there was a deep-
seated reason for it. | never pressed you, but now...now | think
M.E."s suspicions about you, and your break-up with me, and her
death, may &l be related somehow.” He runs a hand through his
hair. “Look, | don't think for one instant that you had anything to
do with her death directly, but if you know anything that can help
me... “
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| sigh and pivot to look at him, but remain silent.

“Maxie, | know that your friend started to pick up my two-
hundred-pound body like | weighed nothing more than a football.
Oh, he caught himself, and I’'m sure he thought | wouldn’t notice
anything weird. Just like I'm betting you think | didn't catch how
you started helping me to my feet a few minutes ago. And | know
that last week, you made it across my old bedroom in the blink of
an eye. So there you haveit.”

| give aweak chuckle. “Damn, thought you were too busy with
Lori.”

“Not enough. Something’'s going on with you...and your
friends...and | want to know what it is.”

Tension yawns between us, wide as the Grand Canyon. Fear
and nerves careen through my insides. I'm terrified to tell him the
truth for the same reason | had been last year—I don’t want to see
him look a me like a monster. And the truth involves more than
me, now. | have to consider Damien and Noah, and this police
investigation.

| start walking toward the house, not sure what to say to him.
“Come on. Let's go inside.” | have no choice but to see how this
mess plays out.

* * *

The kitchen is dark and empty as Ethan and | make our way
into the house. We head down the hall to the golden light of the
living room. Damien and Noah are bending over my desk, studying
what looks like alist. | wonder if they’ ve managed to get the class
roster. They look up as we come in, and the hurt, jealousy and
anger in their eyesthreaten to drown me.
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“I'm sorry for my part in what happened out there.” Ethan
immediately takes charge, and | watch as Damien staresat my ex’'s
outstretched hand. “1 don’t want any more trouble, okay?’

Ethan has more spine than | thought, and | can't help but be
impressed and alittle bit anxious. For an instant, Damien looks as
though he's going have Ethan for a late night snack, but then he
extends his hand to the man.

“Sorry about earlier. You al right?’

The seven signs of the Apocalypse run through my brain.
Damien has taken that apha stick out of his ass and apologized. |
catch a brief look from Noah, who looks as though he's read my
mind.

“Right. Uh, yeah. I'm fine.”

I make the introductions among the three.

Ethan nods to the wolves. “Look, Damien, Noah, I'm just
going to talk to Maxie right now.”

“You might want to talk with al of us, Ethan.” | put a hand on
his arm. “Damien’s a private eye and Noah works with him.
They've been helping me figure out what happened to Mary
Elizabeth.”

Ethan's eyes widen as he sucks in a breath. Then he looks
wildly at the three of us. “You guys are investigating my sister’s
murder? Is that even lega? Why aren't you working with the
cops?’ He steps back, fury and shock plain on his face. “What the
hell isgoing on?’

“1"ve been looking for your sister along time.” Damien moves
forward, awolf cornering prey. “1 heard about the bruta attack she
endured in high school.”

“Excuse me?’ Ethan gets right up into Damien’s face. “That
attack was one of the most horrible things that ever happened to
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her. Why would you want to bring all that up again? God damn it.”

“Sit the fuck down and shut the fuck up,” Damien growls and
backs Ethan into the couch. My ex stumbles, then drops onto the
cushions.

| start forward, but Noah grabs me. | glare at him, but he only
tightens his hold, giving me a stern look.

“Now”—Damien looms over Ethan—"I'll tell you why your
sister’s case interested me so much. Y ou're going to listen without
speaking another fucking word until 1I'm done. You're also going
to remain silent about what you hear and not utter a thing about it
to another human being. Do | make myself clear?’

Ethan stares hard at the big wolf, the mental debate playing
across hisface, then he nods.

“Good.” Damien launchesinto the history of hisinvestigation.

As my former love listens, | watch anger, hurt, and a whole
host of other emotions play across his features. | wonder how he's
going to handle al this. It's enough to drive even the strongest
person bat crazy.

Ethan remains quiet after Damien winds up his tale. He's
folded in on himself, like a marionette tossed in a steamer trunk. In
spite of the fierce looks from Damien and Noah, | sit next to Ethan
and rub his back. Like old times, he curls himsalf into me,
accepting my attempt to comfort him. | draw him into my arms.

“Jesus, Maxie. Werewolves? | mean, | don't... | can’t... Shit!
It'simpossible. | can't wrap my mind around this. Oh God... This,
this psycho killed my baby sister because he thought she was one.
No, no. Nooo.” The word ends on a broken sound, and he slides
hisarmstight about me, burying his face into my neck.

“Shh...” I rock him gently, pressing a kiss to the top of his
head. My eyes burn, and | glance up to find both wolves watching
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me.

Ethan finaly pulls back, his eyes red. “I never thought such a
thing could be possible, but after what Damien just told me... Tell
me, Maxie, are you somekind of, of ...”

| take the plunge. “Werewolf,” | finish. “Yes.” | glance over
the top of Ethan’s head and meet Damien’s eyes. He gives me a
dight nod. | know he's given me permission to tell Ethan about
him and Noah. | return the nod, and the pair leave the room.

Ethan’'s breath grows rapid as he shifts to put some distance
between us. “Christ.” He shoves his fingers through his hair, then
pushes to his feet. He prowls back and forth like an agitated cat.
“Isthat why you broke up with me?’

| nod.

“Oh Jesus, Jesus.” He walks over to the side windows, staring
at hisreflection in the dark. “Do your friendsin there, know? Wait,
of course they do. They’'re wolves, too. That's what that business
outside was al about, protecting the secret.” He pauses, continuing
to stare into the glass. “I’m taking your silence as ayes.” He leans
his head against the cool glass, his hands gripping the sill. “I loved
you so much, you were my life. How could you not say one thing,
not ahint.” Hewhirls around, his eyes hot and accusing.

“1 was afraid to tell you. Didn’t want to see you look a mein
fear and disgust.” | jump to my feet. How many times had | had
nightmares about this moment?

“You were afraid to trust in me, in us. So you just broke it off
with no thought for me at all.”

“No! I...1..." | fade out, unable to say anything. He isright. |
hug myself and turn away from his recriminating gaze.

“And | have to find this al out after my sister is daughtered?
Maybeif you'd come clean then...”
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“Shut up!” | blaze, unable to stand this anymore. “How could
you think my silence with you got M.E. killed?’

The fury leeches out of his face so fast, I'm reminded of water
pouring onto an over-dry houseplant. “I'm sorry, Max,” he
whispers. He holds out his arms, and | move quickly into his
embrace. “I didn’t mean it, sweet girl, | swear,” he rasps into my
hair. “I'm just... Everythingisso...”

“l know, I'm sorry, too. Sorry | didn’'t say anything.” My
wordstrail off into sobs.

We stand there holding onto one another, two survivors,
trembling as misery, regret and so many pent up emotions sweep
through us.
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CHAPTER 14

Ethan draws in a shaky breath, wiping his eyes. “That was a
long time coming.”

“Yeah.” The storm has passed, leaving me hollow and a little
lighter inside for the first time in nearly a year. | bend to snag a
tissue from the box on the end table.

“What'sit like?’

His soft question startles me. “What?’ | dab my eyes.

“What'sit like? Y ou know, being awerewolf?’

“Like anything else, it has its good and bad.” A niggling
thought dlithers across the back of my mind. “Do you want to

know how | became what | am?’
He nods. “Only if you want to tell me, though. If it's too

horrible then don't, you know, relive it on my account.”
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Do | want to tell him? Not realy. Then again, I’ve never gone
through every minute, gory detail before, not even with Mom or
Drea. Maybeit'stimel did.

“All right.” | wave him to the couch, then sit beside him. | take
a deep breath, running my palms over my thighs, nervous energy
spilling through me. | glance over, meeting Ethan’ s steady gaze.

“Becoming a werewolf is the most painful, horrible thing you
canimagine. It's... Shit, thisishard.” | haul in a deep breath.

He twines my fingers with his. “I1t's okay, I’'m right here.”

| stare down at our linked hands and find the courage to take
Ethan through the entire story. | tell him everything from the
moment | met Larry, through the attack.

“Fifteen!” His hands grip mine in a sudden, strong hold.
“You've been this way since you were fifteen? Oh, Christ.” He
pulls back to drape an arm over my shoulder, hugging me to his
body, then rests his chin on top of my head.

“There are others who were even younger when they were
changed.” My mind flits briefly to Damien. “There are no rules or
anything, you know. Asfar as| know, thisislike any other random
act of violence.”

He shakes hishead, and | wait to hear if he's going to say more
before | continue, taking him through my first full moon and
everything that Mom and Drea have done to help. It's so freeing to
finally, finally be able to say all this out loud.

| finish my story by telling him how I met Damien and Noah,
leaving out all the sex details, of course. When | look at Ethan, he
has this out-of-body expression that has me alittle concerned.

“Ethan?’ | run my fingers down hisjaw. “You in there?’

“Yeah, it's just so much. How do you deal with this? | would
go nuts.”
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“1 just do, what choicedo | have? Eat asilver bullet?

“Don’'t even joke.” He pushes up from the couch and starts to
walk in circles around the sofa. Ethan does his best thinking on his
feet, and | just know he's got more questions.

He stops dead in front of me, dropping to his knees, a curious
lightin hiseyes. “Can | see?’

“See what?' Comprehension dawns before he answers. “Oh.
Y ou want to see my werewolf form.”

“Only if the transformation isn’t violent and messy like in all
the movies.”

I smile. “No, nothing like that. Y ou’ d be surprised.”

“So, can 1?’

“1 don’'t know. | don’t want you to run screaming.”

He rubs my knees. “| won't.”

“You say that now, but it could happen. My own mother stays
far away when | change.”

“Comeon,” he cajoles.

“I"d listen to her, Barrett.” Damien is leaning against the wall
in the entrance to the living room, arms folded across his chest.
“Don’t try to talk her into it for your own satisfaction.”

“1 don't think that’s what he means.” | push to my feet and go
to Damien. His silver gaze burns into mine, The depth of loyalty
and lovein his eyes touch places deep inside, warming me, making
me feel safe.

“Are you redlly sure about this?” He glances over at Ethan,
then leans close to me, lowering his voice. “His sister was
murdered because of what we are.”

| shiver, cold to the marrow at this reminder. “It's something |
think | haveto do.”

He opens his arms and | step into them, rubbing my face into
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his neck, drawing his hot wild scent into me.

| feel Noah approach and hold out my hand to pull him to us,
not caring that my former fiancé is till in the room. | hold on to
Damien, Noah diding his huge arms around both of us, and we
cling together in a three-way embrace. After another minute or so,
| turn in their arms to face Ethan, who has developed an acute
interest in my desk.

He looks over, heat coloring his cheeks. “Sorry. | didn't want
to intrude and didn’'t know how to leave without disturbing, you
know.” He flicks his hand at us, clearing his throat.

“It's okay. Do you till want to do this?’

His brown gaze is sharp and steady as he nods.

| dip out of Damien’s arms. “Let's go into the basement.
There' sno risk of anyone seeing something they shouldn’t.”

“Okay. Are they coming, too?’ Ethan gestures at the wolves.

“Yes.” Damien’stoneisimplacable.

* * *

We troop down the stairs, my stomach jumping like a field of
grasshoppers. I've confessed everything to Ethan, but here is the
litmus test—how he handles seeing me in my werewolf form.

“Jesus,” he wheezes, jerking to a halt as we round the staircase.
“What the hell isthat for?’

“This’—I point to the steel bar door—"is where | spend the
night of each full moon.” | walk into the room and turn to face the
three of them.

Ethan looks at me, his eyes wide as dinner plates. “You mean
those stories about shape shifters and the moon are right?’

Damien opens his mouth, but | answer instead. “To a point,
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yeah. Our transformation isn’t tied to the lunar cycle in that we can
change at will, but our urge to shift and al the insipient hungers
are super strong at the time of the full moon.” | start to strip.

“What are you doing?’ he bursts out.

“You didn't think she was going to change in her clothes, did
you?’ Noah looksincredulous.

My ex scrubs a hand over his face, looking a bit sheepish.
“Yeah, er, no. | mean, | don’t know.”

“Ready?’ | draw his attention to me.

Helooks at me for along moment, those chocolate eyes boring
into mine. We are about to cross a huge boundary and my insides
are buzzing. He doesn’'t have to nod or say a word. It's al right
therein hisface.

| let go, feeling the champagne bubble burst of the Change
course through me, faster and faster like water right before a
rolling boil. My skeleton grows, my muscles expand, black fur
pouring over my skin like fast forward on an old VHS tape.

I blink down at Ethan, his face a combination of shock, wonder
and horror. He stands frozen, like an ice storm has blown into my
basement and crystallized him in this moment.

“Oh, my God,” he breathes, when life finaly returns to his
body. “Maxie.” He starts forward, then catches himself, as though
he's starting to cross the street and remembers at the last second
there is oncoming traffic. “ Areyou redly in there?’

“It's okay.” Damien puts a hand on Ethan’s shoulder and gives
him a push. “ She can understand you. It’s just too difficult for the
lupine mouth to form words for her to speak.”

I make a soft noise in my throat to try and let Ethan know that
it is okay to approach me, to touch me even. He comes closer, his
gaze running over me like he can't decide just where to look. |
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hold out my paws, pads up, and | sough a brezath of air as he runs
his hands over the leathery skin, tracing the lines and indentations
like a blind person “seeing” aface. His touch moves to my claws,
slowly feeling hisway aong their razor sharpness.

“l never imagined.” At last he looks up, and our eyes meet. |
seealittlefear in hisexpression, but | can find no hint of disgust or
horror. He reaches up to run his hand along my muzzle, and | keep
my jaws closed so only my longest front fangs are visible. He's
careful to avoid those. | bend my head to him, and he scratches my
ears in an automatic gesture, like one would with a friend's dog.
He jumps back with a nervous laugh when | make sound of
pleasure.

Noah grins. “Ear scratching rocks.”

Ethan throws him a dubious look, like the big guy’s just given
him too much information about me.

The big guy shrugs. “I’m just saying.”

Ethan turns his attention back to me. “Can you change back
now?’ He speaks in that deliberate tone people use on the less
intelligent of the human race, apparently forgetting | can
understand him.

The tape reverses, every hair, bone and muscle going back to
its normal human state. | stand naked in the cold of the basement,
goose bumps covering my skin, my nipples hardening. Ethan is
still standing in front of me, hisjaw slack.

“Okay, show’s over.” Damien sidles in between us, like a stag
warning off ayoung buck. “Let’s take this back upstairs.”

* * *

“l obvioudly can’'t take my sister’s notes and stuff to the
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police,” Ethan says, pinning Damien with a hard look. We'd spent
the last half hour or so going over everything Ethan had found out
from the police, and were starting in on the stuff he’ d brought from
his sister’s house. “They’ll just think she was crazy, and | don’'t
want that. They might even decide to check out Maxie just because
shewas M.E.’s friend.” He pushes up from the couch and wanders
over to the desk where some of M.E.’s notebooks and papers are
stacked. Rifling through the pile, he tugs out ared ledger. “When |
looked through this, | was stunned. None of it made any sense, but
now | know she was really on to something.” He tosses the wire-
bound tablet to Damien.

The apha flips open the notebook and starts reading through
the pages. “ Shit,” he breathes.

“What?" Fear cutsanotch in my spine.

Ethan walks over and hands me the rest of the materia from
the stack. “Here. She was hanging out with some guy named Fred
DeLint, apparently. He was a classmate, | guess.”

| look a Damien, who nods. “We confirmed it with the class
roster before you came back in the house.”

| freeze, thinking back to Ostrander’s visit to my office. He'd
been meeting with Fred. Now | know why he'd linked Fred with
M.E. Again, | wonder how much Fred knows about me. If M.E.
had had her suspicions, thinking | was “different” somehow, what
did Fred think?

My hands shake as | set the pile of paper on my lap and start
pouring over the scrawled notes and crude, surreal pictures. My
eyes burn, and the sensation of going into freefall swamps me as |
find a picture of what appears to be my face drawn on a upright,
dog-looking thing.

| gasp, the notebook dropping from my nerveless fingers.
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Damien and Noah are instantly there, holding me tight, supporting
my body before | kedl over. “Ohgodohgodohgod,” | moan into
Noah's broad chest. “ Sheknew.” With awhimper, | burrow deeper
into my lovers. It is one thing to wonder if M.E. might have had
her suspicions about me and quite another to be confronted with
her speculationsin black and white.

“Maxie.” Ethan touches my knee.

I turnto look at him, my cheek pressed to Noah' s heart.

“No one will ever find out anything from me. | don't know
what my sister intended with all this, but I do know she loved you
and never would have used something like thisto harm you.”

He's probably right, but | feel more exposed now than | did
when | was standing naked in front of him downgtairs.

“Barrett,” Damien rumbles. “I’'m keeping these. There' re some
things I'd want to check, including following up on some of your
sister’s classmates.”

“1 don’'t want the material. I1t'sal yours.”

Damien strokes a hand through my hair and kisses the top of
my head. “We'll get past this, Maxie. You'll see.”

| twist around to face him. The promisein his eyesis absolute.

* * *

Ethan and | are silent as | drive him back to his parents' house.
I’'m grateful for this because my senses are till shaky. | pull in
behind his car and turn off the motor. Leaning my arms on the
steering whesl, | stare out the window. Sorrow settles over me. I'm
not sure how to say good-bye.

“Thank you,” he whispers, placing his warm hand over my
wrist.
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| turn my head, my eyes burning. “Y ou, too.”

A sad half-smile lifts the corner of his mouth. | gaze deeply
into his eyes and see my thoughts reflected there. Both of us are
trying to recapture years worth of memoriesin a single moment—
when we met, our first kiss, his proposal...al of it.

“We had a lot of good times, didn't we?’ He drags a finger
down the bridge of my nose.

| nod, unable to form words.

His expression grows serious. “I should really count on the
police, but in my gut | know that justice for my baby sister is going
to come from you and your new friends.”

My eyes widen, and | open my mouth to refute his claim.

“Shh.” He brushes a thumb across my chin. “Don’'t say
anything. I'm never going to really understand all of this...the
how, the why. | will keep your secret, know that. No one, not my
parents, not Lori, no one will ever hear aword from me.”

| look at him, amazed at his acceptance and wondering how |
could have been so wrong about him in the past. With a sob, | wrap
my arms around him and hold on, inhaing his warm scent. We
cling to each other for along time, then we draw apart.

Tears glitter in his eyes, making them shine in the pae
moonlight. He touches his forehead to mine and presses a quick
kiss to my lips. “Good bye, swest girl,” he whispers, then climbs
out of the car and out of my life.

205



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

CHAPTER 15

Damien and Noah are right where | had |eft them, pouring over
M.E.’s notebooks and what looks like several computer printouts.
Their gazes zero in on me.

“Hey.” My greeting is barely awhisper.

“You should see this stuff, Max,” Damien remarks. “1 think we
al could benefit from taking this class. Looks like the teacher
knows more than we do about werewolves.” He pauses, studying
me with kind eyes. “Are you al right?’ He sets aside whatever
he’ d been reading and climbs to his feet, Noah not far behind.

I shrug. “I will be. | just...” | stand there, drinking in their
presence like water. Need surges through me, fast and furious, the
need to touch, the need to control. A picture of Damien chained for
my pleasure in the basement flashes through my mind. | shudder as
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a hot thrill washes over me, my nipples hardening to rigid peaks,
moisture gathering deep down.

My purse and keys drop to the floor.

“Maxie?’ Noah starts forward.

| ignore him and hurry to the basement, ripping at my clothes
as | go. The knob comes off in my hand as | yank open the door.
Cursing, | toss the little brass thing toward the kitchen and wrench
my tee over my head, flinging it behind me as | jog down the
stairs.

Damien and Noah are at my heels when | hit bottom. | tear off
my bra and start jerking at the zipper on my jeans. | glance up to
see the wolves looking at me, spellbound.

“Get naked,” | order, shoving my pants and underwear down
my legs. | kick out of the fabric pile, eager for skin-to-skin contact.

The guys have only removed their shirts. In my fevered
opinion, that’ s enough.

Damien grunts and staggers back as | leap on him, fisting my
handsin his hair, crushing his mouth under mine. Feeding from his
lips, | wrap my legs tight around him and push my breasts against
his chest, undulating to drag my nipples across the firm muscles
and quivering flesh.

His rough hands sgueeze my ass, kneading and massaging, one
finger slipping down to trace my crease.

| stake my claim on him with a sharp bite to his lower lip,
drawing blood. The anima inside me rises as | taste the sweet
coppery fluid. Slowly, | rub my lips over the wound, painting my
mouth with the red essence.

With asigh, | pull back just enough to nuzzle my cheek along
Damien’s jaw. | catch sight of Noah, standing behind us, waiting
patiently to join our pleasure. | reach out, tugging him closer and
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behind Damien. He presses his broad chest to the shorter wolf’s
back, drawing alow moan from the alpha.

I snag my hand around Noah's neck, forcing him to me over
our lover’s shoulder. Our mouths meld in araw, hungry kiss. Noah
feeds from me, licking Damien’s blood, taking me deeper into a
dark kaleidoscope of passion.

Not to be left out, Damien sinks his teeth into me. Noah
swallows my cry, his tongue twining with mine in a melting,
lingual dance.

The desire to dominate, to bend these wolvesto my will, seizes
every fiber of my being. | shove away from them, dliding down
Damien’s hard body.

With adow smile, | crook my finger at the pair, waltzing to the
small room | use on the nights of afull moon. | open the steel bar
door and sway inside the space, padding across the cool nylon mats
to the chains bolted into the floor. | turn to face them. Gliding my
hands up my curves, | cup my breasts, rubbing them dow and
easy, fingers plucking the hard tips. | roll my head back, savoring
my touch, watching my wolves through my lashes.

“Come here,” | beckon, giving my nipples a strong pinch that
sends a streak of heat straight to my pussy.

Damien strides through the door first.

| laugh as he seizes and lifts me just enough so my breasts are
even with his mouth. With teeth and tongue he teases, tastes. My
eyelids flutter on a gasp as he latches on to a nipple, sucking hard,
his tongue trilling against the distended flesh. | spear my hand in
his hair, holding him tight, and ride the sensation, shivering in his
grip.

Damien growls over my flesh, then whips his head around.

Noah has moved behind him. My attention is riveted as he
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dlides his big hands over Damien’s sculpted abs, across the broad
pecs to play with the reddish nipples.

I’m not the only one looking to take some control.

“Noah,” Damien warns, but there's no rea heat behind his
words.

| take advantage of the momentary distraction and wiggle out
of Damien’s grasp. Noah fastens his big hands around Damien’s
upper arms before the apha wolf can utter a protest, holding him
fast.

Picking up where Noah left off, | scrape my nails over
Damien’ s thrumming flesh, trailing pink scratchesin my wake.

Damien sucks in a breath, dropping his head onto the broad
shoulder behind him.

Noah leans down to mouth Damien’s nape, working his way to
the spot where neck and shoulder meet. He sinks his teeth into the
flesh, drawing a deep, primitive noise from Damien.

An arc of heat spears through me at the sound, and | bury my
face in Damien’s firm chest, diding my cheek in the whorls of
crinkly brown curlsto revel in hishot jungle scent. | work my teeth
over a beaded reddish nipple, then latch onto it, sucking it hard
against the roof of my mouth.

Damien grunts, his hand fisting in my hair to me keep right
there.

| need to mark him as mine.

My teeth elongate, and | bite on the hard disc until | taste his
blood once more. A bestia roar rings out. Damien’s grip on my
hair becomes painful. A small, impatient cry escapes, and | reach
down blindly to grab his belt, my fingers tangling with Noah's. |
glance up to see aroguish look in the beta' s eyes, and together we
work the leather strip, tugging it open. | dap the big wolf away to
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tackle the button fly, myself.

Caressing the firm bulge behind the denim, | give a little
sgueeze.

“Shit!” Damien wheezes, arching up into my touch.

Slipping the metal discs open, one by one, | inhale the scents of
man, wolf and sex. His cock throbs beneath the cotton briefs, his
arousal sending coils of lust spiraling around my veins. | yank
down his clothing until his erection bobs free and grasp the veined
shaft, pumping in deliberate, even strokes.

“Fuck.” Damien pushes his hips toward me.

| keep stroking, the sensual strain on Damien’'s face spurring
me to rub my thumb over the weeping, plum-colored cap and dip
my thumb into the dlit. His breath hisses through clenched teeth. |
slow my movements, careful not to take him too close to the edge.

Movement catches my eye and | see Noah step out of his own
clothes, his mouth still working on Damien’s neck and shoulder,
one hand still holding tight to the shorter wolf’s bicep. His arm
jerks as he tugs on his cock, a dight wet sound ringing out as he
dlapsit against Damien’ s ass.

Damien bucks against Noah' s big frame.

My moment has come. Bending, | grasp the chains and quickly
snap the thick manacles onto Damien, connecting him to the huge
bolt in thefloor.

He jerks out of his sensual haze. “What the hell?’ Pulling half-
heartedly at them, he looks at me with afaintly amused expression.
“Y ou want to be on top or something?’

“Or something.” | stand on my toes and nip his chin. “You see,
Noah and | want a little role reversa tonight. It's time you
relinquish control.”

Surpriseflashesin hiseyes.
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Noah reaches under Damien’s arm and forces the wolf to look
a him. “Do you trust us?’

Damien’s breath quickens. “Yes.”

With that one syllable, a chasm of raw, churning emotion opens
inside me. This strong, dominant male is going to submit himself
to our care and pleasure, let himself be taken over.

Noah stares at Damien for long moments as if waiting for him
to change his mind. When there is no contradiction, Noah's gaze
swings to me, and the longing in those blue depths sears itself on
my heart.

I reach up, placing a hand on each of their jaws and bring them
in for a three-way kiss. Our lips and tongues blend together,
caressing, exploring. The heat builds as we savor each other,
letting our hands roam over buttocks, thighs, anywhere we can
touch.

Damien’s erection rubs against my belly, leaving a moist trail
over my throbbing flesh. | break the kiss. We look at each other,
chests heaving, muscles trembling with eager fire. Noah and |
move in tandem to help Damien remove the rest of his clothes.

Our aphamale is a bound god, the lines of his body ready for
the challenge, his eyes daring usto do our best.

| drink in every muscle, every bit of firm flesh, deciding what
to do first. Meanwhile, Noah walks out of the room, returning with
a wrought-iron, straight-back chair from the pair | have stowed
under the stairs. He sets it front of me, a glint of dark pleasurein
hiseyes. | swallow hard.

A hot rush of excitement washes through me, wet heat flooding
places down low. My thighs clench in anticipation.

“Come,” | order, my voice deep, carrying ahint of my Beast.

Damien steps forward, looking right at me. The chains grate
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aong the floor, the sound like a siren call to my alpha female. He
ismineto control.

“Hands on the chair.”

A low growl punches from deep inside him. He wraps his
hands around the top, flexing his grip, his expression a promise of
retribution in near future.

| pull my gaze from him and turn to Noah, who is watching
Damien. The beta's thick cock sticks straight up from its nest of
black curls, the red helmet peeping through the foreskin. His breath
is deep and steady, a hunter eyeing its prey.

“Bend over,” he commands, abestial edgeto hisvoice.

Damien snarls, but obeys.

My breath hitches.

Noah and | dtroll over to our fettered lover, our hands
smoothing over his back and ass. As | run my palms over his taut
cheeks, | can’t resist acouple of sharp smacksto pinken the flesh.

Damien grunts, his body lifting.

“1 think helikesit.” Noah rumbles and delivers abrutal dap.

“Fuck!” Damien cries out, sweat beading on his back.

| deliver another blow, then Noah. We work up a steady
rhythm. The heat pours off Damien. He is quivering when we stop,
the top of the chair twisted under his strength.

Running a hand through his sweat-soaked hair, | lift his head.
“Very, very good. Are you ready for more?’

Heglares.

“Hmm, no matter.” | let go and step to his pile of clothes.
Whipping the belt from his jeans, | snap it a couple of times
against my palm, then turn to look at the wolves. My heart stutters
at the sight before me.

Noah is rubbing his stiff penis over Damien’s ass, diding it
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aong the crack. His head is thrown back, chest heaving.

“Noah!” | bark, snapping the big wolf out of his lustful haze. |
hold up the belt. “Round two?’

Damien groans as he catches sight of the leather.

| brush aside Noah and step behind Damien. After moving
back, | grasp the metal end of the belt and cail it around my hand
twice to create a makeshift whip. | crack it against the floor a
couple of times, the sound making both wolvesflinch.

“Ready?’ | ask.

“Just do it” Damien groans, his buttocks clenching in
anticipation.

Swish! Whack!

Damien gasps as the blow connects with his upper thigh right
below hisass. | let fly with two more successive strikes, delighting
in theway his body arches, the way his skins reddens.

Swish! Whack!

Damien roars as | deliver more licks, taking it al. | raise my
arm for more when Noah seizes my wrist.

“Enough, little one.” He takes the belt from me and flings it
toward the pile of clothes. Twining his fingers with mine, he leads
me to where Damien is still bent over the chair, heaving and
soaking wet.

We stroke our hands over his back, soothing him like a horse
that’s been run too hard. | rub my hand over the heated skin of his
buttocks, squeezing the fevered flesh, reveling in the warm feel of
it beneath my palms.

| watch as Noah traces afinger aong the crack of Damien’s ass
and dip my own beside him. We trail a path to the pucker of his
anus then farther down to his balls. Small grunts emerge from his
throat.
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| return to the tight ring of flesh, stroking it hard, moisture
flooding me as | imagine finger-fucking this powerful wolf,
driving him over the edge.

“We need to lube him up.” Noah cuts through my rapacious
thoughts.

My gaze flashes to him, the meaning of his words dawning on
me. | swallow hard, a spike of lust making my clit throb. Before |
can say aword, Noah draws me to him, his hands smoothing over
my belly, edging lower and lower until he cups my mound.

| gasp as his fingers tangle in my nether curls, gently teasing.
My head falls back against his arm, and | arch into his touch. |
bend my knees, widening my thighs in blatant invitation. He
chuckles, easing two fingersinside.

Twisting my hips, | press againg his hand, reveling in the
tantalizing in-and-out glide.

He pulls out, my cream coating his hand. “We need to lube him
up,” he repeats, kissing me hotly.

| watch as he coats my hand with the moisture gathered from
my body. | glance over to see Damien watching us, the eagerness
on his face intoxicating. Noah and | trail our glistening fingers
along Damien’s crack, up and down, each time moving closer to
the taut pucker of flesh.

“God,” Damien hites out. “One of you do something.”

“Easy, Dam.” Noah pats the wolf’s flank. He takes my finger
and guidesit to the hole. “Circleit, easejust abit inside. That'sit.”

| plunge into the opening, loving the sensation of being inside
the most intimate part of Damien. Noah dides his finger along
mine and we move in and out, slowly stretching the tight passage.

Damien isreduced to small, desperate noises as he pushes back
against our fingers, encouraging usto go deeper.
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The look on Noah's face, part desire, part need, has me
wondering. “Have you ever fucked him?’

Noah pulls out, stunned.

“Nol” Damien answers, panting.

Noah confirms with a dight shake of his head. “He's dways
fucked me.”

“Would you like to?" My clit thrabs at the thought of seeing
Noah ride Damien.

The big wolf stares at me, hard, then nods.

“Damien?’

It'sall quiet except for our breathing.

Damien stands to face us, his expression one of acceptance,
understanding and deep intensity. “Yes, but | want to fuck Maxie
whileyou doit.”

His bold statement whets my appetite, my sex swelling at the
thought of having Damien deep inside me as Noah fucks him
blind.

Noah' s eyes boreinto mine. “Maxie?’

| flick my gaze to Damien. “Y ou stay chained.”

He flashed histeeth. “ Of course.”

* * *

My heart pounds, my nipples rising to urgent peaks as | watch
Noah open the bottle of baby oil. The dippery fluid glistens on his
fingers as he coats them.

“1 want to help.”

Noah flashes me a knowing smile and pours a generous amount
on my hand.

“Hurry up,” Damien grunts. He's on al fours in front us, his
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magnificent ass clenching and unclenching as he awaits our
attentions.

“Shh,” Noah soothes, gliding his palm over the quivering flesh.
He looks a me and together we trace the crease, running our
fingers between the taut cheeks, up and down, down and up,
edging closer to the pinkish brown pucker.

A shiver wracks Damien’s body as Noah and | press down on
the tiny ring of muscle. | draw back and let Noah push inside first.
| watch in hungry concentration as that long finger disappears deep
into the tight opening. My pussy throbs, warm moisture seeping
aong the lips. | slide a hand down to cup my mound, burrowing
inside to rub my aching clit. The back and forth motion makes me
hotter, wetter.

“Maxie.” Noah's voice cuts through my arousal. “Now.”

I work two fingers into Damien, scissoring them around,
working the slick passage.

“Jesus,” Damien wheezes, arching into my touch. ”I’m gonna
shoot.”

“Okay, Max. | think he's more than ready.” Noah clasps my
wrist, gently drawing out my fingers.

Damien collapses on his forearms, muscles trembling. | lean in
and press soft kisses over his ass cheeks, the smell of baby ail,
sweat and skin sending hot chills through me. He turns his head to
look at me, his expression fierce behind the sweat-soaked tendrils
of hair. | suck in abreath at the intent in his eyes.

Noah strokes a hand over Damien’s back. “Let's get you
covered.” He takes out a condom package and helps the smaller
wolf to sit back on hisknees.

| gasp at the sight of Damien’s cock, thick and red, arrowing
toward his abdomen. Unable to resist, | crawl to him and plunge
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my face between his muscled thighs, rubbing my cheek against his
furred sac, the pubic hairs teasing my nostrils. The scent of wolf,
man and sex is intoxicating. | mouth the delicate globes as small
hungry noises burst from deep inside me. | move up to taste the
veined shaft.

Noah joins in the pleasure, his tongue tracing the underside.
Our mouths meet at the glistening plum tip, kissing and sucking.

Chains clank as a cool heaviness descends on my back.
Damien’s hand fistsin my hair. He holds Noah and me tight to his
swollen rod, pushing it into our lips. We kiss and lick, tormenting
him until Damien shoves away with snarl.

“Enough! | want to be deep inside Maxie when | come.”

Noah picks up the condom once more and tearsit open.

Damien snags the foil packet in frustration. “I'll do it. Slick
yourself up.” He nods at Noah' s straining erection.

A wave of instant, intense arousal consumes me as | watch the
pair stroke themselves, their soft grunts and careful touches asign
of just how eager they are.

Damien turnsto me, his eyes hot, expectant.

| lay back on the mat, the nylon cool against my heated flesh.
Damien grasps my ankles, spreading me wide. He dips down,
rubbing his nosein my curls.

“Mmm...Sweet.” Histongue darts out to lick the damp lips.

| lift up, eager for more.

He doesn’t disappoint. Plunging his mouth into my wet pussy,
Damien laps at the moist lips, then uses his fingers to open me
farther. He devours me with teeth and tongue, licking, nipping,
short primitive bursts rumbling against my tender flesh. All | can
doislie back and submit. My hips buck, but he places a strong arm
over my belly to hold me still.
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My hands scrabble aong the mat, my nails lengthening to give
me purchase.

“Unnh...” My eyelidsflutter.

Noah looms over me, a sexy smile hovering at his lips. “My
turn.” He dips down to suck a nipple into his mouth, pinching the
other one with hisfingers.

| scream as my body disintegrates.

I come back to myself to see Damien fisting himself, then
tracing his latex-covered glans over my quivering labia, each pass
bringing him deeper inside.

Damien’s gaze locks with mine as he plunges deep. | am so
wet, there is no resistance, his hard length penetrating to my
womb, his balls resting against my bottom cheeks. The chains
whisper across the mat as he plants his hands on either side of my
shoulders, our bellies pressed tight together. He grinds into me, our
sweat-dlicked bodies writhing together.

| shift to watch as Noah moves over Damien, a big hand
scraping aong the smaller wolf’ s spine.

My breath hitches as Damien rocks into me, holding himself
till, then pulling back out.

Noah grasps Damien’s hips, halting the alpha s forward plunge.

Damien snarls, his body trembling. He locks his gaze on me,
and | know just when Noah enters him. His eyes widen, his body
trembles like he's having a seizure. He moans loud and long,
holding himself still. | can understand. Noah isnot small.

| push up on my elbow to see Noah, head thrown back, chest
heaving. He senses my regard, looks down and smiles. He smacks
Damien’ s ass, the sharp slap ringing out.

“Fuck!” Damien grunts, plunging back into me.

| gasp at the force, my internal muscles contracting around his
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thick length.

He pulls out, arching back to screw himself on Noah' s dick.

The big wolf leans over to look at me, his thrusts pushing our
lover into me. We're fucking each other through Damien’ s body.

Back and forth.

In and out.

Damien drops to his forearms, burying his face between my
breasts.

| watch over his shoulder as Noah's muscles bunch with the
force of his heavy thrusts, a feral light in his eyes. His teeth
elongate, and he leansin to bite Damien’s neck.

The effect is electric.

Damien snarls, jamming his penis inside me with ferocious
intensity. Through him, | feel Noah move faster.

Our bodies surge together in abestial frenzy, a heaving mass of
dapping, twisting, growling.

Noah howls, clawing Damien’s back as he climaxes.

Damien surges forward, teeth sinking into my nipple as huge
tremors rip through him, his cock pulsing hard inside me.

Gulping for air, | grip Damien’s arms, everything inside me
winding tighter and tighter as the pleasure builds. | scream and my
nails elongate, tearing into the mat, shredding it as my body
explodes.

219



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

CHAPTER 16

| get off the train from the city and scan the station parking lot,
huddling under my umbrella, hoping for some sign of Damien. He
said he would pick me up here after work since the brakes are out
on my SUV. Just my luck, it'sraining, and he's late. | dig out my
phone and try his cell, only to get bounced to voice mail. Damn, |
hate unreachable boyfriends. | try Noah's mobile phone and get the
same resullt.

Aggravated, | try texting them. No response from either one.

A gust of wind spraysrain in my face. | blot the drops with my
sleeve and ook over my shoulder at the dry station house, berating
myself for choosing to wait outside in this mess. A glance at my
watch tells me Damien is now fifteen minutes late.

I’m thinking about trying my mother when my animal senses
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kick in, and | have the feeling of being watched. Wildly looking
around, all | can see are the stragglers from my train. | pull the
umbrella lower over my face for some semblance of cover, as if
that’s going to do any good.

Damien is dead meat when | see him.

As | continue to curse my lover silently, | catch a glimpse of a
familiar porcinefigure in the distance. What in God' s nameis Fred
doing here? Thisisn't histrain.

No matter, | decide thisis an opportunity for some intelligence
gathering, to find out more about the class he and M.E. had
together and what, if any, contact they might have had outside the
college. Maybe he'll be a little more forthcoming now that there
are no cops around.

“Fred!” | call out and hurry toward him.

His gaze is darting through the rain.

| think he sees me, but he doesn't act as if he does. Odd. He
seems to be looking right at me. | raise the umbrella and shout his
name again.

This time, he responds with a weak wave in my direction.
Given our recent go-around at the office, he's probably wondering
what the hell | want with him.

“Hey, Fred. What's going on?’ | smile wide, hoping to put him
at ease.

“Uh...Not much. I’ve got a couple of hours to kill before my
classtonight.”

“Oh?" The class he had with M.E., perhaps. | nod, trying to
keep the conversation alive.

“Listen.” He clears his throat. “I wanted to apologize for the
way | acted a couple of days ago.”

“No worries,” | assure him. “The detective had me rattled, too.
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So | wasn't exactly on my best behavior, either.”

He nods his round little head, reminding me of an animated
cantaloupe. “Y eah, he was quite rude.”

| want to pounce, demand details about the class and everyone
in it, but he still seems nervous, and | realize he's too guarded to
talk to me easily. I'm going to be forced to make some more chit
chat to loosen him up. Otherwise, I'll blow this chance with him
atogether.

“The guy had atitude to spare, liked to talk right over a
person,” | sympathize, edging closer, smiling.

He steps back, giving me aweird look. Fred obviously doesn’t
know how to play the boy-girl game.

| try another tack. “M.E. was a very close friend of mine, you
know. | told you she was a neighbor, right?’

“Um, sure.”

“She lived right across the street from me.”

Fred takes a quick look at his watch, like he can't wait to bug
out of here. “You know,” he starts. “I didn’t want to say anything
to you because | don't like being involved in all of this, but
perhaps it would be good if we went somewhere to talk. My car is
right over there” He jerks a thumb toward the far end of the
parking lot.

Weéll, knock me out with a Styrofoam hammer. Stunned at this
unexpected golden egg, | refrain from doing the happy cha-cha.
“You mean like now?’ Keep it cool, Max.

He nods. “Unless, you' re going somewhere?’

| gape at him for a few seconds. “No, no. Let me just call my
friend, who is supposed to pick me up and is horribly late. I'll tell
him not to bother coming.” | retrieve my phone and call Damien.
Voice mail. Again. God damn it. Thistime | leave him a message.
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| turn back to Fred. “ Shall we?’

He leads me across the near-empty paved expanse of parking
lot to aboat-sized vision of American stedl, circa 1974.

“It's not much, | know, but | love her.” Fred chuckles as he
unlocks the passenger door, then leansin to clear some stuff off the
seat. “ Sorry about the mess.”

“No problem. Y ou should see my Chevy. | think it's more of a
mobile closet than an SUV.” | glance about as he keeps fiddling
around, carrying on about old cars. For a moment | wonder how
Damien would proceed in this situation.

A buzz of knowing hits me, prima and powerful, a whisper of
darknessin my mind. | feel my Beast start to rise in obedience. My
eyes scan around me in a frenzy as the feral scent of wolf reaches
me. Oh, shit! That other wolf from the forest is here. | continue to
look around, but | see nothing. Where is he? His strange, bestia
words echo in my mind.

“All done.” Fred's voice cuts in, forcing my attention back to
him, the other wolf momentarily forgotten.

Fred gestures to the car. “ Y ou can get in, now, Maxie.”

I nod and jerk my umbrella closed. Taking one last look
around, | scramble onto the passenger seat and yank the door shui.
I grimace when my hand comes away coated with a greasy, oil-like
substance. Gross! | start digging in my bag for atissue.

Fred climbs in beside me, giving me a look that's part
expectant and part something else. “All set?’

“Let’shit theroad.” | unearth asmall pack of wipes.

“So where would you like to go?’ Fred asks as we swing out of
thelot.

As we turn on to Wood Street, | catch a glimpse of a dark-
haired man staring intently a me. The sense of knowing once
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again flits over me aswe pass him.

| turn my attention to the packet in my hand and start to open it.
Suddenly, my vision turns fuzzy, and the wipes fal to the floor.
What the hell? A warm buzzed feeling settles over me, like when
I’ ve had too many margaritas.

I blink rapidly, my brain trying to process the answer to Fred's
question. Instead, | hear myself snort. | start giggling.

“There’' sagreat café afew blocks from here. Perhaps we could
gothereto talk,” he suggests.

My lips flap together. “Caaa faaay.” | can't wrap my tongue
around the word. | laugh so hard, | bang my elbow againgt the
door, denting it. “Oh, no.” | look at the damage, then glance over at
Fred, but he just keeps on truckin’...like the song. | titter at the
outrageous thought.

There's something | need to ask, but hell, I'm having the best
damn time right now. Who knew Fred was such awesome
company?

He brakes at the light, and | fall forward, smacking my head on
the dash. “Oops.” | feel something drip on my face. | touch it, and
my palm isasmear of red. “Look.” | hold out my hand. “Blood.”

“There' sanapkin in the glove box,” he says, hisvoice hard.

I’ve never heard that tone from him before. Wonder what's up
with that? | start laughing.

“Fred,” | hiccup. “You are so cute and so funny. Why don’'t we
get dong at work?’

“Because you're awerewolf,” he growls.

Roly-poly Fred sounds like amad teddy bear.

“Get out!” | wheeze. “How'd you guess? | havenever
tolenoone.” Man, my eyelidsweigh aton. And | am so tired, al of
asudden. My head flops against the headrest and lollsto the side.
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“l didn't have to guess. My brother found out about you.”
Fred svoiceisharsh.

I blink rapidly, trying to stay awake. Who knew Fred had a
brother? And why is he getting on the expressway if the caféisjust
afew blocks from the train station?

Smacking my lips, | try to form another question.
“Whatareyousomadabout?’

“You made my brother kill the wrong person, you bitch! You
remember...your neighbor, Mary Elizabeth? She didn't have to
die. You're the one who should have died. Damn you, anyway. If
she hadn’t looked so much like you, Charles never would have
made that mistake.”

“Huh?" Mary Elizabeth? Why is he so pissed about M.E.?
Darkness creeps at the edge of my vision. Damn, | don’t need this
crap from him. | need a nap. | should have waited for Damien to
come get me at the station.

* * *

I crack open my eyelids. My mouth fills with an horrendous
taste...like a vomit burp. | am so freaking thirsty my throat feels
like a salt flat. Shit. What did | do last night? Rubbing my tongue
over my cracked lips, | peel my cheek away from the dried drool
crusting the side of my face and raise my head, wincing at sick,
yellow light.

What the hell am | doing on the floor? And more importantly,
whose floor isthis?

When | try to move, a killer pain knifes through my back,
making me cry out. Gritting my teeth, | push up onto al fours.
Tears burn behind my eyes at the stabbing agony. Chrigt, did | get
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shot? | bite my lip, panting as| gather myself for another move.

Slowly, | bring my right leg under me and use it as leverage.
After afew tries, | finally lurch to my feet.

| stagger a couple of steps, the room spinning. Hot, greasy
waves of nausearoil through me as | stumble toward awall, falling
to my knees before | can reach it. My stomach pitches and | throw
up, heaving until there' s nothing left but bile.

Wiping my arm across my mouth, | redlize | have no shirt on,
only a bra. Where is my blouse? Oh God, was | raped? Painfully
shoving away from the disgusting puddle, my breath comes in
panicked huffs. | look down at myself, doing a rapid check. |
discover that I'm still wearing the skirt and hose | wore to work.
There’ sno pain between my legs. Thank you, sweet Mother Mary.
Shoes are gone, though.

My gaze flits around the room. It's about the size of a small
studio apartment and made entirely of concrete cinder block. No
windows. One door...stedl, | think, squinting at it. It's on the far
side of the room, almost directly across from me. A breeze
caresses the top of my head, forcing me to look up. | see a barred
opening in the center of the ceiling. The only light source comes
from ayellow bulb above the entry.

| crawl away from my puke and manage to reach the door.
Breathing like an asthmatic, | maneuver to prop myself against the
wall next to it. My back brushes against the metal. and fire streaks
dong my spine. | cry out, collapsing to my side, huge, gulping
sobs wracking my body.

Finally getting myself under control, | twist dightly to stare up
a the opening in the ceiling and see stars. It’ s nighttime. But which
night? | have no idea how much time has passed.

As | lie there, memories assail me. Bits and pieces fly a my
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mind's eye like shrapnel. Damien, Noah, the murder...Fred. | gasp
as | think back to the car ride with the pudgy little bastard. |
remember the gunk on my hand, hitting my head.

Touching my forehead, my fingers scrape adong the dried
blood.

I close my eyes and try to remember more details. 1I'd been
laughing like | was drunk, and Fred said...Fred said...

A black wave hits me as | recall his words. About how he
knows I’'m awerewolf, that | made him kill the wrong person. No,
not him...hisbrother.

None of it makes sense to me. All | know isthat | need to shift
and get the hell out of here.

| force myself to roll onto my stomach and push to my feet.
Standing as steady as | can, | close my eyes and wait for the
familiar sensations of transformation to course through me.

But there' s nothing.

My pulse poundsin fear.

| take a deep breath and wonder if the Change just needs
another minute to start. I’ ve never been drugged before. Maybe the
effects dow the transformation. Wincing, | inch toward the wall,
putting my hands out to lean against it, pressing my cheek to the
cool concrete. Once more, | try to shift.

Nothing happens.

My entire body freezes under an ondaught of panic. Oh, my
God.

| stumble back on wooden legs, shaking my head, denying the
nightmare as | scream and scream and scream. No wolfen howl,
just merehuman screams.

Clapping my hands over my mouth, | scrunch my eyes closed
and force myself back from the yawning abyss in my mind,
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sucking in huge, gulping breaths.

My gaze flies to the door as it opens. Fred walks in, no longer
my chubby pain-in-the-ass co-worker, but a sinister criminal who
has taken me prisoner and has a small pistol pointed at me. A
larger man follows close behind.

I don't need my wolf sense to know this stranger is true evil.
Tall and broad, this brute radiates power. Instinctively, | step back.
His reptilian gaze follows me, a snake watching its prey. His thick
lips spread in adeath’s head grin.

Dread chills my spine, radiating out like an arctic wind to
freeze every cell.

“Poor Maxie,” Fred jeers softly. “What' s alittle werewolf to do
without her powers?’

A low, sinister chuckle sounds from the hulk. “1 told you they
aren’t much, once you take away their animal strength. Just weak
wastes of skin.” Hissmileis broad, his teeth like bleached bone.

There' s something in this psycho’s malevolent expression that
is oddly familiar, and for an instant, a flash of recognition cuts
through my fear. “I’ve seen you. | know it,” | rasp.

Mr. Big, Bald and Crazy’'s grin widens. “Yes, | bought your
friend adrink at the club.”

Oh, God. He's talking about M.E. But the dude at the bar
looked different from this man. | shake my head. “No, that guy had
lots of hair.”

He gives a harsh laugh. “Don’t recognize me without my wig,
doyou?’

Sucking in apainful breath, my mind flits back to that night.

“Got a little thing called alopecia,” he goes on. “Comes in
handy with disguises.”

| stumble as he takes a step toward me and says, “Time to get
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on with our fun, Brother. She's certainly weak enough.”

“What did you do to me, you sick fucks?’ | choke.

“Looks like you were the sick one.” Fred'slip curlsin distaste
as he glances at the floor. “The little animal has messed her cage,
Charles.”

“A nasty side effect of the silver poisoning. Maybe we should
force her to lick it clean, " the big man says to Fred, nodding. The
dull yellow light makes his hairless skull gleam like a streetlamp
on arainy night. He has no eyebrows to speak of, lending his face
the look of an unfinished wax sculpture.

“Silver poisoning?’ | wheeze, taking another painful step back.

“Why, yes” Fred sneers, his piggy eyes boring into me.
“Surely you know all about silver and werewolves?’

Silver... Suddenly the image of a silver-tipped arrow whizzing
by me, just missing me, fills my fuzzy brain. | sway on my feet,
struggling to keep my baance as | turn toward Charles.
“You...you were the archer in the woods.”

Heglaresat me. “Can’t believe | missed you. | was so close.”

“And...and that means you were the one watching me. Those
times when | went out for my run—-*

“Yeah, yeah. | kept an eye on you. | saw you and your filthy
ways. The way you shifted and butchered deer for food. | saw it
all. Filthy. What' s happening to you is nothing you don’t deserve.”

“Deservel Who are you to judge?’

“I'm human. That's who | am. And why | can judge you.”
Charles strides toward me, grabbing my wrist in his big, vise-like
hand, unholy fury in his dark eyes. ‘Humans are the top of the
food chain on this planet. You and all the others like you are
evolutionary aberrations that must be exterminated. | track you all
down. One by one.”
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| swallow hard, staring at Charles. “Why? Why would you do
that to me? To us?’

His gaze grows even more sinister. “I was witness to the
bloodlust of your kind.” He spits the words a me. “One of you tore
my sister to shreds. Before my very eyes. From that moment, |
vowed to kill every one of you.” His hand shakeswith hisrage, my
wrist bones grinding under his punishing grip.

“So why haven't you killed me like you did Mary Elizabeth?’
Me and my big mouth.

He hits me in the jaw with the force of a wrecking ball, my
head snaps back, fireworks bursting behind my eyes. | lam against
the wall and fall to the floor, screaming as | land on my back. Hot
spikes of agony tear through my body, shredding my insides.

“Charles, not like this.” Fred’s voice is faint to my pain-filled
ears, as if he's a million miles away. “She has to pay for Mary
Elizabeth’' s death.”

I’'m vaguely aware of the big guy crouching next to me. “I've
aways given your kind the dignity of a quick death,” he hisses.
“Now | think it's time | see what one of you looks like on the
inside. I'm going to enjoy taking you apart, piece by
piece...making you pay for the death of an innocent.”

He shoves away and heads for the door. “I have some new
tools| can’'t wait to try out on you.” He disappears.

Terror overrides my pain, and | force myself to my knees. |
can't go down like this.

“Oh Maxie, you have no idea how good this makes me fed.”
Fred comes to stand over me, the superiority in his swinish gaze
gdling. “To think this amost didn’t happen. Then again, we were
ready for you. We had plansfor every contingency.”

“Contingency?’
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“We'd prepared the car for you in case | was able to lure you
into it. If one or both of your boyfriends had picked you up at the
gtation, | was going to follow you to your home, where Charles
would be waiting.”

A jolt of shock shoots through me. It must have shown on my
face, because Fred sneers, “That’s right. My brother was waiting
for you in your very own house. He had tranq darts with him.
Enough to take al three of you.” He spreads his arms wide. “This
was supposed to be a party.” Fred leans down and gently scrapes
the pistol along my jaw, his breath hot on my face.

“All three of us?’ The words knife through me. “That means
that you know they’ re—"

“Wolves? Oh, yes. We know they’ re wolves, too,” Fred cutsin.
“Considering how things worked out, we'll have to wait to get
them another time, which is redly too bad.” He frowns like a
petulant child. Then, as if something happy occurs to him, he
smiles. “But at |east we have you to play with.”

Fury starts to pour over my pain a the thought of anything
happening to Damien or Noah. | push up against the wall until I'm
once again on my feet, gasping as my chest tightens.

He pivots. “Hmm. Charles may not get to play with you aslong
ashe'dliketo.” He cocks his head, double chinjiggling. “1 can tell
it won't be too much longer for you. They don't call it silver
poisoning for nothing. It takes just a little, too. | inserted a needle
of the pure stuff in your back. It was al so easy. Of course that
little dash of wolfsbane oil on the car door handle was the reason it
al went down so smoothly.”

“What?'

“Wolfsbane ail. | told you I'd prepared the car for you just in
case. The oil was smeared where | knew you'd touch it. And it did
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its job...kept you from changing and got you al sloppy happy.
Then it made you pass out.” His eyes glaze with smug triumph.

A red hazefillsmy vision, incredible rage rising within. | lunge
a Fred's corpulent body and manage to send him flying right into
the noxious puddle. Caling on every single ounce of strength |
have left, | stagger to the door.

“Come back here, you bitch!” Fred rages. Out of the corner of
my eye, | see him dip as he tries to get up. He starts screaming for
his brother.

I ignore him and keep moving. | have to escape. And please,
God, don't let me run into his psycho brother, Charles. | will not
dieinthisfucking cage.

To my surprise, the door leads directly outside and tears streak
down my face as | seetrees, trees and more trees. In the distance, |
see aroadway and the headlights of cars.

| stumble into the shadows, looking back in time to see Fred
emerge from the room. Charles is with him, a wicked blade in the
big man’s hand. They shout wildly as they spot me and start
running toward me.

| turn and keep moving, blessing the adrenaine | can feel
pumping through my system. | have no idea how far or how long |
run, nor how close Charles and Fred get to me as | plunge deeper
into the woods, using the thick trees as cover. At one point, | hear a
car engine. It sounds close to me, but | ignore it and push on. | fedl
asif I’ve been running al my life. My whole body is on fire, my
breathing labored.

| struggle to keep going, but finaly | fal to my knees,
collapsing sideways, body shivering. | turn my head to stare up at
the sky. The moon and the stars are so beautiful. | wish desperately
for Damien and Noah.
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Suddenly, human screams puncture the night, and | hear the cry
of werewolves. My lips form a smile as | fantasize that Noah and
Damien are tearing apart Fred and Charles.

| close my eyes.

Time passes before | feel someone looming over me. | open my
eyesto see alean, muscular man crouching next to me.

“A pity | wasn't able to get here quicker. You should have
obeyed when you sensed me at the station.” He strokes a hand
aong my temple.

A wave of knowing hits me in response to his touch. On some
level, | recognize this man. “I...| saw you when | was...in Fred's
car,” | rasp.

“Yes. And you sensed mein the forest days before that.”

“You...you'rethewolf...” | struggleto stay awake.

He sighs. “ Such a shame. Y ou’ re no good to us now.”

“W-what?’

“The silver's likely done too much damage.” He looks up,
sniffsthe air. “At least you won't die alone. | had afeeling | might
be too late and left an anonymous tip with...well, let's just say |
called afriend of afriend. The cavary will be here soon.” He pats
my shoulder, then shovesto hisfeet. “Good-bye, Maxie.”

Turning my head to the side, | watch as he meltsinto the trees.

Darkness dips over me once again. This time when | open my
eyes, | see two huge wolves burst through the trees, one white, one
gray. My animal senseisn’'t necessary to recognize the pair.

As soon as they see me, Damien and Noah let out a mournful
howl and rush to my side. They drop to their knees, their Beasts
faling away.

Damien gingerly scoops me into his arms. | cry out as he
bumps the spot where the needle had been injected.
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“Shh, I'm sorry, I'm sorry.” Tenderly he cradles me into his
chest, turning me so that Noah can examine the wound.

| feel Noah's gentle touch tracing my spine.

It'ssilver,” herasps.

“Oh, God, Max.” Damien presses soft kisses to my forehead,
cheeks, anywhere he can reach.

| feel Noah take my hand, and | turn my head. He strokes a
finger dong my hairline, his expression terrified. “You stay with
us, littleone.”

| hear new voices.

“We need to get her to the hospital,” saysawoman. “Hurry.”

Damien rises with me in his arms, while Noah clutches my
hand.

“There'smy girl.”

| wake to the sound of a musical voice and the sight of bright
morning sunshine. Two women are staring at me. I’ m guessing one
is a doctor because she's wearing a white coat. She's statuesgque
and stunning, her cocoa skin shining, her brown eyes laughing.

The other is shorter and looks Native American with copper
skin and jet black hair.

“Who are you? Where am 7" My voice sounds weak and
faraway.

Both women smile broadly. White-coat lady says, “You are in
aDetroit hospital .

“Hospital ? Detroit?’

She laughs. “All in good time. My name is Laverne Stokes, and
I’m the doctor who's been treating you. Four days ago, you were
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brought in barely conscious. | am so very glad to be able to talk to
you, honey. You gave us al quite a scare...especidly those two
fine men out there.”

“Two fine...” Damien and Noah. “Can | seethem?”’

Dr. Stokes laughs. “ Just a minute. Let me finish my exam.”

She asks me basic questions while the other woman, who must
be anurse, takesmy vitals.

I grimace as the doctor puts her stethoscope to my chest and
listensto my heart.

“Okay, Situp.”

She helps me to a sitting position and checks my breathing. |
look over at the nurse.

“I"'m Daryl Ann Eagle,” the woman saysin quiet tones.

My eyes widen. | recognize her name, of course, but there's
something else about her niggling at the back of my mind, like |
know her from somewhere else.

“| takeit you've heard of me, then.”

I nod. “Damien talked about your case.”

“How | disappeared? Yeah. R.J. told me he had talked to
Damien.”

“But...but R.J. told Damien he had no idea where you were.”

“Yeah, we thought it was safer to hide my whereabouts. At
least, until we knew who we were deding with. We decided we
could trust Damien. So | went to see him.”

“You went to see... When?’ | fedl like I'm joining a game
aready in progress.

“How’ s your breathing, Maxie?’ Dr. Stokes interrupts.

“Fine,” | say absently, my attention still on Daryl Ann as she
helps melie back.

She looks a me, an uncomfortable shadow in her eyes. “As it
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turns out, the day | met with Damien was the day you were
kidnapped, Maxie. | had figured he could help me find other
werewolves. Our meeting ran long, so he was late picking you up
a the sation. And then you were captured. If | hadn't kept
Damien— | really fedl like what happened to you is my fault. | am
S0, SO sorry.”

| gape at her and then dide a glance at the doctor, wondering
why she's not saying anything. But she continues to make notes as
if this bizarre exchange between me and Daryl Annisal natural.

Asif sensing my regard, she looks at me, her dark eyes serious.
“Honey, we're dl werewolves here.”

Tak about stepping off acliff. “What?’ | gasp.

“This clinic, this building, is for werewolves,” Dr. Stokes
continues “We are an underground organization simply known as
the Network. We were originally formed to help those who have
survived the conversion process and were left for dead. Our
mission has expanded to provide support to any werewolves who
need us, and to learn more about our kind.”

“1 don’'t understand.”

“You will. Now, any pain?’

“Not too much.” | touch a hand to my jaw, which is very
tender. Don't think | want to see that bruise.

“Good.” She gives me a considered look then turns her
atention to the nurse. “Daryl Ann, why don't you start filling her
in on the underground? Y ou’ ve been part of it longer than | have,
and | need to check on another patient.” Her gaze swings back to
me. “One of our younger wolves got caught in a bear trap coated
with silver shavings. Leg' s alittle slow to heal, and | need to check
it. I'll return in a little while with the results of your blood tests.
WEe'll talk more then.” Reaching up, she tucks my chart in the
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metal holder over my bed, then heads out the door.

| turn back to Daryl Ann. She opens her mouth to say
something just as Damien and Noah burst in. Without a word, she
leaves the room just as Noah reaches me, his blue eyes
incandescent with emotion.

“Oh, God, little one.” He seizes me in a strong, gentle grip,
managing to avoid the stitches in my back as he buries his face in
my hair. | burrow into him, breathing in his cool, arctic scent, tears
pricking the back of my eyes as | press my cheek against the
steady beat of his heart.

He draws back, his gaze searching me, like he's making sure
I'm redly breathing. After lifting his hands to my face, he draws
me into a deeply tender, melting kiss. His lips caress mine
thoroughly, and | cling to him, wanting more. But | haven't the
strength, and thisis not the place.

“A promise for later,” he whispers against my mouth, then
presses in for another kiss. Tangling his hands in my hair, he rubs
his cheek against mine, then draws metightly to him once again.

Over his broad shoulder, | spy Damien pacing back and forth,
throwing harsh looks a me, like he's angry. | sweep my hand
along Noah's broad back before patting his shoulder and pulling
out of hisembrace.

He shifts around and sits beside me on the bed, slinging hisarm
across my shoulders.

Damien halts directly in front of the bed. “Why in the hell did
you go with that son of abitch?’

“1 thought it was my chance to get some answers, to help out,”
| croak.

“I'm the investigator,” he snaps, his face darkens with
mounting fury. “You’re not supposed to—" He spins away to pace
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some more.

Noah gives me a gentle squeeze as we watch our lover try to
get his emotions under control.

“Damien,” he starts.

“No!” The shorter wolf shouts. He points a me, anger and
something much deeper roiling in his stee gaze. “She was
supposed to stay put at the station and call me.”

“1 did, but—" | break off as Damien smashes the room’s only
chair with hisfists.

He looks at us, tortured, hands clenching and unclenching. “I
know,” he chokes out. “I saw your number show up on my cell
phone after it was...was...too late.” These last words tear from
him in ahowl.

Tears spill down my cheeks and | hold out my arms. He
staggers to the bed as if he has no strength left and falls into Noah
and me, half-sitting, half-laying across us, his face buried against
my throat. His body shudders, and | whisper nonsense, kissing his
hair, rubbing his back. The movement pulls a my stitches, but |
ignore the pain, just holding on through the storm.

“Tak to me” | whisper when Damien settles. He stays quiet. |
feel him swallow hard, like he needs to say something, but can’t.

“Noah?” | turn my head and meet his sorrowful gaze.
“Something happened. Tell me.”

Helooks away, smoothing a big hand over Damien’s back.

“Please.”

Finally, Damien draws back, his silver gaze troubled. “Maxie,
when we got to that hideout...that cinder block hell...When |
realized you'd been held there...”

“Go on.” | put my hand under Damien’s chin, forcing him to
look at me, then | glance up at Noah. “Y ou guys have to tell me.”
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The big wolf closes his eyes, like he can’t bear to say aword.

“| tracked those men in the woods and killed them,” Damien
rasps, hanging his head. “I ripped them to pieces.”

“Oh, my God.” | try to haul him back into my arms, but he
fights until he sinks against me at last. Noah reaches down to pull
Damien closer, and the three of us just sit, no more words, only
touch.

| don’'t know what to think. I mean, I’m glad those psychos are
dead, but having Damien be the oneto kill them...

“God help me, | didn’t even think,” Damien says softly against
my breast some time later. “I sunk my claws and teeth into
them...” He swallows, working his throat muscles. “Then when |
saw what they had done to you, | was happy I'd done it. Still...I've
never killed any human before and I—*

“Shh...” | kiss his hair. “Don’t say anything else. Let it go for
now.”

He seemsto accept my words and the three of us stay right like
thisuntil the last rays of sun turn the room dark orange.

* * *

“Hey, Maxie.” Daryl Ann smiles as she walks in. I’'m hoping
she's hereto talk, to give me some answers. “How are you?”’

Her question causes a knot to form in my stomach. | know she
wants to know if I've felt the Change, but | still haven't, and it's
starting to bother me.

“I"m okay.”

She makes small talk while she checks my vitals, and it's al |
can do to keep up my end of the conversation. Again, | have the
sensation that there’'s something about Daryl Ann that’s familiar.
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Then, it hits me—its her voice. I've heard it before, somewhere
other than the hospitd. “I'm sorry,” | say. “But have we met?’

She smiles. “In a manner of speaking. | was there when we
found you in the woods.”

“1 don’'t know how to thank you for helping to save me.”

Daryl Ann shakes her head. “No need. | told you it was my
fault you were there.”

“But the guys knew exactly what to do...bringing me here and
al. They wouldn’t have known to do that without you.”

She smiles. “ Speaking of the guys. Where are they?’

I grin. “They went to get food. Neither one of them can abide
hospital grub, even though this stuff is heavenly compared to the
average hospital cuisine.”

“Well then, that gives us a chance to tak.” Settling on a
chair—a replacement for the one Damien broke—she crosses her
legs and gets comfortable.

“Can you tell me about the Network?' | ask her. I’'ve been
bursting with curiosity about it, and | can feel the relief as | finally
vocalize my question.

“The Network was founded about three years ago, by a couple
whose son got turned. They were from Auburn Hills, so naturally
it'sbased herein Detroit.”

“Motown, huh.”

“Our primary goa is find and help new converts,” she
continues, filling in detail s about the hospital and housing provided
for the Network. “Now, | don’t what al Damien told you about us,
but aside from helping out survivors, we're researching our kind.
All sorts of projects are under way.”

“Like identifying the sires? | know that is what Damien was
investigating.”
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“Right. Damien’s found three. We know of at least six others.
We accidentally found one of them, a Harrison LeFoy, in a photo
from the American Embassy in France. One of our people
recognized him as the wolf who turned him.”

“Another male.” | shake my head. “Folklore wasn't kidding
when it said female werewolves were ararity.”

Daryl Ann nods. “You, me and Laverne—Dr. Stokes—are the
only three female werewolves the Network has ever encountered.
When you're better, we' d likeyou tojoin us.”

My chest tightens. “I don't know. If I've been permanently
damaged by the silver, it may be just the two of you in the
Network.”

She pats my hand. “We don't know that the damage is
irreversible.”

But it could be. Fear boils up inside at the thought. Don't think
about it Maxie. Move on. | decide to change the subject to the wolf
| sensed in the woods.

“Can | ask you something?’

“Shoot.”

“R.J. told Damien that before you disappeared, you had sensed
another wolf near you when you went out for your runs. Is that
true?’

Color leeches from Daryl Ann’sface. | have my answer.

“Yes,” shewhispers. “I'd go out for a shift and run, and he was
just there. | couldn’t see him. But | smelled and sensed him. He
was sending out a command to my Beast.” Her words are barely
discernable to my not-so-werewolf hearing.

‘Hewas so hard to resist,” she went on. “I was terrified. | don't
know what he wanted, but whatever it was, it felt evil, somehow.
Thank God, the Network found me when they did.” She leans

241



MAXIE BRISCOE: WEREWOLF

forward, gripping my blanket. “What happened with you?’

| take a huge breath, then plunge ahead, telling her about my
similar experiences with the wolf in the woods and at the train
station. Like Daryl Ann, | talk really soft, asif speaking too loudly
about this wolf will bring him here. “When | escaped that little
torture chamber, hewastherein the forest.”

“Who wasin the forest?” Damien asks as he and Noah walk in.

The big guy is carrying a greasy bag. He holds it up. “Figured
you might be tired of hospital food, little one.”

“What are you two talking about?’” Damien looks from me, to
the nurse, and back again. “Maxie, talk.”

“We were discussing the werewolf who tried for me before |
joined the Network,” Daryl Ann supplies.

“What about him?' Damien’ stoneistense.

Daryl Ann hesitates. “Well, that's just it. No one seems to
know anything about him. In the past, | asked some of our people
about him, but they came up empty, and | just put him out of my
mind. But now, after what Maxi€'s just told me, I'm thinking the
Network needs to dig deeper and really investigate him.”

“What did Maxie tell you?’ Noah asks as he sets the bag of
food on my tray.

| shake my head. | don't fedl like food right now.

| feel the weight of Damien’ s gaze on me, waiting for me to say
something. Biting my lip, | gather myself, then look right at him.
“He was there at the train station, then again in the woods after |
escaped that cell, just before you two arrived to save my ass.”

“Fuck!” Damien starts to prowl the room.

“1 remember him leaning over me. And then he said something
like I was ‘of no good to us now’ because of al the damage I'd
suffered from the silver, and that he’'d called in an anonymous tip
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with someone—a friend of a friend, | think he said—so I'd get
help and wouldn’t die done.”

“We've got to find thisfucker,” Damien snarls.

“l told you, the Network hasn't been able to learn anything
about him,” Daryl Ann says absently. She's not looking at any of
us as she pulls on the end of her braid.

“That's about to change.” Damien sits on my bed and fixes
Daryl Ann with a hard look. “Who gave you the tip where to find
Maxie?’ he asks her.

“The tip came from a police source in Indianapolis,” she says.
“The number will have been recorded.”

“We can track down the number, but | can amost guarantee
that the call was placed from a disposable cell phone.” Damien
shakes his head. “This wolf is just too damn good at hiding his
tracks.” He pulls a tiny notebook out of his jeans pocket. “Maxie,
tell mewhat you remember about this guy.”

| supply Damien with every detail 1 can recall. He listens,
occasionaly interrupting me to ask a probing question. Then he
moves on to Daryl Ann.

“Okay.” He finaly snaps the notebook closed. “I’ll start asking
around and going through al my case files. Something has to turn
up about him.”

| lie back in the bed, suddenly overwhelmed with the
magnitude of everything that’s happened to me. | hear the guys and
Daryl Ann leave the room as | drop off to sleep.

The next week passes dowly. Damien and Noah visit, but don’t
spend much time with me. 1 know they’re preoccupied with their
investigation of the mysterious wolf, so | don’t pressthem. Findly,
at the end of the week, the pair enter my room. Noah leans against
the wall by the door as Damien drops onto the bed next to me. |
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raise an eyebrow at the apha, but don’'t say anything, waiting for
him to speak.

He takes a deep breath, then growls, “I can’t find one fucking
scrap of paper on thiswolf. “1’ve been asking, digging, using every
resource |I've got. Normally, by this point in a case, I'd have at
least turned up lint by now.” He jerks his hand through his hair.
Frustration and fury are pouring off of him.

| stare down at my blanket as a shiver chases down my spine. |
know how good Damien is. For him to have turned up nothing...
The thought of that wolf out there somewhere scares the crap out
of me.

“Hey, little one.”

| look up at Noah.

“Don’t look so frightened. We'll find him.”

Before | can answer, my door opens and in walks Dr. Stokes.
She shoos out the guys and begins to examine me.

“Doc?’

“Yes?' she murmurs, checking my breathing.

“Did you ever encounter this wolf we' ve been talking about?’

“I'll tell you the same thing | told Damien when he asked me
that question. | haven't. Then again, | may be of no interest to the
mystery wolf since I’ m twice the age of you and Daryl Ann.” She
shrugs. “Who knows?’

I mull over her words as she continues her exam. Then my
thoughts turn to the other thing weighing heavily on my mind. |
still haven’t felt any of the familiar sensations of the Change.

“What about my shifting?’ | ask when she finishes. “I know
that I’ve gone so long with the silver in my body that my entire
lycanthropic system is compromised, but do you have any idea
when I’ m going to recover?’
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“Bodies are unique, and this situation will take time to resolve
itself. It could be days, weeks...| just don't know how long it'll be
before we know something. I’'ve only seen one wolf with this
degree of poisoning, and it took him monthsto recover.”

“But, hedid recover.”

Dr. Stokes drops her eyes away from mine. | know what she's
thinking. It's possible I'll never recover.

My eyes burn as | stare down a my hands, wondering how |
will adjust if | haveto live as a human again.

| look up as Damien and Noah reenter the room. A huge ache
starts to form where my heart isas | take in every beloved detail of
the two of them. I’ve only just found them. But they are part of my
werewolf life. If | can never shift again, then this precious
relationship I’ ve created with them is over. It' snot fair.

Dr. Stokes touches my wrist, her eyes full of sympathy and
quiet encouragement. “Just relax and give it time. Y our body has a
lot of healing to do.”

I watch her walk out, my throat tighter than an over-wound
rubber band.

Damien sits beside me and tries to offer a comforting touch—
Noah, too—but | flinch and turn away. | don't want to hear
anything from anyone. After a few more minutes of my silent
treatment, both of them leave.

* * *

“Maxie, we've had enough of your brooding.” Damien plucks
me out of the rocking chair in the guestroom and hauls me into
what has become our bedroom, since they’ve moved in and are
living with me now. He drops me on the new king-size bed beside
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Noah, then crawlsin.

“What's going on?’ | rise up on my elbows, my gaze flickering
between them.

“We're staging an intervention.” Noah traces my jaw with his
finger. “Ever since we got back, you' ve been hiding yourself away.
You're not really eating, you don’'t go out. Your injury has turned
you into a hermit.”

Damien cups my chin, drawing my attention to him. “We've
been forced to ded with your mother and your best friend because
you've shut them out as well. | think we ve been extraordinarily
patient with you. But, asthey say, thejigisup.”

| sigh, leaning my head back. Chest tight, my eyes start to burn
with tears.

“Tak to us,” Damien cgjoles, combing a hand through my hair.

“Please, little one.” Noah kisses my temple.

“It's been five weeks and nothing. The full moon is coming up
and till | fed no urge, no heightened senses,” | say softly. “I'm
scared, al right?’ | shove off the bed and whirl to face them. “Is
that what you want to hear? I'm scared that I'll never be what |
was and scared that... Scared that you'll leave me.” | throw up my
hands on a sob. “Damn it, here | go again. All | want to do is
fucking cry lately. Shit!” | start to walk out.

“Come here.” Damien moves to the edge of the bed and holds
out his hand.

I wipe my face with my deeve, staring a him for a long
moment before twining my fingers with his. He draws me back to
the bed to lie with them once more. They roll into me, covering me
with their bodies, surrounding me with their scent.

“Oh, Maxie,” Damien whispers, his silver gaze tender as he
rubs warm circles over my belly. “We've created something
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among us that is so much stronger than whether or not you are till
awerewolf. Don’t you know that? I’ ve shared things with you that
| have never shared with anyone. Our bond is deep. I’'m right here
a your side and at your back.”

“When | thought we were going to lose you, I—" Noah breaks
off, burying hisface into my breasts.

| tangle my fingers in the silky black locks of his hair. “Shh.
I'm here”

He looks a me, eyes shimmering with unwavering devotion. “I
cannot imagine a life without you in it. It doesn’t matter to me if
you are or aren’t till awolf.”

Suddenly, the wall I’'ve built over the last weeks crumbles,
leaving behind an amazing lightness, like my soul is floating. My
lips form awatery smile and | touch ahand to each of their cheeks,
drawing them close, closer till our mouths meld in a perfect three-
way kiss. With newfound certainty, | redlize that everything is
going to be al right, regardiess of whether | ever shift again, or
not.

Over the next few days, | feel stronger and better. Even the
specter of the mysterious wolf doesn’t scare me as much asit once
did. Damien and Noah still haven't been able to find out anything
about him. But they continue their investigations. | know the
mystery of the wolf will be solved in the future. Until then, I'm
learning to get on with my life...whether it's as a human or a
werewolf.

* * *

The night of the full moon finaly arrives. The knots in my
stomach have knots.
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| have not felt a thing al damned day. | know Damien and
Noah will stay with me, but ill, I'm terrified of being human
again. I’ve been Maxie Briscoe, werewolf, for nearly haf of my
life. How can | go back to being Maxie Briscoe, human? | barely
remember her.

| run deep into the forest trailing Damien and Noah, who have
long since shifted. They have brought me up to Wisconsin as a
surprise. The woods here are stunning, deep and isolated with
rivers, creeks and bluffs. Over deadfall and brush, | run in human
form, clumsy and tripping. | stop, stooping to catch my breath.

Noah crashes through the trees, his giant gray Beast looking at
me, expectantly. He turns and drops to his knees in front of me. |
climb onto his massive back, my arms wrapping about his neck. |
bury my face in hisfur as he takes off, bounding through the trees.

Branches and leaves snag at my hair as he charges onward. We
are heading for the bluff where Damien and Noah hunted together
for the first time. Noah jumps over a falen log and lands at the
base of the bluff. Damien is there waiting. He moves in so that |
can dide from Noah to him. | ride the rest of the way up on
Damien’ back.

The sight on the bluff takes away my breath. The moon is so
close | cantouch it, the stars a glittering array of gems against the
velvet black of the night. | jump off of Damien and walk to the
edge, staring out over theriver.

| strip down and stretch, my hands reaching out to the moon. |
close my eyes and inhale deeply, breathing in the scent of wood,
wolf, sky and water. | concentrate on each minute alteration in my
blood. And thereit is, the faint first stirrings of the Change.

| cry out, my joy absolute as the beloved sensations course
through me. | fall forward as the familiar feeling of expanding
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muscle and skeleton increases. | revel in the sight of black fur
coating my skin.

| rise and face Damien and Noah. They approach me, sniffing
and petting, the happiness evident in their glowing eyes.

I howl my rapture to the heavens, my lovers joining me in a
wild symphony.
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