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Forward

They live among us, often unaware of their true birthright as
they try to exist in a world that, in many ways, forces them to
abide by laws and customs contrary to their nature. Ruled by a
powerful libido as well as an innate sense of honor and a loyalty
to their own kind so deeply ingrained it cannot be denied, they
often live lives of quiet desperaticm until their feral nature is fi-
nally, often explosively, unleashed.

Descendants of an ancient race born upon the Tibetan
steppe, they are more than human—so much more than they
appear to the world around them.

They are shapesl‘lifters.

They are Chanlou.






His thick paws made barely a sound as Nick Barden trotted
along beside his mate. He and Beth followed three of their
packmates along the service road running near the large wild
wolf compounds at the sanctuary run by Chanku shapeshifters
Ulrich Mason and Millie West.

At some level, Nick realized he should be loving every sec-
ond of this chance to run free in the beautiful northern Col-
orado mountains—here he could take this form without fear of
discovery or attack, without the stink of the city burning his
sensitive nostrils.

Instead, he hardl}" noticed the m}rriad scents and sounds
teasing his wolven senses—not the fresh mountain air or even
the altogether unique freedom of running as a wolf through
dark, pristine forest. No, he was much too aware of the female
beside him to appreciate any of it.

Too aware of her displeasure and her silent disapproval to
notice the scent of fresh game or even his own unique abilities
in this powerful body.

Nothing he did seemed to please her. Not anymore.
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His ass still hurt from Ulrich’s screwing the other night, but
when he looked back at the way he'd been acting for the past
week, he figured he'd deserved what he got and then some. The
power play Beth had talked him into had backfired—more lit-
erally than he'd expected.

Couldn’t she see that Ulrich Mason wasn’t the problem?
He'd never done anything to Beth that wasn't perfectly kind
and accepting. Beth's misplaced animosity was totally unfair, all
part of her own convoluted baggage. Baggage she needed to
deal with now if she and Nick wanted to remain part of this
close-knit pack.

If he didn’t love her so much, Nick never would have gone
a|ang with her stupid wishes.

There was no den}ring the fact he'd E\rentua"}r enjo],red Ul-
rich’s powerful response to his stupid challenge. Sex with a
dominant male was worth the pain, worth the pure sense of hu-
miliation Nick had sufferad.

It had raised his level of arousal even higher.

He wished Beth would |a}r off. She'd focused her anger on
him now, instead of on Ulrich, and it was so thick he could
practically see it vibrating in the air between them. In fact, her
anger was just about the only thing they had between them
anymore. She'd shut him out ever since he'd blocked her con-
stant bitching that night, even rhcugh Nick was the one who
had ended up paying for the failure of Beth’s stupid plan. When
he chose to follow Ulrich’s lead rather than hers, it meant get-
ting his ass reamed out in a reactive display of dominance by
the old guy.

Dka}r. So he got the message, alcmE with some real|}r great
sex, Now wh}r couldn’t Beth Egure it out? There was no point
in cl‘lalleng;ing Ulrich. Nick didn't want to ﬁEht him. For one
thing, he really liked and admired the man.

For another, he'd lose.
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Ulrich was smart, he was cunning, and he was strong. He
had age and experience on his side, and he was a born leader
whether he was in his wolf form, snar|ing with teeth bared and
hackles raised, or staring a man down from his impressive
height on two legs. No matter, it was something Nick knew
he’d never be able to pull off in any form.

Why couldn’t Beth accept him for what he was? In this soci-
ety, this world of Chanku, he was just a pup. Barely twenty-
four years old, he'd been nothing but a loser on the streets of
San Francisco. Wh}r did Beth seem to think his a|:r||1t}-' to shift
would make him anything different?

Was it the fact he’d killed that guy to protect Tala? Was that
wh],r Beth expected him to be more aggressive? If that was the
case, she was dead wrong. He'd killed without thinking, shift-
ing before he even knew he had the ability.

And he'd bonded with a woman he loved before either of
them really thought about the permanence of their act.

He watched Daci, Deacon, and Matt trotting together up
ahead. The three of them had slipped into an amazing union,
and they weren't even mated. He and Beth were mates, yet they
hardly spoke to each other. He missed the easygoing relation-
ship he'd had with Matt and Deacon, missed the freedom and
the fun they'd all had together, but he missed Beth most of all.
Missed the beautiful, sh}r YOUung womarn he'd fallen in love with.

He glanced at Beth and realized she watched him. Was she
reading his thoughts? He'd been blocking...or at least he
thought he was.

She veered off the road and trotted down a narrow trail that
led deeper into the woods. MNick hesitated then decided to fol-
low her. She stc-pped after a short distance and turned to face
him, stsmclmg in a brilliant ray of late afterncon sunlight, dead
center in the middle of 2 small meadow.

He halted a few feet away, ears flat, tail down. It was easier
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this way, acting the submissive role with Beth. It seemed to
make her happy, though at this point he hardly cared.

She shifted. He faced her for a moment, stll the wolf. She
stared at him, her dark brows crinkled in that way she had, her
arms folded over her bare chest like a disapproving teacher. He
held her gaze for a moment longer. She didn’t move. Didn’t say
a word.

Ok, bell. If he wanted to see what she wanted ... Nick
shifted and stood on two feet, wary and uncertain.

Beth raised her chin and stared at him. 5un|ig|1r pﬂured
across her beautiful olive skin and raised red highlights in her
long, dark hair. Her amber-eyed gaze, so much like his own,
bored into him. He held her stare.

“It’s not working,“ she said, clasping her hands over her
smooth belly. In control, as always. Naked, beautiful, standing
there with a sense of entitlement, of power, like an Egyptian
goddess here in the midst of the Colorado forest.

*We never should have bonded. [ want out.”

Her words, a statement, not a request, came as a relief. At
least he wasn't the only one who felt that way.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t an option.

He actually smiled when he answered her. “Great. So do I,
but its a little late for that, Beth. You heard what Tala said. A
pair bond is forever. You wanted me, you've got me.”

She jerked back as if he’d slapped her. “You don’t want me?”

Not at all surprised by her contrary question, Nick shook
his head. “You're supposed to be the one who can tell when a
guy’s lying or telling the truth. You tell me.”

She shook her head as if some of the ﬁght had gone out of
her. “I can’t tell anymore, Nick. Not with you. It doesn’t work
with you.”

“Does it matter? You just said you want out. You've shut me
out for da}rs. We don’t have sex with each other, even after a
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run. It’s pretty obvious you don’t love me anymore.” He was
standing up stmighter, fee|ing taller than he had since the],r'd
first linked, even though every word he spoke chipped away
more of their bond. “So, I guess my answer’s no, Beth. I don’t
want you. Not anymore. Not the way you are now.” He shook
his head, no longer smiling.

“Iloved a girl who was sweet and kind, who cared about me,
about the future we planned together. All you care about now
is power. You're twenty-one years old, Beth. You're a baby in
this pack, just like me. You have no power. Not over me, not
over yourself, and definitely not over any of the others. Get
used to 1t.”

He stared at her for a lang moment, l'mHing her gaze until
she finally looked away. Obviously, this conversation was over.

He shifted. /'m going back to the others. You can come if}laﬁ
want to. Or not. Nick glanced over his shoulder and watched
her face. She looked brittle, like she might shatter as easily as
glass. He felt bad about that, about hurting her, but he didn’t
trust her. Not anymore.

He sull loved her, though. Goddess help him, he loved her.

With one last look, Nick whirled around and raced back
along the trail. Dry grass crackled beneath his feet. A gentle
wind blew and leaves dropped all around, but he focused on the
trail ahead. He didn’t want to think of the young woman he'd
left behind.

He left her standing in the meadow, looking stunned and
alone. At least she wasn’t angry at him now, but he didn’t feel
like he'd won a victory. Mo, he just felt empty.

Empty and very much alone.

It was the ear—spﬁtting rat-a-tat-tat of a wnadpecker worl-

ing away on a thick branch overhead that finally jerked Beth
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out of the fog Nick had left her in. She sat down hard on the
rough ground and dropped her forehead to her knees.

Well, what the hell did you expect? That he’d beg for for-
grveness? That be'd say everything was just bunky-dory?

No, in all honesty, she had to admit he'd behaved much
more admirably than she had. First sign of trouble, and all she'd
wanted was out.

Of course, the trouble was all of her own making.

It wasn't easy to run away from }rourself. Beth la}r back in
the dried grass and scratchy pine needles and stared at the tiny
bits of blue sky visible between the canopy of leaves. The
woodpecker stopped its pecking and flew away. She heard the
sharp buzz of a bee searching for one last flower before winter
and felt the cool brush of air across her naked thighs and belly.

Her nipples tightened from the chill, and she thought of that
first time with Nick, when he'd drawn her nipple between his
lips, pressed it with his tongue, and held it against the roof of
his mouth.

She'd never felt anything so sweet, never known love like
that in her life. When he'd filled her, when he'd stretched her
with his length and width and pressed deep inside, she’d ex-
pected pain, a repeat of the violation that was all she'd ever
known.

She'd felt only pleasure.

He'd chased away the memories. The nightmares, actually.
Nightmares she'd lived with ever since she'd been a sixteen-
year-old virgin and her stepfather had raped her. That one bru-
tal, agonizing act on the eve of her mother’s funeral had taken
more from her than any gir| should have to give.

No one man should have the power to defile a person’s en-
tire life, but her stepfather had managed. He'd taken what
should have been hers to give, and he’d ruined it forever.

Then she'd met Nick. Gentle and kind, he'd offered her friend-

ship, and then he'd offered love. Tl‘lf_'}r’d chosen tcgether to ce-
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ment their relationship with the mating bond. Beth hadn’t had
any doubts then. She’d thought Nick was the one who would
keep her safe, the one to take the darkness that covered her soul
and strip it away—and for a special but much too brief time, he
had.

If only she hadn't joined Tala that night when they had sex
with Ulrich. It wasn't Ulrich’s fault he was older, that his age
and even his general appearance reminded her of her stepfather.
He hadn’t hurt her. Anything but .. .in fact, Ulrich had given
her pleasure.

Maybe that was the problem—the fact she’d had a wonder-
ful sexual experience with a man similar enough in looks to her
stepfather to totally reawaken the memories.

Without realiz.ing it, Ulrich had bmughr back all her ghnsts.

His had become the face in her nightmares.

It wasn't fair to Ulrich, but it wasn't fair to her, either. She'd
thought those nightmares were a thing of the past.

Now the:l.r were back, worse than ever. Nick could have been
the answer. He could have fou El‘lt her demons if he'd been man
enough, but he wasn't willing to challenge someone he saw as a
mentor. He'd chased away the nightmares once. For some con-
voluted reason, she was certain that if he challenged Ulrich and
won, they’d be gone forever.

Or would the],r?

Now she’d never know. Nick had looked totally disgusted
with her, and she really couldn’t blame him. It wasn’t fair to ask
something of a guy that just wasn’t part of his nature. Why
couldn't Mick, the Nick she'd fallen in love with, have been
enough? Wh}r did she need to make him into snmething he
wasn't?

It wasn't fair to him. Mot to her, either. Like an absolute
idiot, she’d managed to chase away the best thing that had ever
happened to her.

The sun disappeared behind the hills while Beth la],r there on
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the hard ground. Pebbles dug into her butt and pine needles
poked her thighs and back, but she couldn’t find the energy to
Move,

Where would she go? Nick wouldn’t want her back. Not
after what she’d said to him today. He'd barely tolerated her
since that fiasco the other night when he’d ended up getting
royally fucked in the ass.

She wasn't sure if he'd :;.ctualhr liked it or not. In some per-
VErse way, Beth had. She must be totau}-' sick to have gotten 5o
turned on watching Ulrich slam into her mate the way he had.
The sex had started out so brutal, so typically male, but Nick
hadn’t fought. He'd merely bowed his head and accepted Ul-
rich’s pounding vinlatinn—accepted it and eventualhr climaxed
from it

In fact, all of them—Ulrich, Matt, Nick, Millie, and even
Beth—had achieved something amazing with their simultane-
ous orgasm, but it hadn't really mattered. Nick had blocked her
long before his climax, just as she’d blocked him. That night,
aroused, angry, frustrated with each other, they'd essentially
severed the specia| link that bound them tngetl‘ler.

Neither of them had attempted to reconnect since. It was
like cutting off part of her body, going through the motions
each day without Nick’s thoughts in her head.

He'd s|ept in Matt’s old room that first night, and the next
couple nights since, sharing the cabin but not her bed. She
missed sleeping beside him. Hated running beside him and not
connecting. She felt the pain in every part of her body, but the
place it hurt most remained the hardest to touch.

Her heart actua“}r ached. What had she expected? That he
would promise to challenge Ulrich? Even if he won, what
would that solve?

Beth opened her eyes. A narrow sliver of moon was rising. It
was almost entirely dark, and still she lay shivering on the hard
gmund. She thought of shifting, of just staying the nighr in the
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woods as a wolf, but somehow that didn’t seem right. Not with
the convoluted thoughts swirling darkly in her mind.

Instead, she folded her hands over her waist and closed her
eyes against the moonlight. Naked, vulnerable, her body cold
and aching with the night's chill.

Alone, with nowhere to go.



Head down, tail dragging, Nick wandered aimlessly through
unfamiliar forest. Finally, as a pale sliver of moon rose over the
treetops, he turned back toward the cabins. He hadn’t really
wanted to join up with Matt, Deacon, and Daci. The last thing
‘l‘h&:l.-’ needed was someone like him tagging alnng and bringing
his shitt}-’ mood with him.

Shitty and horny. Beth hadn’t come near him in days, not
since the fiasco with Ulrich. He'd shifted a number of times
since then, and his arousal had built, growing along with the
certainty that there was no l'u:rpe for him and Beth. He couldn’t
make her love him. Not the way he loved her.

Lights were on in Daci’s little cabin. Now, she was some-
thing else, coming here in search of answers in spite of the fact
her father had been the worst enemy the Chanku had ever
known. The baggage in Daci’s past didn’t seem to get in the
way of her relationship with Dieacon, and it hadn’t kept her
from adding Maztt to their union.

She'd kept the cabin Millie had cleaned up for her and Dea-

con when the],r first arrived. It was a tiny, cne-room p|ac:e with
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little more than a big bed in the main room. Matt had moved
out of the room in the cabin he'd shared with Beth and Nick
and into Daci and Deacon’s cabin, and the three of them filled
the small place to overflowing.

If it weren't for the fact Nick and Beth needed separate
rooms, Dact and her men should be the ones in the |arger space.
Now her little cabin glowed with light and laughter, while Nick
and Beth’s larger one stood like a dark and foreboding sentinel
against the edge of the forest.

Somehow, Nick ended up trotting toward Daci’s cabin,
drawn like a2 moth to the light. Daci opened the door before
he'd even climbed the steps to the pnn:h. She was dressed in a
Pale green sarong that did amazing things for her slim Egure.

“I thought I sensed you out there,” she said, looking past
him, toward the dark forest. “You EUYS just disappeared On us.
Where's Beth?” Frowning, she stared down at Nick.

Nick shifted, but he couldn’t meet Daci's steady gaze. Fi-
nally, he mumbled, “She wanted time by herself.” He looked
down at his bare feet and blurted out, “She wants to end our
bond.”

He heard Dact'’s sudden intake of breath and raised his head.
She glared at him. “I hope you told her tough shit. It’s a lifetime
thing, Nick. She can’t just turn it off.” She took a deep breath as
if to calm herself and held the door wide, welcoming him.
*C'mon in.”

Matt and Deacon sprawled on the big bed that dominated
the main room of the cabin. Matt had on a silly-looking pair of
striped knit boxers that c|ung to his strong |egs:. Deacon was
wearing soft sweatpants, but even relaxed, his lean chest rippled
with muscle.

Both men were taller than Nick, physically more formida-
ble, yet they'd chosen to share this one young woman, each to
love her without jealousy or competition.
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He and Beth couldn’t even work out a simple relationship
between the two of them.

Mick stepped inside, but he stood in the dcrorwa}r, fee|ing
oddly vulnerable. He wasn’t as big or as well built as Matt or
Dieacon, and he'd failed as a mate to the woman he loved. Even
worse, he was the only naked person in the room.

Maked and aroused. He couldn’t will his boner down for the
life of him, and it was obvious the three of them had showered,
which meant they’d either Just had sex or were planning to. He
g|anced at Daci standing quierhr beside him. “I shouldn't
have come here. I'm sorry, guys. I'll just go back to my place.”
He turned away and grabbed the door handle.

Daci's small hand covered his. “No, you won't.”

Mick turned and caught her soft gaze. Pity was the worst
thing of all. He straightened up. “I don’t need your sympathy,
Daci. We'll work it out. Beth’ll be home later, and we’ll .. ."

Daci shook her head. She grabbed his hand and tugged Nick
toward the bed. “You're in no condition to be alone, Nick. Not
when you've got friends here who care about you.”

Deacon reached for him, wrapped his fingers around Nick’s
other hand, and gently pulled him closer. “C’mon, Nick. There’s
plenty of room.”

Matt scooted over, and Daci gave Nick a push. Her small
hands felt like licks of fire against his chest. He sat on the Edge
of the bed. Daci didn’t say a word, but she knelt between his
knees and ran her fingertips over his thighs. His cock jutted up
between his legs, brick red and weeping, but Daci ignored it.
She touched his legs, his belly, the line of his flanks, stroking
him with her Eng&r&.

Damn, it felt so good he almost cried. Her small hands
drifted over his chilled flesh, leaving invisible trails of heat be-
hind. She poured caring and love and a sense of belonging into
every stroke of her fingers, every sweep of her hands. It wasn’t
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merely the fact she touched him in all the right places, but the
fact Daci touched because she cared.

Beth had cared, in the beginning.

Matt and Deacon pressed close behind him, chests hard, yet
warm and comforting as they ran their hands over his back, his
shoulders and arms. His arousal grew, but the emotional ten-
sion, the stress of the past few days, seemed to melt away be-
neath their caring to uch.

When Daci leaned forward and took the slick head of his
cock between her lips, it seemed like the most natural thing in
the world. Nick sighed, clenching his muscles to keep from
coming as Matt and Deacon gently forced him back until he lay
across the bed with his |egs hang;'mg over the side.

The],r stroked his chest, genrlj.r pinched his nipples, and ran
their fingers along his rib cage while Daci’s tongue and lips
worked the full length of his erection. The soft glide of wet lips
and the searching tip of her tongue made him ache with the
Pawerfu| p|eea.sure she gave him. Matt and Deacon’s |1:rving at-
tention added layers of emotion to the arousal he felt and a
sense of be|-:rnging that had been missing the past few da}rs.

Beth—the different ways she'd loved him and the callous
manner in which she’d denied their love—slipped into Nick's
mind. He tensed and his erection softened. Obviously sensing
the direction his rhnughts were taking his libido, Daci raised
her head. Her tongue tickled the sensitive spot beneath the
crown of his penis, and her pink lips stretched around his thick
shaft, but she frowned at him.

Groaning, Nick concentrated once again on Daci’s mouth,
on Matt and Deacon's warm bodies and even warmer hands.
Blood surged into his cock untl his increased size stretched
Daci’s lips wide. Smiling around her mouthful, she carefully
worked her lips down his length. He felt the soft tissues at the
back of her throat, the ripple of muscles as she swallowed him.
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Her lips kissed his groin, and she slowly backed away until
he was almost free of her mouth. Then, once again, she took
him deep. This time, she slipped her hands over the tops of his
thighs and reached between his legs. Lifting the weight of his
sac in her fingers, she gently fondled the hard nuts inside.

Nick closed his eyes and drifted in a sea of sensual, loving
touch—the guys" warm hands on his body, Daci’s warmer
mouth around his cock. He npened to their thnughts and found
a kaleidasccp& of sensual images and |nn5;'mgs, felt a pnwerful
sense of love and commitment to the pack.

Commitment to him. To Nick Barden—packmate, lover.

Loving thoughts of helping him through the long night, of
being one with their brother, their mate.

He floated in sensation, in a tide of love and |crnging. The
curved edge of a hard cock brushed his chin, and he opened his
mouth. He wasn’t certain which of the guys was stretching his
lips wide until his tongue traced the smooth crown and lapped
over the edge to follow the silky length beyond. Matt. He was
sucking Matt’s cock. If it had been Deaccrn, his tongue would
have slipped over the foreskin, but all he felt was Matt’s smooth
glans and the salty sweet taste of his pre-cum.

Hands roamed across Nick’s torso, fingers cupped his balls,
while soft lips surrounded his cock. He mimicked Daci’s suck-
ling and gave the same attention to Matr, reve|ing in the genﬂe
loving all three of his friends lavished on his body.

In the back of his mind, he thought of Beth. She should be
here now, sharing this experience, being part of the warmth and
love, but he couldn’t let the thoughts out. Instead, he kept his
secrets—his fallure—locked behind solid barriers in his mind.

Someone Eent|}-’ tugged him across the bed untl his entre
length was stretched out in the middle. He kept his eyes closed,
lost in the fantasy of touch and taste, warmth and softness. 5o
long as his eyes were closed, he could imagine that one of the
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warm mouths or stroking hands belonged to Beth; that one of
the bodies pressed close to his belonged to the woman he loved.

The thick shaft slipped out of his mouth. He trapped the
crown between his lips, suckled the smooth glans, and ran the
tip of his tongue over the narrow slit. Slowly, Matt pulled away,
but his thick erection with its salty drops of fluid was replaced
by the sweet flavor of Daci’s mouth. Her tongue traced the
seam of Nick’s lips, and her kiss lingered, warm and loving.

He barel}r lknew her, but Daci seemed to understand exactl}r
what he craved. Not sex so much as connection, the feelinE that
he was with others like him, others who understood what it
was like to feel alone in the world.

His life had never been £asy, but with Beth, it had sud-:lienlj.r
taken on a sense of purpose. He'd felt that purpose slip away
out there in the meadow today. Once again, he'd been that home-
less kid, wondering where he’d sleep tonight, wondering if any-
one would ever love him.

MNow, though, he realized he wasn't nearly as alone as he'd
been for so many years.

He was Chanku. A valued member of the pack. Part of a
family that cared about him, no matter whether he was an alpha
or not. No matter if hed been a loser in his other life. This was
a new life, this life of Chanku. Even when he stumbled, there
were others to help him up, to care about him. To make him
teel wanted and loved.

He tried to thank Daci, with feelings, not words. She didn't
respond, but she didn’t have to. Her touch told him more than
words ever could.

Slowly, she ended the kiss, sucking gently on his lips before
she moved away.

Before Mick had time to wonder what was coming next, some-
one stretched a condom over his straining cock. Large, strong

hands smoothed the latex over his full length, cupped his balls,
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and softly massaged the smooth skin along his perineum. A finger-
tip circled the sensitive portal to his ass, and he clenched his but-
tocks in response. His cocl seemed to swell even more within
the latex sheath.

His legs were stretched out, his feet placed close together.
He felt the glide of warm, muscular skin against the outside of
his thighs, the roughness of hair-covered legs as one of the guys
knelt over his groin. Someone slathered his latex-covered Elsms
with what felt like warm cream. Big, strong hands encircled
his length, stroking, making him harder, thicker.

With his eyes tightly closed, he pictured his cock growing,
the length stretching. Unseen hands held him at a perfect angle
to meet the warm, damp cleft between two male cheeks. There
was no need to thrust, not when one of the guys—he wasn’t
sure if it was Matt or Deacon—pressed against Nick’s hard
cock and forced entry. Nick groaned, and his hips lifted invol-
untarily, but it was all he needed to breach the opening. The
broad flare of his cock compressed and slipped through the taut
ring of anal muscle, sliding deep into a slick channel that flexed
n::u::arrl.-'ulsii.-'el],.r around his |ength.

Someone—Daci, he thought from the smaller hands—tied a
blindfold over his eyes. The warm fabric blocked all light and
somehow made him feel more secure. She grasped his hands,
raised them over his head, and genﬂ}r tied them together at the
wrists. He tugged, but it appeared he'd been carefully secured
to the headboard.

Mo one made a sound. He was aware of soft restraints hold-
ing his ankles, anchoring his legs to the footboard of the big
bed. The solid weight of a male bud}r held his |egs to the bed.
His cock was tightl}r surrounded b}r heat and riPP"nE muscle.

There was no reason to try and escape, not when he trusted
them completely. The scent of clean bodies and hot sex seemed
more powerful when he was so securely trussed and deprived of

sight. The scrape ofa ﬁnger, the brush of |ip5, the heat and warmth
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surrounding his cock—everything seemed to flow with the steady
beat of his heart, the slow rise and fall of his chest.

Tied, blindfolded, surrounded |:rj.r warmth and love, Nick
arched against the one who covered his groin, who raised and
lowered in a slow but steady rhythm over his sheathed cock.

Securely restrained, he had no choice but to go with his
body’s needs, with the needs of the silent yet caring friends
who made love to him. Caressed |:r],.r wet heat and rippling MiLs-
cles contracting with each gentle slide, Nick felt the worries of
his life melting away.

When he finally climaxed, it was little more than a gentle
and loving finish to a horrible day. No scream of completion,
no sense of jubihﬁnn. He gmaned and raised his hips, muscles
tensing, mnvulsing with the hot coil of orgasm. His sperm
rushing to fill the condom left him with no more than the relief
of days of pent-up arousal and a sense that he was loved and
among friends. He drifted off to sleep, his hands still restrained,
his legs still tied, while someone bathed his body with a warm
cloth and another removed the spent condom.

There was no tension in him. He was loved. Protected.
Ready to face whatever might come next. But even as his pack-
mates had loved him, had eased his loneliness, he’d been left
with a new sense of purpose. He would not quit Beth. Never.
Mo matter that she wanted to give up on him. .. on the two of
them.

That was not the way of Chanku. Not the way the pack sur-
vived. A bond was forever. Love was forever, and Beth was his
bonded mate. If they hadn’t loved enough, the bond wouldn’t
have happened.

If Beth hadn't trul},r loved Mick, she never could have taken
him into her heart, her body ... her mind. She had willingly
given herself, and in return, she had taken Nick. She had taken
his heart and soul, forever. No matter what she said, Beth could
never give him back that part that was now irrevacabhr hers.
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No matter what she might say or think, Beth was his mate.
Forever. Somehow, he would help her see the truth. He couldn’t
change the man he was, but would Beth have loved him if he'd
been anyone different? It didn’t matter. In the short time they'd
been together, both of them had grown.

Both of them had changed. Discovered new parts of them-
selves, new powers and needs.

Both he and Beth had faced an entirely new reality, one that
would continue to change and continue to test them. They
couldn’t make choices based on a past that no longer had rele-
VANCE,

It was time to look to the future, to the new life stretching
out ahead of them. A life Nick couldn’t imagine without his
mate.

If he had to, Nick figured he'd just love enough for both of

them.

Millie West hiked s|aw1v up the trail to the small cabin she
shared with her mate. Sometimes the director’s Job just sucked.
She’d had one hell of a long day, with one crisis after another.
She’d dealt with federal inspectors and ranchers complaining
about stock losses. She'd had an injured, half-grown pup
brought in, one that someone had tried to keep as a pet in a pen
he could barely turn around in. The poor thing was trauma-
tized by its life in a cage, its unhealthy diet, and its lack of com-
panionship.

Didn't those idiots realize wolves were pack animals? They
needed each other . . . just like she needed her mate.

Millie hnped it would survive and learn to adapt to the ways
of the wild. I—Ioped it wasn't too late for the little guy. At least
the rest of the sanctuary’s wolves were fed, and her employees
had all gone home for the day. For now, though, her body
ached, her feet hurt, and she was tired and grumpy.

If 1:r|1|}r she could 2o hometoa quiet cabin with no one there
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beside Ulrich, but with the addition of their guests, that wasn't
going to happen.

As much as she loved the younger Chanku, they were wear-
ing her out.

Too much energy, too many crises, and too many mouths to
teed. None of them seemed to know how to cook, and damn it
all, but she was ready for some alone time.

It wasn't to be. Ulrich sat on the front deck, deep in conver-
sation with Matt, Deacon, and Daci. The threesome appeared
much more somber than usual. Of course, Deacon always
looked somber, hence his name, but Martt generally had a smile
on his gorgeous face and a twinkle in his eyes. Daci was as full
of sass and mischief as any beautiful YOung woman with two
handsome men as her lovers should be.

To be that young, and so carefree. Aching all over, Millie
slowly climbed the front stairs. Nick and Beth were nowhere to
be seen, but they'd been keeping to themselves since Nick’s lit-
tle power P|a}r a few nights earlier.

Ab, the drama of the young . .. One more thing she did not
want to worry about . .. the Drama Queen and her Lothario.

“Hello, m’love.” Ulnch grabbed Millie’s hand as she
reached the deck and tugged gently.

She tumbled willingly into his lap and kissed him. “Hello to
you, too. What's up?”

Ric nodded toward the younger Chanku. “They're worried
about Nick and Beth. Seems they're not getting along at all.”

“They want out of their pair bond,” Daci said. “That's what
Nick told us. Except he still loves Beth, but .. .”

Matt chimed in. "Thefre Just not connecting, Mick's miser-
able.”

“So’s Beth.” Daci glanced at the rest of them. “I mean, I
think she’s the one causing the trouble, but none of us can fig-
ure out why. It’s like that scene the other night, before Deacon
and I got here, when she wanted Nick to go after Ulrich.”



24/ Kate Douglas

“You've talked about it?” Millie glanced from one to the other
and back at Ric. “T was oblivious to a lot of the undercurrents.”

Ric leaned close and kissed her on the nose. *That's nka}r,
sweetie. [ love you anyway.”

The kids laughed, but Millie waved Ric off. “Damn right you
do, old man. I'm the only one whe'll have you.”

“There is that.” Ric hugged her close, and Millie felt her
bo-dj,r respnnd. It didn't take much with this man.

She hated to ask, but, “So where are Nick and Beth to-
night?“

Dieacon shook his head. “Nick’s back at our cabin, sleeping.
Beth didn’t come home with him after we ran. They split off
from us, but onlj,r Nick came back.”

Frowning, Millie g|anced at Ric. "Has anyone gone to look
tor her?™

The kids shook their heads.

“Can you sense her? Is she nearby?” She really didn’t want
to get involved, but ...

Ric shook his head. “No. I could pick up nn|}r Mick's pres-
ence. He's miserable, but he's alone.” He winked at Daci. “The
kids took care of him tonight, made sure he’d sleep for a while.”

Sighing, Millie disengaged herself from Ric’s comforting
embrace and stood up. There was no way she'd be able to relax
now, not while she worried about Beth. The gir| had way too
many issues, but she was a good kid.

Just a bit too confused ... and a tad on the dramatic side,
something neither Millie nor Ric knew how to deal with. Neither
of them had any idea what was behind Beth's strange moods—
‘l‘h&:l.-’ didn’t know what demons drove her. But no matter. Millie
couldn't leave her out there in the woods . . . not after spending
her own youth so terribly alone, with no one to turn to for
anything.

“Daci, you interested in a run? I think we need to go find
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Beth. I hate to think of her out there by herself, especially if she
and Nick are having problems.”

Daci nodded and stood up, slipping out of her sweatshirt as
she rose. All three men turned appreciative eyes on both
women as they disrobed before shifting.

Millie struck a pose and stuck out her tongue at the three
guys. “1 expect dinner when we get home, so get your eyeful of
naked woman while you can, and then get your butts into the
kitchen and get to work.”

Diaci |aug|1ed as she folded her jeans and handed them to
Matt. “Millie, I like the way you think. Interested in giving
lessons? I sure don’t have your knack for giving orders. ... We
need to talk.” Then she shifted and, with a swish of her tail,
leapt n|:1i£~sm1],.r over the deck rai|ing.

Millie followed, smiling to herself over the men’s laughter as
the two of them trotted into the dark forest. Funny how she’d
wanted nothing more than a quiet evening, and now she was

actuall}r |aokinE forward to her run tl'lraugh the woods with
Daci.

Their Chanku senses would lead them to Beth. If nn|}r she
had some idea what to do once ther].-f found her.



Millie sensed a disturbance in the forest long before she real-
ized it was Beth's misery she’d picked up. If she’d been human,
she might have laughed. All she'd asked for was a quiet night
home alone with Ric. Instead, she was running through thick
shrubs, towering pines, and a dark and chilly night in search of
the resident drama queen.

This Wy, She nodded to her companion and slipped off the
main trail heading into the dark woods. Daci followed along
the narrow track. As familiar with this forest as she was, Millie
knew it led to a small, secluded meadow.

She wasn't sure what she'd find, but Beth, I}ring naked and
human upon the cold ground, her arms crossed over her waist
like a virgin sacrifice, certainly wasn't it.

She paused at the edge of the meadow with Daci alongside.
Beth? Are you okay?

“Go away, Millie. Daci. Just leave me alone.”

Millie trotted across the meadow. Sorry, she said. It doesn’t
work that way. We're a pack. Whether you like it or not, we're
all in this together.
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Beth shook her head. Slowly, she turned and sat up, but she
didn’t shift, and she didn’t look at the two wolves. Silvery
streaks across her face tracked tears she’d shed. The night was
growing colder, and Beth shivered. Millie had the strong suspi-
cion she was actually enjoying her misery.

“No, Millie. You're wrong. I'm not enjoying it.”

Beth raised her head, and Millie was struck with the young
woman's almost ethereal beautj.r. Her amber eyes were lumi-
nous, the thick lashes clumped together from her tears.

“I don't know what to do. [ can’t go back to Nick. He doesn’t
want me.” Beth turned away, shivering, crying. “I don’t blame
him. There's not much here to want.”

Millie shifted. She wrapped her arms around Beth and
hugged her close. “Oh, Beth, hcrne],r. C’'mon. Don't you think
you're being just a bit melodramatic? Nick still loves you or he
wouldn't be so miserable.”

Daci waited in the background. Beth curled into Millie’s em-
brace and cried even harder. Millie sighed. Obviously, her ap-
Praach was getting her nowhere fast, and that quiet evening
with Ric seemed farther away than ever.

“Open to me, Beth, Whatever’s happened, it’s easier to say it
without words. Show me what’s wrong so I can help.”

“You can't help, Millie. No one can.”

Millie would have rolled her eyes, but there was no one
watching who could appreciate it. Damn, she really wanted to
be home, sipping a glass of wine, cuddling with her mate . ..

“You're wrong. There’s nothing broken that can't be fixed.
Trust me. I'm a perfect example. So is Daci. Almost all of us
have some sort of crap in our backgmunds, but with a little
time and some hard work, we get past it. Give it up, Beth. Tell
me what's Wrong before I decide to Just climb into your head
and find the truth.”

Beth jerked out of her embrace. “You'd do that? But that's. . .”

“Yes, | would.” Millie touched Beth's shoulder. “I'd do it
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because I care. I don’t like seeing you like this. What’s the
problem? It’s not just Nick. There’s more to all this business
than your troubles with your mate. Wh}r are you trying to get
him to challenge Ric? You know he won’t do it. He loves Ric.
thought you did, too.”

Beth bowed her head and trembled even harder.

Millie felt her patience begin to shred. “Beth, shift. You're
freez.ing and so am L Dact’s the cm|j.r smart one in the bunch.”
She turned and smiled at the wolf sitting si|er|t|:|.-r behind her.
“We can talk better without words, and I'm going to get to the
bottom of this before we go back to the cabin.”

Beth hiccupped and sniffed. “You sound like my mother. I
miss her. I never tho ught I'd miss getting j.re1|ed at.”

“1 never knew my mother, and I'm not }-'elling. You're |uck],r
you've got that memory. Now are you going to shift?”

Beth nodded, and just as easily, a large wolf sat beside Millie
with her ears laid back against her broad skull. Millie shifted,
but instead of asking Beth again, she slipped quickly into her
unguarded thoughts.

It took onl}r moments to find dark memories eating away at
the young woman, but instead of sympathy, Millie’s hackles
rose and she growled. Before Beth had time to react, Millie sat
back on her haunches and glared at the young wolf. How dare
you! How can you poﬁébfy mnfuse Ric with that bastard?
They’re nothing alike. They don’t even look the same!

Beth hung her head. I know, but I can’t make the memories
go away. Bemg with Ulrich brought them back. I can’t even let
Nick towch me or I think of bim. I can’t bear to look at Ulrich.
When I do, ffeef my stepfanﬂrer s bands on me, bis cock tearmg
mside me, bis. . .

DlsEusted 1'-'II11IE stood up. She was tred and hungr}r and
this little twit was wallowing in self-pity when Millie could
have been home with her mate. Maybe she’'d have more pa-
tience if it hadn't been such a |nng da}r, but it had, and she didn't.
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Enowugh. Beth, you can't let nightmares and bad memories
rule your life. Look to the fumrr. Nick loves you. You {ove
Nick. If the love weren’t there, you would never bave been able
to bond. It flat ot wonldn't have bappened. The incident with
your srrpfarf;rer is part uf_'}-'ourpasr, not _'}rﬂuffumfe. (et over it
Besides, you're part of a pack, now. It’s not all about you.

Beth’s head hung even lower.

Daci slipped between Beth and Millie. She flashed a fierce
glare in Millie’s direction. Then she turned to Beth. Millte, I'll
stay with Beth for a while. You've worked all day. Why don’t
you go back and let the guys know I'll be home later.

Silence hung in the small E|e11. Cold chilled Millie to the bone.
Oh, Goddess. She hung her head, shamed to her core. She'd just
told a young girl to “get over” a brutal rape. She couldn’t be-
lieve she’d done snmething so cruel. Mortified, Millie sighed.
Good idea, Daci. Beth, I am so sorry. [t has been a long, difficult
day. [ wasn’t thinking when I said those awful things. Will you
forgi-ve mef

Beth looked direcrl}r mto Millie's eyes and nodded. There’s
nothing to forgive, Millie. You're absolutely night. I need to
move on., It's just ... [ don't know how.

That’s okay. Daci turned a bright look on Millie. I do. Every-
thing will be fine.

Ric was |:n|essed1].r alone when Millie climbed the front steps
to the cabin once again. She shifted when she reached the door
and stepped inside. Ric looked up from his newspaper, set the
paper aside, and npened his arms.

Millie collapsed into his lap, sobbing,. She didn’t try to tell him
what had happened. Instead she merely opened her thoughts to
the entire conversation with Beth and waited for Ric to tell her
she’d been a cruel and heartless bitch.

“Ah, m'love. You pegged her perfectly. She is a drama queen.”
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“What?" Millie raised her head, sniffing loudly. Ric handed her
a clean white handkerchief. “But I said horrible things, and . ..”

“That you did. Things she needs to hear. If Beth wears her
past like a hair shirt, she’ll never move on. A lot of us have is-
sues with our past, but we deal with it. It's not always easy, but
we don't wallow in our misery. We get on with things, unless
theres a reason not to.” He brushed Millie's tangled hair back
from her eyes. “That night with Tala and Beth, the sex was
great. Spontaneous and exciting, but Beth was no shrinking vi-
olet. She was the aggressor. The girl likes control, and I imagine
that’s why she’s pushing Nick so hard.”

Something seemed to click for Millie. She saw Beth, her dark
eyes 5o sad and confused, and in those eyes she saw herself as a
young girl |iving under the rule of her nverbearing unele, 2 man
whose twisted sexuality had been a constant threat in Millie’s
young life.

“It’s not that she likes control,” she said, basically thinking
aloud. “Beth needs control. When her stepfather r:;.peu:l her, he
took away her chance to control her own life, her destiny.
Somehow, she has to come to terms with what happened. 1
don’t know how she's going to do that, but she’ll have to do 1t
on her terms.”

“Daci can help her, then. That little gal has faced more demons
than most of us, and she did it with hcmest],r and determination.
Don’t worry, m’love. You can’t solve everyone’s problems for
them, especially with someone who needs to work out control
issues.” Ric ran his hands along Millie's ribs, curled his fingers
over her hip, and squeezed her left cheek. “I think I'm having
control issues of my own.” He leaned close and kissed her breast,
cin:|ing the tip of his tongue around her nipple and then draw-
ing the taut bead between his Parted lips.

She felt the tiny nibbles, the wet heat of his mouth, the need
that poured off of him with every touch, every breath. Stubble
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from his upper lip rasped her sensitive skin and raised chills
across her chest.

Sighing, Millie leaned into his touch, pressing her breast
against the searching warmth of his lips, running her fingers
through his thick, white hair. She leaned closer and ran her
tongue around the rim of his ear and nibbled with the sharp
edges of her teeth. Pitching her voice low and sexy, Millie whis-
pered into his ear, punctuating each word with little licks and
nips. “That’s good to hear. I love it when you lose contral,
when you're so hot and bothered you're narhing but a mind-
less sex machine.” She kissed the top of his head and backed
away. “So, what did you fix me for dinner?”

Ulrich leaned back and stared at her. *Dinner?” His cheeks
were flushed and ruddy, his amber eyes dark with arousal.

“Yep. Dinner.” Moving carefully over the full erection tent-
ing his sweats, Millie slipped off his lap. Grinning broadly, she
held out her hand and pulled him to his feet. “You promised
j.rcru'd feed me when 1 got back. It's been a |ong da}r."

Grumbling, Ric carefully stood up. He adjusted his erection
with a dramatic grimace, lightly swatted her on the butt, and
followed her into the kitchen., “You don't know the half of i,
m’dear. Not by a long shot.”

Beth stared at Daci. Do Yo rmﬂy Enow how to }Jffp mef

Nope. But we'll figure something out. Daci curled up beside
Beth and rested her muzzle on the other wolf’s shoulder. Can
you talk about itf

Beth raised her head and stared straight ahead. I never have.
Not even to Nick. He knows ouf_’}r because he saw what .rtmp—
Penr.'af the nigf:r we bonded. He saw MYy MEMOYies.

Dhact took a deep breath and then let it out. [ c-erminf}r won't
try to force you if you're not ready to talk about it, but let’s go
back to your cabin so we can speak as women, not as wolves.
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Nick might be there.

I don’t think so. We left him a bit tied wp at my place.

Beth swung her head around and stared at Daci. Daci
opened her thoughts and shared her vision of Nick, blindfolded
and tied to the bed.

Then she showed Beth what the four of them had done ear-
lier in the evening, how Matt had impaled himself on Nick's
cock and taken a slow, sensual ride that took all of them over
the edge. How MNick had thrust blindl}r with his arms and IE‘ES
still bound, filling Matt with each powerful lunge.

Daci felt the hot stab of Beth’s arousal, the sudden burst of
sexual interest. Haven't you guys ever done any bondage stuff?

Never,

Daci stood up. Well, m.::ybf it’s timne you did. l've got him all
ready for you.

Wide-eyed, Beth stared at her. What if be'’s still angry with
mef

Daci snorted. [t was the best 1aug|1 she could manage as a
wolf. I can assure you, Beth. If you go to a man, any man, with
sex on your mind while be'’s naked, tied to a bed, and blind-
folded, anger’s gomg to be the last thing be'’s thinking about.

Beth’s silent laughter filled Daci'’s head as they turned and
trotted back toward the cabin. Daci reached out for her men
and managed to link with Matt. Nick was stll as|eep, sull tied
to the bed. Marr assured her that he and Deacon didn’t mind a
bit switching cabins tonight with Beth and Nick.

As they drew closer to the cabins, Beth linked with Daci. 1
wish [ bad your confidence. Everyone thinks I'm so together,
but 'm not. Not at all.

Dhact ghnced over her shoulder. That’s fum:_}'. I dedn’t have
any ca:.rﬁtfﬂrfe at all. Not fora fcurg time. T had so Many IssHEs
about my childhood. Did you know [ was a bastard? My father
never acknowledged me, not in the legal sense, and I had all

Einds afi;ssm:'j with bim. Ulrich be{pfd meﬁud closure with my
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feelings for my father. That's an important step ... closwre.
Maybe that's what you need with your stepfather.

Beth glanced at Daci. But bow? I haven’t seen bim since the
night he raped me—over five years ago.

Maybe you need to see bim. Maybe it's time to speak with
hem. Tell bim that what he did to you was wrong.

I’d vather kil bim. Beth trotted beside Daci. [ conld do i,
now that I'm the wa{’f.

That you conld. Daci paused and stared at Beth. Bur it
somezi:ing Yo need to do _'}Iﬂurse.{f. Nick can't do ﬂ:fur you. It's
not fair to ask yowr mate to fight your battles.

He’s killed before. He shifted and killed a guy before any of
s even knew who or what we were.

Daci stared at Beth. [Mve heard the story, but Nicks not a
killer by nature. What happened i San Francisco was a very
unigue cirewmstance. A creep was attacking a woman and Nick
reacted. He didn’t expect to shift. It just bappened, and the wolf
took control. Nick loves you, Beth, but you can’t ask bim to be
someone be’s not. You can't ask bim to murder a man be doesn’t
even know. You can't put conditions on your love, either. You
either love bim or you don't.

Draci stared into the amber eyes so like her own. Beth low-
ered her gaze and glanced away. After a long moment, Daci
turned and started back to the cabin. She was aware of Beth fal-
lowing behind her, but the other wolf’s thoughts were hidden
behind powerful barriers.

She felt as if she was totally out of her league, but there were
women Daci knew who would understand. Women who had
suffered horrible assaults by men and found their own form of
closure. One of them, Millie’s daughter Manda, had been vie-
timized by Daci's father, but she was sull fragile, still finding
her strength as Chanku.

Keisha Rialto and Tala Quinn, though, had come through

'l'l'.I.E'if frauma as PUWEI{U]., self—a.ssured WOomen. TI'.[E' act tl'lﬂ[
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linked them, the risks they’d taken, and the courage they'd
found might be the key to Beth’s issues.

Both women had been tortured and mpfd Both women had
shifted and killed their attackers. Each of them, Tala and
Keisha, had emerged as powerful alpha bitches, sure of them-
selves and their place within the pack.

Maybe Beth was right. Maybe killing the man who had vie-
lated her soul as much as her body was the solution.

Keisha and Tala would know, and they were only a phone
call away.



Alone now that Daci had gone to meet her guys, Beth hesi-
tated at the door to the smaller cabin. Her fingers clasped the
door handle, her mind touched the quiet, unguarded thoughts
of her mate as he slept inside.

She shivered in the chill night air, but still she hesitated.
Mick loved her. He wasn’t bloc king his fe&lings rigl‘lt now. He
loved her, but he hated what she asked of him. Hated the way
their relationship had become so twisted in the convoluted
drama of Beth's past.

Hated the situation, but still loved her.

“Well, that's a start.” She c:pened the door and slipped in-
side. The rush of warm air enveloped her like a comforting
blanket as she quietly shut the door behind her.

Nick slept on, exhausted most likely by the trauma of the
past few days as well as the powerful sex he'd shared with Daci
and her guys just hours ago.

Thank goodness he'd had those packmates to turn to when
his own mate had failed him so badly. Beth actually cringed
when she thought of her behavior over the past few days. While
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Nick had done everything in his power to be what she wanted,
she'd shut him out, asked him to take actions that he found not
nn|}r distasteful, but dishonorable.

Thank goodness for Millie and her unrestrained mouth. No
one else had the courage to force Beth to face the bitch she'd
become over the past few weeks. She'd been wrong. Dead
wrong to expect Nick to go against his own personal code of
honor. Asking him to fight Ulrich had reflected badly on her,
not Nick.

Never again.

Now, with her thoughts swirling and her eyes stinging from
unshed tears, she stood beside the bed, hands clasped over her
flat |:re|1}r, and watched him.

Merel}r lnoking at Nick made her hot. His beautiful eyes
were still covered with the colorful bandana Daci had used to
blindfold him, and his hands and feet were tightly restrained.

The blindfold didn’t hide the dark slash of his cheekbones,
his full lips, or the sharp curve of his jaw. Barely a shadow of
beard shaded his cheeks.

She'd been attracted to his andmg}rnous beaut}r from the
first. A man whose features were so finely cut, so inherently
beautiful he might have appeared feminine if not for his innate
masculinity.

There was narhing feminine about his strength, his sense of
honor, his lean but powerful physique. Broad, bony shoulders
tapered to a narrow waist. His cock, huge even when flaceid,
lay softly against his thigh. The sensitive glans was completely
covered by his foreskin. Beth realized she was actually licking
her lips, imagining the taste of him, picturing the blood engorg-
ing his cock, the way the loose skin now hiding the up would
stretch across his broad g|ans and Ena"}-’ slip behind the crown
when he was fully aroused.

His dark hair had grown longer. A thick curl lay across the
blindfold and |1:rng strands brushed his cheek. His caramel-
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colored skin glistened in the pale light, but the dark tufts of hair
under his arms and the matching swirl of hair covering his
groin drew her eye.

He was beyond beautiful, inside and out. And she’d hurt
him with her pushy requests. She'd driven him away when he
was willing to do almost anything she asked.

A tear slipped down her cheek. Then another.

And she remembered.

When she'd first met him almost a year ago, he'd been a typ-
ical street kad hanging out near Golden Gate Park in San Fran-
cisco. They'd called him Nicky, then. A kid’s name, but he was
little more than a boy, too pretty to be considered a man.

He'd been raised in foster homes and then turned loose on
the streets at eighteen, where he’d found odd jobs and occa-
sionally turned tricks. As beautiful as Nick was, he'd been
more than popular, but whoring hadn’t been his choice.

Nao, he preferred a quiet corner in the library where he could
read until they kicked him out at night, or hanging out at the
memorial garden in Golden Gate Park, nibbling on those sweet
grasses—the grasses none of them realized were full of the nu-
trients that would enable those with the right DNA to achieve
their Chanku birthright and the ability to shapeshift.

Covered in tattoos and piercings, with his dark amber eyes,
dark hair, and dark skin, he could have passed for a young
gangbanger, but he'd preferred the quiet of the park and a good
book to the hangouts on Stanyan or the local coffee shops.

Beth had recognized a kindred soul, one not only damaged
by life and circumstance, but as racially mixed as she was. Both
of them with hearts and minds as confused as their DINA.
Where Beth traced her ancestry to the Middle East, Nick’s was
mostly native American, but they each had the same tilted eyes,
the same long, lean lines to their bodies, the same soft, caramel-
colored skin.

Mick wasn't as big or as tall as many of the Chanku males,
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but what he lacked in size he more than made up for in
strength, in the scrappy street smarts that had helped him sur-
vive his convoluted childhood.

She knew his life hadn’t been easy, but he never complained.
He'd wanted so much to go on in school, but when the money
wasn't there, he adjusted. He was a survivor, but he’d managed
to live hiz life on his own terms, with his own code of honor.

Until Beth came alnnE and tried to change the rules.

She knew everything there was to know about Nick, just as
he knew her. They’d learned it all in their mating bond, but did
they really understand each other?

Obviously not. If they did, she wouldn’t have been pushing
him, as Daci had accused her. Wouldn't have asked him to go
up against a man he tru|].-r loved and admired, va-s=|:!u£~|::ia11],.r when it
really wasn't the solution Beth needed.

Daci was right. This was Beth’s battle and hers alone. She
needed to face her stepfather, and she had to do it by herself,
with her own courage, not Nick’s. That meant she had to find
the courage inside herself. And, in case she failed, if something
went horribly wrong and she didn't make it back, she needed to
leave Nick with something wonderful to remember her by.

Something only she could give him—herself. Her love. The
assurance that she loved him for who and what he was, not for
what she’d hoped he could do for her.

With that thought in mind, Beth scrubbed the tears from her
face with both hands. Then she carefully placed one knee on
the edge of the bed. The slight motion woke Nick.

“Daci?” He turned his head. “Is that you?”

*MNao. It's me.”

She didn’t say her name, only whispered the words, but Nick
immediateh.r smiled. “Beth? Are you nka}r? I've been worried
about you. | didn’t like leaving you out there, but...” He left

unsaid what she knew he meant, that he hadn't known what to do.
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Well, neither had she, but maybe, just maybe, she was begin-
ning to ﬁgure it out.

Nick tugged at the restraints. “Turn me loose, okay? It looks
like the guys decided to leave me tied up for the night. Are they
here?”

Beth shook her head, realized he couldn’t see her, and softly
whispered, “No. Just you and me, Nick. And no...I'm not
going to untie you. ['ve decided I like you like this.”

Nick went very still. “How's that?”

“Restrained. Tied up. All for me, for my pleasure.” Beth
crawled up on the bed and straddled his long, lean body. She
settled her warm pussy over the ridge of his suddenly not-so-
flaceid cock and squeez&d her thighs righﬂ}r against his flanks.
Then she sighed.

“I have to admir, [ also like you blindfolded. It's easier say-
ing what I have to say when you can't see me.” She took an-
other deep breath and wished her racing heart would slow
down a little bit. It might malke it easier to get the words out. “1
love you, Nick. I don't really want our mating bond ended. I've
been so damned confused. I wasn’t sure what I wanted, other
than the fact I know I'll always love you. Always need you.
From the first time [ saw you, I knew you were the one. I'm so
sorry for saying what I said, for asking you to do things I didn’t
have the right to ask. Things that wouldn’t have made a differ-
ence in my screwed up life . . . at least not a difference for the
better.”

There was a long silence. She tested Nick’s barriers, but they
were I'liEl'I and tiEl‘lt, and she had no idea what he was thinking.

Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.

She felt Nick’s chest rise and fall beneath her as he took one
deep breath and then another.

“I love you, Beth. T'll admit it, I don’t understand what's
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going on in your head. Not when you close me out the way
you have.”

“Is that sort of an ‘T'll show you mine if you'll show me
yours’ suggestmn?‘ She laughed, ‘but her laughter ended on a
sob. “Okay.”

Then she opened to Nick. Showed him her love for him, her
fears, the black shadowed memories that pulsed over every
thought she had.

At the same time, Nick's love for her blossomed in her own
mind, his worries, his fears that he wasn’t man enough for her,
that his role as her mate was somehow lacking because he
couldn’t and wouldn't take on the pack’s alpha.

Mot because he didn’t want to protect Beth, but because he
couldn’t see any reason to challenge a man he loved and ad-
mired. Knowing he would lose, not because he lacked strength,
but because he lacked the desire to fight. Most of all, he realized
challenging Ulrich wouldn't stop the demons haunting his
mate.

Beth felt his tl'l-:rughts with a de&p ache in her chest. Nick
had made his decisions for all the right reasons. She’d made
hers for the wrong ones.

“You're right, you know.” She leaned over and kissed him,
tracing the soft swell of his |ips with the tp of her to ngue. Then
she touched her nose to his, separated from warm skin by the
bandana tied across his eyes. “Not about losing. I still think
you could take Ulrich if you had to, but I'm glad you could see
what a stupid idea it was. I'm sorry [ asked, and I'm really sorry
if Ulrich hurt you. He's so |:r|

The image ‘of Ulrich Mascrn shoving his huge cock inside
Nick's ass should have upset her. Instead she felt herself grow-
ing wetter, hotter.

And she felt Nick swelling beneath her, his cock stretching,
thickening. He laughed. “That should let you know you don’t
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have anything to be sorry about. Ulrich’s amazing. Mo wonder
Millie’s always in such a great mood.”

Beth kissed him once more and sat back, safﬂ}r grinding her
pussy against his cock. “She wasn't in such a great mood
tonight. She and Daci came looking for me in the woods. When
she found out I was upset with Ulrich just because he reminded
me of my stepfather, she was really pissed.”

Nick shrugged, about all he could do with his hands and feet
tied. “Can you blame her? She loves him. You're going to have
to get past that. And you're going to have to apoh:rgize to both
Millie and Ulrich.”

Beth sighed. “I know. I will. And I've got a few ideas about
the other, but in the meantime . . ." She scooted down between
his legs, stretched out on her be"}r, and took his thick cock in
her mouth. His foreskin was entirely stretched back and the
sensitive glans fully exposed. The dark tip glistened, a single
milky drop balanced against his slit. She gently laved the slick
surface with her tongue, wetting him even more with her saliva,
and then sucked him deep inside her mouth. The bittersweet
taste of his seed made her vagina| muscles clench ina desperate,
needy rhythm. Nick moaned softly and writhed against his re-
straints.

She released him and blew soft little puffs of air against the
sensitive g|ans. She ran her tongue a|ong the sleek edge of his
foreskin where it stretched over his shaft, and nuzzled against
him with nose and lips, tasting, nipping, teasing.

Beth was already close to climax merely from her mate’s
taste, from inhaling his warm, musky scent. How could she
have denied Nick, much less herself, these past few days?

Using just the tip of her tongue and sharp nips with her
teeth, she teased him with tiny licks and bites. His body twisted
and writhed beneath her as she sucked his cock deep. Her vagi-
nal muscles clenched and rippled as her arousal grew, step by
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step, with Nick’s, but when he was almost ready to come, she
released him with a little puff of air across his glans.

She dipped her head lower. He shuddered when she ran her
tongue over his wrinkled ball sac, drawing first one solid orb
and then the other between her lips, rolling them over her tongue,
sucking and licking until Nick was shivering with the need to
come.

His muscles tiEhtened against the restraints. The bed creaked
as he struggled to free himself. His thnughts were open to her, a
steaming cauldron of arousal, of pure, unadulterated lust grow-
ing deeper, darker as she took him closer to the edge.

Close, but not close enough. Reveling in the power, the sense
of ultimate control, Beth continued her sensual assault on the
man she’d chosen as her mate, on the one person who came clos-
est to understanding the convoluted thoughts and memories
that drove her.

She nuzzled close against his groin, tasting and touching,
breathing him deep into her lungs. He was trembling harder
now, but so was she, both of them skirting the edge of orgasm.
Moaning softly, Nick gave up any semblance of fighting her,
gave In to whatever course Beth chose for him.

Ulrich Mason had said she had the ability to see the truth in
people, to know when they lied. If that was so, if she truly saw
truth, then there was nmhing but honest}r in Nick’s response,
He loved her. Needed her. Hated her at this very moment for
denying him completion, but at the same time, loved her for
holding him here at the very edge.

Loved her for all her faults, all her fears,

Smiling, fighting her own raging desire, Beth crawled over
his body, licking and sucking her way along his ribs, spending
an inordinate amount of time on first one cnpper—c:nhred nip-
ple and then the other.

She bit down on the left. Nick jerked, but Beth felt the sen-
sual bite like 2 shock of sensation between her legs. Mick
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tugged against the restraints, but he didn’t say a word. She
licked the bruised peak and turned her attentions to the nipple
on his right, biting it even harder. Her pussy spasmed. Mick's
cock twitched against her bottom, and he moaned, shoving his
chest against her mouth.

She licked and bit and sucked, moving from one side to the
other until Nick was twisting beneath her, his body sliding in
her body'’s fluids as much as his own. Sweat covered his chest,
and his lips parted as he dragged n deep breaths. Beth slawlj,r
moved higher, until she straddled his upper chest. Rising up on
her knees, she gently pressed the wet folds of her sex to his
mouth,

Gmwling with frustration, Nick stabbed her with his tongue,
licked deep, and then wrapped his |i|::s around her swollen clit
and sucked, hard.

She climaxed, screaming his name, clasping her knees against
the sides of his head as wave after wave of sensation rolled
through her trembling body.

He licked her gently, takmg her to another climax, and yet
another. She heard a loud snap and felt his hands on her flanks—
he’d broken free of the restraints Daci and the guys had used to
hold him.

Nick’s feet were still tied, but he lifted her. Wrapping his big
hands around her slim flanks, he held her over him and then
slowly lowered her shivering body down on his erect, engorged
cock.

The broad flare of his glans met her swollen vaginal lips,
parted them, slipped between their folds. He was huge, grown
thick and hard with her teasing, and he stretched her wide and
filled her deep as her buttocks finally rested on his upper thighs
and her vaginal muscles clamped tiEhtl}r around him.

Nick’s hands clasped her flanks. She rocked forward, fitting
him even deeper, until the broad crown of his cock pressed
hard against the mouth of her womb. His ﬁngers dug into her
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sides, and he tilted his hips, holding her against him, stretching
her impossibly with his thick length. Then he lifted her, held
her above him, and brought her down once more.

Sighing, perfectly willing now to relinquish control to the
rhythm Nick set, Beth slowly raised her hips and began to

move.



Nick left the blindfold tied around his eyes. He ignored the
restraints holding his feet. He didn’t have to see his mate to love
her, but he needed her wet heat around him now, neaded the
clasp of her pussy rippling over his sensitive cock, the physical
affirmation of her love for him.

He'd thought she was lost to him. No matter that she would
always be his mate, always be the one he would love, he'd never
imagined they would come together again, not like this.
Tonight when she’d told him it was over, he'd felt his world slip
Away even as he'd accept&d her decision. He couldn’t hold her
if she didn’t love him, couldn’t keep her if she wanted to
leave—but she'd come back o him

Come back and apologized, though he knew she still didn’t
understand the demons haunting her, still needed to pursue
some course of action to free herself from her memories.

Whatever she needed, he would give. Wherever she needed
to go, he would follow, but if she had to pursue some course of
action by herself, Nick realized he could give her that freedom

as WEII.
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He wouldn’t like it, and he'd fear for her, but he'd have to
allow her that freedom, no matter the cost to himself.

Whatever it took to bring her back to him, whole, compl&te,
no longer haunted by a past he could never truly understand.

For now, though, he would love her. Love her and reassure
her that he was hers, no matter what, forever. And remind her
of something even more important than their fears, their drives,
their individual needs.

It wasn’t just him who was hurt |:r].r her actions. The:l.-r were
part of something larger, more complex. They were part of a
pack. He needed to remind her who and what she was. What he
was. That he was Nick Barden. He was her lover, her mate—
and he was Chanku.

He chose that moment to shift, so that Beth straddled the
wolf, not the man she’d teased to distraction. She cried out,
filled to the point of pain by the thick knot of his wolven cock.
Her fingers tightened in the dark fur covering his chest.

The restraints fell away, the blindfold hunE about his neck
like a collar. Nick rolled beneath her, twisting and turning in a
tangle of human limbs and wolven legs until, bodies still con-
nected, he covered Beth from behind. She could have shifted,
but instead she lowered her cheek against her folded forearms
and knelt, buttocks raised, open to him and submissive now, no
longer the dominant partner.

Nick raked her shoulder with one heavy paw, leaving a trail
of dark red scratches. Growling, he thrust hard and fast, loving
his woman, at the same time reminding her who and what he
Wis.

Her mate. Male. Wolf. Physically more powertul, willing to
submit to the needs of his alpha bitch, yet strong enough to
wrest control whenever he desired.

He desired that control now. Desired it and took it, driving
into her like a battering ram, giving in to his hurt, his anger, his
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frustration with the woman who'd managed to tear him to
pieces for most of the past week.

He opened his thaughrs, absorbed hers. Experienc:ed him-
self from Beth's point of view. Felt the sharp, stabbing thrust of
his cock, the thick bulge of the knot that held them together.
Felt her love as her body tipped once again over the edge.

Orgasm raged through him, a shock of pure sensation strik-
ing hard and fast. Nick jerl{ed. His cock swelled even more.
Beth raised her head and cried out, finding her climax precisely
as Nick's swept over him, sharing the sweet, sharp current as it
raced through her body.

His hips continued thrusting even as he collapsed, his full
weight driving Beth to the rump|ed blankets, his jaws wide and
tongue hanging as he struggled to draw in enough breath to
power his straining lungs.

Long minutes later, they remained atop the twisted bedding,
still connected, bodies sated, hearts pounding, thoughts open.

) }mpe I didn’t burt you. That wasn't my mtent. Her pussy
tightened around his cock in answer. The swaollen knot, such a
bestial reminder of who and what t|'|i£-j,.r were, was ﬁnau}r shrink-
ing.

“No. That was...” She paused, her thoughts in disarray.
That was unbelievable. More powerful than anything I . ..

Her mind drifted off into an uninteuigiHe sequence of re-
membered feelings and sensations. Nick grinned. He felt much
the same.

He also felt a connection more powerful than he had the
night they’'d mated. With that thought in mind, he shifted and
pulled Beth into his arms, tight against the swell of his chest. *1
love you, Beth. You're mine, forever and always. Whatever it is
that’s haunting you, we’ll find answers, but for now we both
need to sleep. Together. I'm not letting go of you, okay?”

"Dka}r." She rolled within his embrace and kissed him. Then
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she sighed and snuggled close. “I love you, Nick. I'm sorry for

being such a bitch. I love you more than you can know.”

“Are you sure this is what you want?” Whispering softly,
Daci helped Beth load her few belongings into Daci’s little Mini
Cooper.

Beth kept her voice just as low. “I have to. Thank you so
much for letting me borrow your car.” She looked down at the
kt'}f& in her hand and then smiled at Daci. “And thank you for
caﬂing Keisha and Tala. I'll let you know as soon as [ get to San
Francisco. [ really hope Keisha can be there, though I know it’s
hard to get away with such a small baby.”

Daci shook her head. “She was au::tuall],.r thrilled that j.rou'd
asked for her. She’s d}ring to see the ga.rden she designed, the
one you guys used to hang out at.” Daci grabbed both of Beth’s
shoulders and looked directly into her eyes. “I hate doing this
behind Nick’s back, but I do understand. We’ll take good care
of him. Just promise you'll be very careful. If anything happens
to you, I'm the bitch in trouble.”

Beth ]aughed and wrapped her arms around Dact. “T’ll be
careful. Tell Nick I'll be home in a week, maybe two, max, but
please explain to him. You were so right. This is something I
have to do on my own. I can’t ask him to do it for me.”

*I know. Drive carefullj,r. I'll tell the others.”

Beth quietly opened the car door and slipped inside. “I love
you, Daci. I can never thank you enough.”

Daci flashed her a grin. “Just bring my little car home safe or
I'll haunt you forever.” Then she quietly shut the door to her
car.

Beth grinned at her, started the engine, and within seconds
had disappeared into the gray ear|}r dawn. Daci stood alone in
front of the cabin where Matt and Deacon slept. She glanced
across the parking area at her little cabin where Nick stood,
staring silentlj.r out the window.
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She knew he'd watched the entire time Beth loaded the car
and prepared to leave. Watched, but restrained himself from in-
terfering. Beth had been so nervous, she hadn’t even known he
was there. Daci glanced once more at the dark cabin. Her men
slept on, oblivious to her absence. Smiling, she turned away and
went to MNick.

It was obvious he needed her now, more than Matt and Dea-
con did. Nick needed the reassurance that he'd made the right
decision to let Beth fight her battles by herself.

Dhaci walked up the steps and the door swung wide. Nick
leaned against the frame, but his gaze went beyond her. She
turned to see what caught his E}re—the morning sun g|ittering
thrnugh the dust cloud that marked Beth's exit.

“Do you think she’ll come back?” He blinked. His eyes
sparkled from unshed tears.

“She’ll be back. The question is, are you going to let her go
by herself?”

He nodded. “For now, though it’s not my place to let Beth
do anything. ... 5he’ll do what she thinks is right, no matter
what I want. It’s her life. It should be her choice.” He stepped
back and Daci entered.

It was her cabin, after all, but she flashed him a grin. Unlike
some guys, Nick obviously understood and respected Beth’s
right to decide her own life. “Agreed,” she said. “Then what?”

Mick closed the door and leaned against it. “I'm not sure.
Last night, when we made love, I realized there are parts of
Beth I don't reach. Memories I don't think she's even aware of.
Dhark shadows in her mind that cling to what she’s shared with
me, but they're still dark. She needs to bring those memories
into the light. I can’t do it for her.”

Daci touched his hand. The mating bond terrified her, for
some reason. She'd stll not aEreed to 2 bond with Deacon and

Matt, though both her men were ready. “Shouldn’ you have



30/ Kate Douglas

found them when you bonded? I didn’t think there were any
secrets left after a mating bond.”

Nick sighed. “I thought so, too, but obviously that’s not al-
ways the case. At least not with Beth and me. Maybe we were
too young. Maybe it wasn’t a true mating bond.”

“I don’t know. The guys and I, we...” Sighing, she took
NMick's hand and led him toward the bed. ThE}" sat down beside
each other, lost in their own questions. Nick slung his arm
around her shoulders, but she knew that sex wasn't what he
wanted right now.

No, Nick probably wanted the same thing she did. Answers.
If only they knew the questions.

It’s barely five in the morning. They're just sleeping. This
place is buge and they might not bear, or . .. Beth looked down
at the small bag at her feet and stared at the door. She'd knocked
a couple of times already. What if they weren’t asleep? What if
they were gone? Daci said Tala expected her, but if they'd Eot—
ten called out on an emergency, Tala might have fc-rEc:rten, or.
Beth glanced over her shoulder at the Mini Cooper parked at
the curb, right under the MO PARKING sign.

She raised her fist to knock one more time.

Suddenhr the front door swung open. Tala was barelj,r visible
in the big fluffy robe she’d wrapped around herself, and her hair
was tangled and uncombed . . . like she’d been sound asleep.

“Beth! What the hell are you doing here so early? It’s not
even light out yet!”

Beth shrugged and stared down at her feet. “I'm sorry. |
know it’s too early. I was going to wait to knock until later, but
I felt silly sitting out front in the car, and I couldn’t find park-
ing, and if I don’t move it right away I'll .. ."

Laughing, Tala swung the door wide. “Don’t worry! We've
got room in the garage. Daci called and said you'd be coming,
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but I didn’t expect you until at least tonight or tomorrow. Let’s
get your car moved before someone comes along and tows it,
and then come on in and T'll put on a pot of coffee.”

“You're sure?”

Tala just shook her head. “Well of course I'm sure, you idiot.
What do you think?”

Not quite certain what to think, Beth shrugged and tossed
her bag through the open door. Tala must have hit a button near-
b}r. Cmnking and squeaking, the garage door slnw|}-' npened. It
felt like a sign.

She was welcome here. Suddenly the day didn’t seem nearly
as dark and her future didn’t feel as bleak. Smiling for the first
time in what felt like forever, Beth went to move the car off the
street.

Tala stuck her head inside the refrigerator and wondered
what to fix for breakfast. It was still early, but she figured Beth
must be starved. She was sitting at the kitchen table, sipping
coffee and chatting about her long drive to San Francisco, when
AJ wandered in, grumbling about the early hour.

“Beth! It’s practically the middle of the night. When did you
get in?” He winked at Tala and flashed his million megawart
smile at Beth. The guy was always gorgeous, but when he de-
cided to turn on the charm, Tala knew there wasn™t 2 woman
alive who could ignore him.

AJ leaned over and gave Beth a kiss. Startled, she almost
choked on her coffee. She was still sputtering when Mik walked
in right behind AJ. He picked Beth up, wrapped his arms
around her in a big hug, kissed her soundly, and plopped her
back down in her chair.

He didn’t seem to notice that she froze, that her eyes went
wide with fear. Tala sent her a calming thought. Beth blinked
rapidly and then forced a laugh. She made a big show of wiping
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Mik’s kiss off her face. “Early,” she said, with a grateful glance
in Tala’s direction. “I drove all day and all night with just a cou-
ple of stops to nap along the way.” She settled back in her chair
and held her cup out to AJ for a refill. “Thanks for letting me
come here, guys.”

A] frowned as he filled her cup. “Where else would you
go?”

Before Beth could answer, Mik said, “Nowhere. This is your
home, Beth. You know that.”

“Mik’s right.” Tala grabbed a carton of eggs and a package of
bacon. She glanced up and grinned at Mik. Then she set the
food on the counter next to the stove, folded her arms across
her chest. “Beth, you'll always have a home here. You know
you're always welcome.”

Beth stared at her hands. Tala wondered what was going
through her mind. Unlike Jazzy Blue, one of the other young
Chanku who had stayed here for such a brief time, Beth had
kept to herself when she hadn’t practically been attached at the
l'liP to Mick. She'd never relaxed at all around the guys—not
even with Tala.

Maybe the fact she’d chosen to return to the place where it
all started meant something important, well beyond her issues
with her stepfather. Maybe it meant she’d finally, truly under-
stood what being Chanku actually meant.

She'd been a shapeshifter for such a short time. Tala re-
membered those early days when she'd first realized she was
Chanku—not only had it brought back a wealth of memories
she'd blocked for years, It had given her an entireh.r new fa.mil}r,
a new appreciation for her own self-worth.

No one really knew what demons Beth still had to fight.

Tala sat down at the table and sque&zed Beth's hand. *Where
else would you go? We're family, Beth. All of us. No matter
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what happens, we have to learn to count on each other. Face it,
we're all we've got!”

Beth glanced at Mik and A] and smiled at Tala. “Thanks. I
didn’t know where else to go . .. what to do. It wasn’t fair for
either Mick or Ulrich to have me hanging around, not with my
emotions so screwed up.” She hung her head. I can't believe
the hornble things I said about Ulrich.”

Mik laughed, turned a kitchen chair around, and straddled
it. “Ulrich’s tough, but from what Tala said, I imagine you really
pissed off Millie.”

This time Beth grinned. “You don’t know the half of it. T re-
ally needed to get out of there, and quick. I think Millie was
read}r to bite me.”

AJ leaned over Tala and kissed the top of her head before he
sat down beside her. “Well, Just as a warning, don’t say any-
thing bad about Mik or me, or Tala might go for your throat.
You know how she is when anyone messes with her men.”

Beth nodded sageh{. “I"ll remember that.”

Tala snorted. “Oh, cut it out, A]. You are so full of your-
self.”

AJ cocked one dark eyebrow. “As I recall, just a few hours
ago you were the one full of myself....” He nodded toward
Mik. “And himself.”

“And the vibrator,” Mik said, interrupting. “*Don't forget
that honkin’ biE vibrator she likes to .. .”

Tala's face flamed. She never blushed! “Cut it out, now, or
no breakfast.”

AJ slowly shook his head. “She’s fightin’ dirty, man. We bet-
ter cool it.”

Mik nodded. Beth giggled and covered her mouth with her
hand, but when she looked up at Tala, there were tears in her
eyes.
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I want this, she said. I want this same kind of ease with men
that you have.

Keisha will be bere later this afternoon, Tala said. Once we
put our beads together, we’'ll figure out exactly what we need to
do next. First, you'd better eat. Then I want you to get some
sleep. We'll deal with everything else when you're vested.



Beth crawled into bed in the same room she’d shared with
Nick just a few short weeks ago, when they’d first come to this
place. She lay there in the crisp sheets, remembering that amaz-
ing day when they'd all been hanging out in the park with
nothing more important to worry about than where each of
them would sleep that I'liEl'lt.

She shivered with the c|arir].-r of her memories. Tala had come
walking toward the garden, a complete stranger to all of them
at the time. They’d noticed her—she was tiny and really cute,
but it was |::|a|r1fu|13,.r obvious she didn't realize she was followed
by two young guys, gangbangers from the looks of them.
They'd started out hassling her, and then one of the guys had
grabbed her.

That's when, for the six of them, life took an amazing turn.
The assault had happened so fast, none of them had time to
react. None except Nick. Suddenly, the quiet boy Beth had
been shyly flirting with all summer was gone. In his place was a
huge, snarling wolf, a terrifying creature out of her worst
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nightmares. He'd jumped right over Jazzy and gone straight for
the throat of the one hurting Tala.

Dnh.r tl‘lf:‘j.-r hadn’t known her name. Mot then. Not until one
of the kids was lying dead on the ground and the other had run
off, screaming. Not until the wolf had turned into Nick once
again and collapsed, unconscious, to lie naked next to the body
of the one he’d just killed.

Tala hadn't hesitated. She'd recc:gnized all six of them as
Chanku, called Mik and AJ for help and loaded the stunned
group of kids into their SUV. At that moment, everything Beth
had ever believed about herself had disappeared.

Her life was forever changed.

Just as Nick and Deacon, ]azz.],r Blue, Ll:lgan, and Matt's
lives would never be the same again. They weren't lost, home-
less kids trying to survive in the City by the Bay anymore. No,
they were Chanku, members of an ancient race, shapeshifters
with amazing abilities each of them were still coming to terms
with.

Dnh.r Beth wasn't making the transition as seam|ess|}r as the
others. Logan had discovered he was a doctor suffering from
amnesia, Jazzy Blue had finally remembered how she’d ended
up in the sex trade as a child, Matt and Deacon now understood
why they'd never really fit in anywhere, why they'd viewed the
world from such a strange perspective.

Nick had found peace, and Beth . .. well, she’d had memo-
ries she'd been trying to forget shoved right down her throat
once again. Memories of a brutal rape when her stepfather took
her virginity the night before her mother’s funeral. A horrible
enough act on its own, yet the memory was somehow incom-
plete, as if there was more she should know.

How could there P-crssibl}r be more? Wasn't the truth bad
enough? It wasn't right. How come the others were able to find
peace with their Chanku heritage while all she got from this
new rea|it].r wis more pain?
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Not entirely true. I found Nick.

But would she be able to keep him? If she couldn’t get her
life together, Beth knew damned well Nick wouldn't ha.ng around.
He had too much to offer to 2 mate to be saddled with someone
like Beth. Someone so trapped in the past they couldn’t live
their own future.

Dhaci was right. She needed closure, and there was only one
way that was going to happen, but was she strong enough?
Could she face the man who'd taken so much from her? Was
that the solution—to ﬁght now for her honor, so mething she'd
been unable to do five years ago? Would she have the nerve?

Diaci had insisted Beth needed to do it on her own...so
wh],r was she waiting on Keis ha? Wh}r had she come running to
Tala?

Was it fair to deny Nick, her bonded mate, the chance to
help her, yet involve women who had lives of their own? Mates
who loved them? Keisha had a child. Was she bringing Lily
Milina with her? Packing up a child and ﬂ}ring to San Fran-
cisco, all because Beth had issues? Because she couldn’t deal
with her past?

Millie thought she was a drama queen. Was she really that
shallow? That selfish? Mind spinning, her entire life slowly un-
raveling, Beth felt her thoughts slipping deeper and deeper into
the quagmire of questions and confusion that had haunted her
over the past weeks. Finally, the confusion slipped into despair
and, still without answers, she drifted into restless slumber.

Nick awoke in a tangle of arms and legs, none of which be-
longed to his mate. Damn but he missed her. She'd been gone
for less than tv.'enr}-'—four hours, and it felt like months since
he'd held her.

At least his friends hadn't left him alone to stew in his mis-
ery. He'd fallen asleep between Daci’s legs. His last memory
was the taste of her release and the soft cries she'd made during
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climax. Matt snored softly with Daci’s left nipple pressing into
his cheek...he'd obviously nodded off while suckling her
breast. Deacon la],r across MNick’s rhighs with one arm wmpped
around his waist and his long fingers still grasping Nick’s cock.

So why did he awaken with thoughts of Beth making him
hard? She’d chosen to leave him, and while Daci promised him
hiz mate would be back, Beth hadn’t wanted MNick with her.

She hadn't wanted her mate beside her when she faced her
nightmares. Logically, Nick understood her reasoning, but his
heart didn't follow IDEiC. Meither did his libido. He'd had some
amazing sex throughout the night, but none of his buddies
came close to his mate,

They were all talented lovers with open hearts and sex drives
that matched Nick’ s, but none of them touched his heart or his
soul the way Beth could. What Daci, Matt, and Deacon offered
made for great sex, but not perfect sex.

Not the way it was with Beth.

He tried to roll away from Daci without waking her, but
Deacon’s long ﬁngers t1ghtened around his cock, and Dact's
thighs closed against the sides of his head. Her scent drew him.
Nick ran his tongue between her puffy lips, tasting the first
drops of her arousal. Daci moaned and arched her back, but her
eyes stayed closed.

Her thoughts were open. 5|Eep}r, relaxed, her bud}r waking
from a night of what should have been sexual excess but had
merely primed her for more. Beth’s going to be fine, she said.
But I could really use some more. .. Her mental voice drifted
away on a sigh.

Mick chuckled as he shifted his bnd}r to accommodate Dea-
con's ﬁng&r&. Then he siEhed when Deacon ran his tongue over
the broad crown of his cock. Slowly, Deacon drew him deep
inside his mouth. The warmth, the suction, the light flick of his
tongue, even the weight of Deacon’s powerful male body
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pressing against Nick brought him as much a sense of peace as
arousal.

Matt awakened with a sleep}r vawn. He closed his lips
around the tip of Daci’s breast, and his cheeks hollowed with
the strength of his suckling. Daci’s thoughts flowed over all of
them. Her love for Matt and Deacon drew Nick close as well,
so that he felt a part of them, a link in their love for one another.

Yet as seductive as their love, as welcome as their need for
him even as he needed each of them, it wasn't enough. As he
made love to Dact with his mouth, it was Beth he tasted, and it
was Beth he needed.

The three of them understood. Opening hearts and minds,
they tasted and touched, gave and accepted, each of them
shawing Nick exacthr how good it could be, how wonderful it
would be when Beth finally came to terms with her past, when
she finally opened herself to her future.

A future that Nick had to believe would include him.

Beth dreamed of Mick. Felt his hands on her body, his lips
pressing against hers, but she awoke to the sound of Eurgling
and cooing, and a wet, sloppy kiss on her cheek. “Wha ... ?"

Her eyes flashed open, and she looked directly into the
sweet caramel face of a drooling baby girl dressed all in pink.
B|in|Ling, Beth looked be].rq:-nd and caught Tala sranding beside
the bed, grinning.

“Meet Lily,” Tala said, reaching for the baby. “And her
mom, Keisha Rialto.”

“Sorry about that. Here, let me take her.” A beauriful
woman with dark chocolate skin reached for the bab}r. Tt was
Tala’s idea, not mine, to let Lily wake you up.” She laughed.
“Probably not the most exciting wake-up you've ever had, but
it does the trick, doesn’t 1t? It's good to meet you, Beth.”

“I'm definitely awake!” Blinking in the late afternoon sun-
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light streaming into her bedroom, Beth scooted up in the bed.
“It’s good to meet you, too. I can’t believe you flew all the way
down hereto ...

Keisha shook her head. “Not a problem. I've been wanting
to make the trip anyway. The point is, we're family. Families
help each other.” She sat on the side of the bed and held Lily in
her lap.

“Tala said you came here without your mate. Didn't he want
to come?”

Beth shrugged and stared at her cla,specl Engers. “1 don't
know. I think so, but I finally realized he can’t fight my battles
for me. We've been having some rough patches. They were my
fault.”

Keisha laughed, and Beth jerked her head up. “What?”

“Been there, done that.” Keisha's broad smile spoke vol-
umes. “I put so many barriers in front of poor Anton that I'm
amazed the man hung around, but ya know what? Those barri-
ers taught us that we can get through anything, so long as we
do it together. If your mate loves you, he wants the best for
you. If that means you deal with it on your own, that's what
he’s going to make happen. If you need him beside you, he'll
work that out as well. The important thing is honesty and ap-
preciating the power of the love two bonded mates can have. It
goes beyond an}rthing else ],rnu'll ever know.”

“I hope so. I can’t imagine life without Nick in it.” Beth
tock a deep breath. “I try to do the right thing, but somehow, I
feel as if I'm missing something important. It's creating a rift
between us that’s scaring me to death.”

“I understand.” Keisha glanced away for a moment, as if or-
ganizing her thoughts. When she turned back to Beth, she'd
obviously come to a major decision. “*From what Tala says, we
share an experience that makes us even closer. [ want to help.
It’s not going to be easy for any of us, but we're all strong
women. We can do it, especia"j.r if we do it tngether."
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“Thank you.” What else could she say? That she still wasn’t
sure? That she was terrified of facing her memories, much less
the man himself? What if this was all a horrible mistake?

Keisha smiled and covered Beth's hand with hers. “I'm not
intruding on your thoughts, but I imagine you're wondering if
you're doing the right thing. That’s why I'm here. To find out.”

Before Beth could reply, there was a soft tap on the partially
open door. Mik stuck his head in the room. “Hey, Keisha. I
hear AJ and I get Lily for the afternocon. You're sure?”

"Drﬂ}r if you are.” Keisha stood Li|}-' up on her |ap so the lit-
tle girl could look at Mik. “Are you absolutely certain you two
are up to a six-month-old?”

AJ stepped around Mik and reached for the baby. She
grinned and giggled. A] parked her on his hip. *You're kidding,
right? Grown men run in terror from the two of us. What's a
baby going to do that we can’t handle#”

Keisha glanced at Tala and Beth, and the three of them burst
nto gigghzs.

“I'm not saying a thing,” Keisha said, glancing toward Tala
and Beth. “I don't want to lose my bab}rsitters."

The tension ebbed away from Beth. Mik and A] were so
easy to be around, almost like big brothers. She’d heard so
many wonderful things about Keisha, it was as if she’d known
her for years. She already knew she loved Tala. Trusted her.

She could do this. Maybe.

Keisha stood up and ran her fingers through her daughter’s
dark hair. “I left all of her stuff in the room with the crib. There
are bottles of breast milk in the refrigerator, and a few jars of
strained carrots and bananas on the counter. I won't be far, if
you need me for an}rthin g

AJ shifted Lily on his hip and turned to Mik. “I’ll take care
of the bottles and, yuck, carrots and bananas. You get diaper
duty.”

Mik reached for Lily and deftly removed her from AJ’s
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grasp. He settled her in the crook of his massive arm and she
looked like a tiny doll surrounded by all that rippling muscle.
“Doesn’t work that way, big guy. We share all of it. Remember,
we're in training.”

Keisha jerked her head around and stared at Tala. “Are you
expecting?”

Laughing, Tala shook her head. "No, not yet, but these two
have delusions of fatherhood. I want to be a little more sure I'm
re:;.dj.r before we try and pop one out.”

“Good idea. They don’t pop all that easy. Believe me, life is
not the same once you have one of these. A hundred percent
better in most ways, but in others...” Keisha took the baby
from Mik, held her up, and rubbed noses with her daugl‘lter.
“You, my dear, are a lot of work.”

Lily grinned and drooled, perfectly comfortable as she was
handed from one grown-up to another. Keisha held Lily against
her shoulder and reached for the diaper bag. Mik beat her to it
and s|ung the big tl‘IiIIE over his shoulder.

“Thanks, Mik.” Keisha shifted the baby when she fussed.
“I'm going to show the guys where ever}rrhing 1s and see if we
can get the princess fed before we get started. Beth, why don’t
you get a shower, find something comfortable to wear, and
meet Tala and me in the sunroom on the top floor in half an
hour.™

Beth nodded and crawled out of bed as Keisha and Lily,
Mik, and AJ left her room. Tala slipped an arm around her
waist and gave her a hug.

“You've slept most of the day away. It's almost five. Keisha
got here around noon, and she and Lily took a nap, too, so
we're good to go, but first Keisha wants to do some serious
linking. Are you up to that? To going back to the night it hap—
pened?”

Do we have to?”

Tala nodded. “We have to. We also have to revisit our own
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experiences. Keisha doesn’t want any secrets. She wants you to
know what happened to each of us, just as we need to under-
stand exacthr what happen&d to you. Once everj.rthing Is out on
the table, then we’ll work on a solution.” Gently, she stroked
her hand over Beth's shoulder. “You can do it, you know. Y-cru
can face your fears. It's not easy, but it makes you stronger.”

Wasn't that why she'd driven all night? Wh}r she’d left her
mate? Beth nodded. Whatever it took, she was re:;.dj.r

She'd have to be. If she wanted a future with MNick, she had

no other choice.



Beth met Tala at the bottom of the stairs. Both of them wore
soft, silken caftans belted at the waist. Tala’s was a pale green
while Beth had chosen a darker saffron shade of yellow.

She realized she was counting steps as they climbed the
stairs to the third floor. She'd done that when she was little, be-
fore Frank, before her life changed.

Tension roiled through her body, and she almost turned
around before they stepped into the sunroom on the top story
of the converted mansion. Beth hadn’t been up there before.

She'd had no idea what she was missing. “This is EOrgeous. ..
unbelievable!”™ She stood in the danrwa}r, staring at the un-
obstructed view of the Pacific through huge windows that made
up the entire western wall. Sunlight spilled in through glass sky-
lights, where it all seemed to gather in shimmering waves over
the brilliant turquoise sarong Keisha wore.

Beth thought she looked absolutely regal, like a queen await-
ing her sub]ev;ts, sitting there on a lonE white leather couch near
the big picture window, sipping her glass of wine, with her dark
hair flowing in curling waves past her shoulders.
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“I'm surprised you never made it up here, but those few
days you guys were all here were definitely hectic.” Tala led
Beth across the big room and sat down on Keisha's right with
her toes curled under her butt.

Beth sat to Keisha's left, but for some strange reason, she felt
stiff and awkward beside the other two. It was never easy, being
the new kid on the block. She'd hated it when she and her mom
moved when she was about twelve, when her mom boughta lit-
tle house in Oakland for just the two of them. Adjusting wasn’t
easy for a shy child, but then her mother married Frank Michaels,
and it got worse when he’d moved in with them.

She’d hated it then.

Hated Frank.

Beth shoved his leering image out of her mind. She took a
deep breath and tried to relax, but her heart pounded in her
chest, and she felt sweat beading on her forehead.

Keisha smiled and poured each of them a glass of wine. The
chilled chard-:rnna}-' left a tart but fruit],.r taste on Beth's tongue.
*Thank you. It's rv;-:;.ﬂj,.r Eund.“ She took another sip and tried to
look relaxed, but her hands trembled.

“Of course it’s good.” Tala laughed. “You don’t think I'd let
my friends drink bad wine, do you?”

Keisha laughed, but Beth just stared at the wine. Thought
about anything but why she was here with two women she ad-
mired but really didn’t know very well. She sipped the wine
again and realized she’d never tasted really good wine before
meeting Tala and her men.

Of course, she'd never had or done a lot of things before
that day.

Keisha smiled and held her g|ass up for a toast. “Thank you
for making me feel so welcome, Tala,” she said. “I have really
missed this city. It's good to be back.”

Tala clinked her glass against Keisha's and then Beth's.

“FYou're a|wa}rs welcome. Look how many nights I've been in
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your home? Funny, isn't it? You miss the city and I miss those
gorgeous mountains of yours. What’s wrong with this pic-
ture?” She took a sip of wine.

Keisha sighed. I know, but as much as I love it here, my
heart’s in the mountains.”

Laughing, Tala grinned at Beth. “*Don’t let her fool you. Her
heart’s with Anton Cheval. I don’t think it really matters where
heis.”

*There 1s that.” Keisha turned to Beth. “Which reminds me,
Beth. I want to know more about why you chose to come out
here alone.”

Beth took another swallow of wine and prayed for a little
liquid courage. She looked down at the glass in her hands. It
was almost Empty, which surprised her. She didn't realize how
fast she’d been drinking it. “Like I told you, I've been pretty
awful to Nick,” she said, staring at the amber liquid. “T asked
him to do things he found dishonorable, thinking he could help
me get past all my issues. We argued, but when we made up, I
realized how wrong I'd been, asking him to solve my problems.
He can’t do it for me. [ have to do it for m}-’se|f."

Keisha nodded. “I understand. It’s good you've come to the
right decision, then.”

They talked, about Keisha’s memonrial garden and her fam-
i|].r, how she'd Zrown up without knowing her Chanku heritage
even though she later learned her mother had been able to
shift—had in fact been killed because of her birthright. No
mention was made of Keisha's assault.

Tala talked about her dysfunctional family and the love she
had for her brother Baylor and sister Lisa, but nothing was said
of her assault, either.

Beth found herself re|axi|15, talking about growing up in the
East Bay, how she’d always been afraid of her stepfather, even

rhcrugh she couldn’® recall that he'd ever actua"}r been abusive.
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At least not in the beginning. It was harder to talk about her
mother. They'd been so close, and she still missed her.

“1 was never really certain what kind of cancer she had.”

Keisha poured more wine in her glass without asking. Beth
nodded her thanks, took a sip, and then another. As good as it
was, it tasted even better the more she drank. Her tension
seemed to ease with each swallow. *Mom wouldnt talk about
her illness, and I don’t remember her having surgery, but we all
knew she was d}ring. She kept getting weaker and thinner, and
then one day she was just gone.”

Keisha covered Beth's hand with hers. “You're sure it was
cancer?

“That's what Frank said. He's my stepfatl'ler. Was my step-
father. He's nothing to me now. Why do you ask?”

Keisha frowned as if something didn’t quite click. *You
weren't adopted, were you?”

“No, and despite my darker skin, I look just like my mom.”

Keisha stared into her wine. “Your mother was Chanku, even
if she never had the nutrients that would enable her to shift,
that she never embraced her birthright. It's not commeon for
Chanku to get cancer, though it does happen. We're generally
immune to most of the diseases that affect humans, whether or
not we've had the nutrients.”

Beth tried to remember, but so much of the last few months
of her mother’s life were a blur. One day she’d been healthy,
and then she wasn't. There’d been little money for medical care,
and Beth kept thinking she’d get better, but she didn’e.

Instead, Beth remembered her mom Erowing weaker, her
body failing and her mind slipping away until she was little
more than a shell of the vibrant woman she'd been.

One morning when Beth awoke, her mother was gone.

Frank said thE}r'd taken her away in the ﬂiEl‘It when she died.



68 / Kate Douglas

He hadn’t wanted to awaken Beth. Didn't think it would make
any difference to her, once her mother was dead.

At least that was what he'd said.

Tala glanced at Keisha, but she asked Beth, “Was there an
autopsy?”

Beth shook her head. “I don’t know. I never asked. By then
I was afraid of Frank. I tried to avoid him, but I didn’t know
where to go. It had a|wavs been just me and Mom until he
moved in. We didn’t have any other family, and she never told
me who my real father was. Mom was blond, but she had
amber eyes like mine. We looked alike, except I'm so dark, [ al-
ways figured my father must have been Middle Eastern or In-
dian. I know for sure that Frank isn’t my father. She didnt
marry him until I was fourteen.”

“Did he touch you before the attack? Had he ever physically
or sexually abused you?” Keisha’s soft voice soothed Beth even
as the questions made her heart race in fear.

Beth shook her head. “He never actua"}-' did an}rthinE while
my mom was alive. Not really, but I know he wanted to. It was
the way he watched me. The way he'd manage to be outside the
bathroom when [ showered so that he'd “accidentally” catch me
wrapped in nothing but a towel. When he knocked on my bed-
room door, he'd pusl‘l first, to see if the door would open. [ got

a lock for my bedroom door and started taking a big, heavy
mbe with me to bathe. I covered up completely, but he still
watched. It made my skin crawl. It still does when I think
abour it.”

The sun went down while they talked. Beth felt the relaxing
effects of the wine in spite of the deceptively gentle conversa-
tion that had drawn out more of her past than she’d wanted to
share.

She stared as the huge, orange disk slipped beneath the hori-
zon and thought of the way her mother had slipped away. Not
with a burst of flame and glnr].r like the setting sun. No, she'd
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been nothing more than a wisp of fog that merely dissipated
into the air. One day she’d been alive, and then the woman who
had given Beth life no |1:rnger had a life of her own.

She took another sip of wine.

A sound caught her attention, and Beth glanced up just in
time to see Keisha share a knowing glance with Tala. Both
women stood up and began to disrobe. Tala slipped her caftan
over her head. Keisha untied her sarong and let the blue silk
Hutter |ig|1t1}r to the floor.

Without a word, tth.r reached for Beth. Each took one of
her hands and they led her to a small daybed in one corner of
the large room. Tala released Beth’s hand and began lighting
candles set about the room. Flickering lights danced on the
walls and were reflected in the big windows.

Keisha helped Beth slip her caftan over her head. 1 want
you to trust us,” she said, smoothing the soft, cotton coverlet
on the bed. “Lie down on your back. Open your thoughts.
Find the one tl‘lought that brinEs you peace. Concentrate. Hold
that thnught n your heart.”

Frowning, Beth did as she was told. As Nick's smile filled
her mind, Keisha gently stretched Beth’s hands over her head
and secured them to the iron rungs of the headboard. Thoughts
of Nick flashed out of existence, and Beth knew her eyes must
be as big as saucers. She’d never been into bondage. Couldn™
handle the thought of being tied up, out of control.

Before she could speak, Keisha pulled a dark scarf out from
under the pillow and tied it around Beth’s eyes. She felt her
chest tighten and wondered why having her eyes covered made
it hard to breathe.

“Relax. Trust us. We're not going to hurt you.” Keisha's soft
words did little to comfort her, Especiau}r when she felt her legs
being pulled apart, felt padded cuffs securing her ankles.

She’d trusted Keisha and Tala, but they'd trussed her up like
a damned turke].r. "Wh}r?“ she asked, tugging at the headboard.
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“Why are you tying me up?” She felt the panic begin to well up
inside. Her heart raced. Her throat felt ught.

A soft hand pressed between breasts. Beth reccrgniz.ed
Keisha's mental touch and forced herself to stop struggling. We
have to do this, Beth. Try to relax.

The bed dipped beside her. “It's okay, Beth. We learned this
from the master. Seriously. You've never met Anton, Keisha's
mate, but he's discovered that sexual energy seems to empower
Chanku.” Tala chuckled. “And yes, the guys really hate it when
I cut them off to build their frustration, but it works. When we
reach a point where the body is crying for release, the mind
seems to slip into another, more powerful gear. Barriers come
down, power goes up. That's what Keisha and T want to do
with you tnnighr. We're going to take you to the very pinnade
of arousal, but not let you slip over the edge. Once there, we're
going into your thoughts, and you're going to enter ours.”

Keisha's soft voice interrupted. “It's not going to be easy for
you. Not onl}r will we take you back to that horrible night with
your stepfather, but we're going to take you through what Tala
and 1 e:lcperienced as well. The memories are ugl}r, but what we
are able to do with the knowledge we gain is empowering. It’s
hard to explain, but by restraining you, we've taken away your
choice. When you know you can’t get away, it makes it easier
for your mind to accept what your body would love to forget.
We won’t hurt you.” She laughed softly. “You may want to
hurt us for what we make you see, but...”

Tala laughed. “Don’t believe a word she says. That’s the
main reason you're tied up.”

For some odd reason, Tala's gentle |au511ter calmed her. Beth
took a deep breath. "Gk;a.}r. What do I have to do?”

“Just lie there and enjoy it, sweetie. Tala and I will take care
of everything.”

Beth forced herself to relax. She hated the lack of control,

the fact she couldn’t see, couldn’ get loose. She'd been the one



CHANKU CHALLENGE [/ 71

free when Nick was tied up. That was different. She tugged
once again at the restraints. The headboard creaked, but she
was held fast.

Beth felt warm hands on her waist. Tala was right. She had
no choice. No control. Forcing her fears into the background,
she took a deep breath and tried to go with the flow. The wine
had left her drowsy. She was relaxed, as long as she quit think-
ing about the restraints.

Quit thinking, stopped worrying, and let herself enjoy. Soft
hands stroked her breasts and teased her nipples. Full |ips
coasted over her hip and grazed her pubic mound. Shivers
raced across her legs, raised gooseflesh on her arms.

She reached out with her mind but sensed nnthing. Both
Keisha and Tala must have been |:r|oc|-Ling, lea\fing her n'n&*rlt;:.ﬂj,.r
isolated amidst so many sensory impressions. The bed shud-
dered, and she felt an altered distribution of weight, the brush
of coarse fur against her legs.

Which of the women had shifted?

She tried to picture the wolf as it nestled between her thighs—
waiting patiently with amber eyes glowing, pink tongue and
razor-sharp canines framed with dark, bristling whiskers. What
was the wolf’s intent? When would it reach forward with that
long, mobile tongue?

Then the |ips suc:lding her breast became more insistent, the
hands stroking her belly and flanks grew more intimate, and
the image if not the physical presence of the wolf faded.

A single finger parted her labia, dipped inside her moist cen-
ter, trailed upward, and gently rubbed her clitoris. She raised
her hips, powerfully aware of the wolf waiting patiently, lying
between her thighs, all coarse hair and hot breath.

The wine left a fruity taste in her mouth, but her lips felt dry.
She licked them, startled by the increased sensitivity as her tongue
traced the contours of her own mouth. She ran her tongue over
her upper lip, across the edges of her teeth.
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She tugged lightly at the restraints holding her hands, aware
of a powerful difference now. No longer fearing her restraints,
she wanted the reassurance that all was still tight, that she
couldn’t move. Couldn’t pull away.

She couldn’t leave. Couldn’t see. The blindfold heightened
her other senses—taste and touch. Smell.

The musky scent of arousal filled her nostrils

A cold nose brushed her inner thigh and she moaned, arch-
ing her pelvis, reaching for more contact. Coarse whiskers
scratched her sensitive skin. A long, wet tongue licked her once
from ass to belly. Whimpering, she twisted beneath the hot
stroke. Heavy paws across her thighs held her down. A long,
hot tongue dipped inside her sex, stroked the inner walls, and
penetrated deep and then deeper still.

Beth's breath hitched in her threat. Her muscles tensed, and
she held her body immobile. The very tip of that hot tongue
curled against her vaginal walls, stroking slow and deep before
retreating to lap and lick her clit.

She quivered and her |eEs jerked against the restraints when
it thrust inside once more. A cold nose brushed her clit, suff
whiskers abraded her inner thighs.

Licking, swirling deep inside, lapping at her cream, licking
away the evidence of her growing arousal.

Fingers p|ucked at her left nipple, |ips and teeth rugged at
her right. Sensations seemed to explode, one upon the other. A
deep coil of heat settled in her middle, and the muscles between
her legs clenched, tightening then releasing in a slow, steady
rhythm.

Each time she came close to orgasm, touch was withdrawn,
and Beth would feel the tension beEin to ease. The moment that
happened, the sensual assault would begin anew. Over and
over, Beth’s body responded to the hot sweep of tongue, the
sharp nibbles of teeth taking her closer and closer to the edge of

Orgdsm.
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Close, but not close enough. Frustration blossomed. How
could they? Both Keisha and Tala denied her, kept her from
taking that coveted |eap off the precipice! Dear Goddess, she
needed that final release, needed it now . .. anything to break
the tension, end the sense of her body growing taut, stretching
longer, tighter . ..

Beth writhed against the restraints, whimpering with need,
unable to make the leap from extreme arousal to completion.
Sound exploded in her mind—the thundering of her heart, the
rush of air into her |ungs. The rasp of tongue against her sex as
the wolf slowly licked and teased her.

Close! S0 very close that she reached out with her mind,
begging for completion, begging for more, the perl:ect touch
that would finally take her over the edge.

Sobbing, her body writhing, fingers clutching at the soft re-
straints, Beth whimpered unintelligible gibberish, words with-
out meaning, pleas that brought no response.

Then suddenly, without warning, Keisha was there, waiting
as if she'd always waited, her mind open and searching. Show s,
Beth. Show us what fmppen ed that Jrfgﬁzﬁ-ve years ago. Take us
there.

I can’t! Beth arched her back, silently begging for just enough,
for more,

W.EJ}I, Beth?

Youll hate me.

Never. Tala’s soft denial seemed to float between them.

I thought the same thing, Keisha said. Her voice echoed in
Beth’s mind—strong, powerful. The sound of a woman in com-
plete control.

My fears kept me apart from the man I loved, kept me pris-
oner, all becanse I couldn’t bn'ng mysf.{f io fdrf the truth. Look
into my thoughts, Beth. What I did was hornble. What hap-
pened to me an abormination. It no longer has power over me,
not since | fa-:etf my ﬂ!IE'E'PE.TI fears. Nat since I took those fmrs
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and made them my strength. The memories can't burt me. Not
anymore.

Beth's bnd}r trembled as if she convulsed. Did she rEﬂll}’
want to know? Could she face Keisha’s nightmares when she
couldn’t even face her own?

What choice did she have? Blindfolded, restrained, her body
shivering on the precipice, she opened her thoughts. Opened to
Keisha, and met her demons—demons that no longer held any
power to hurt.

It was all Beth could do not to scream. Keisha shared her
rape and its bloody aftermath, linking completely. Beth became
Keisha, naked and bleeding, straddling one of her attackers, her
insides torn and bloodied from repeared penetrations as the
man brutally shoved into her from below. Another man held
her head while he drove his cock down her throat. The pain
was excruciating, the gag reflex overwhelming, but there was
nothing she could do. No way to fight back—not with her
hands tied behind her with wide strips of tape, her hips roughly
held by the man beneath her.

Fear—blinding, overwhelming fear—and pain, so much pain
Keisha's body began to shut down, to find another level of being,
another existence, Then the sensation of someone else, the third
man, behind her. Groping her, grabbing her hips, spreading her
buttocks. Agony—Dblinding agony as he forced entrance, shov-
ing himself deep inside her anus, ripping and tearing her flesh.

She wanted to scream but the cock in her mouth choked her.
She wanted to die, but her life force was too strong.

She wanted to kill.

Wanted the taste of their blood, the sounds of their death
screams—she wanted to live. Beth felt it then, the shift that had
saved Keisha's life, the crackling of bones and straining of sinews
unprepared for such an act, the shift that happened so quickly,
Keisha's attackers were suddenly screwing a full-size she-wolf,
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a wolf that did exactly what any wild animal will do when it’s
frightened or in pain.

She attacked. The cock in her mouth went first. She simpl}r
snapped her jaws and jerked her head, tearing the man’s genitals
from his body. Turning with lightning speed, she ripped out the
throat of the man who sodomized her, at the same time disem-
boweling the one beneath her with her hind feet. Sharp claws
tore into his gut, shredding skin and tendon as if it were paper.

Her attack was fast and efficient, though only the man who'd
had his throat torn died instanﬂ}r. The others screamed for what
seemed a long, long time.

Confused, exhausted, stll in wolf form, Keisha stood alone
in the middle of the blood-soaked room, her head hanging al-
most to the floor. Blood poured from her body, but she finally
staggered to the door, only to discover paws were not made for
dead bolts and doorknobs.

Finally, weak from loss of blood, she collapsed against a wall
as far from the three men as she could get. Her mind shut down
completely, blotting out the moans and screams, retreating
from a world she couldn’t endure. The images faded to black.

The wolf between Beth'’s legs laid its head on her thigh and
sighed, as if exhausted from a long battle. The blindfold over
Beth’s eyes was wet with tears, and Tala’s face, resting on her
stomach, was just as damp.

The images, so stark in Keisha’s memory, filled Beth’s thoughts.
The arousal that had simmered so powerfully only moments
ago was gone, leaving behind nothing more than the ache of re-
membered desire. Before she had time to form any cohesive
thoughts of her own, to try and understand the horrific experi-
ence Keisha had just shared with her, Beth felt the subtle intrusion
of Tala’s thoughts, the silent assault of yet another horrendous
set of memories.

Her name was Mary Ellen Quinn, and she was a prostitute
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in a small Southwestern town, but her pimp had set her up. The
men weren't her typical johns. They were into bondage and
sadism, and the],r'd essentialhr purcl'lased the tiny dark-haired
whore for a night of torture and deviant sex.

She'd proved to be a lot tougher than she looked. When
Mary Ellen realized she wasn’t meant to survive the night,
when the pain had gone beyond suffering, she'd lost control.
Somehow, what had been a tiny, dark-haired woman barely five
feet tall, turned into a ferocious wolf—a wolf powerful enough,
VICIOUS enough, to attack and kill the two men who abused her.

They died screaming, but their deaths had a price.

She’d spent the next three years as a woman without a past.
Mary Ellen had awakened as Tala, so traumatized b],r the events
of that night she’d completely forgotten who she was, what had
happened. It wasn’t until a gang rape three years later that she'd
found the courage to escape.

She would always wonder what might have become of her if
she hadn’t risked ever}rthing to hide ina big SUV that belﬂnged
to two of the most EOTgeous men she’d ever seen. ]"-"[iEuel
Fuentes and Andrew Jackson Temple—Mik and A]—had been
her saviors that night. Saviors who became beloved mates to
their tiny Chanku bitch.

Beth shuddered, caught in the memories of the night when
Tala made her first shift. Bloodied and beaten, she'd been so
close to death she’d barely survived, yet the shift had given her
the strength to protect herself.

Why hadn’t that happened to Beth? She'd been brutally
raped, but her attacker had walked away and left her torn and
bleeding, her body bruised, her innocence lost. Why hadn’t she
fought back?

We need to know what happened that mght. Beth, open
completely. Show us your life when your mother was still alive.
Show us who you were before this terrible thing bappened.

Could she do that? Revisit a past she’d tried so hard to for-
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get? She thought of Tala, of her amazing self-confidence, of the
two men who loved her beyond anything else. Of Keisha, mate
to the most powerful of all the Chanku, yet she held even more
power than Anton Cheval—she held him in the palm of her
hand.

Beth took a deep breath. If I open my thoughts, if I remove
all the barriers, can you find those memories for me? I don't
know how to ﬁmf them—I've spent the fas:ﬁve years trymg to
forget.

The wolf whimpered. Lips brushed her mouth. Tala’s lips.
“We can, Beth. All of us together. We're going to take you to
that peak once again, but this time, we're going over together.

We'll find vour past on the other side. Tc:gether."



This time, there was nothing remotely subtle about their fore-
play. She sensed when Keisha shifted back to her human form.
Heard the rustle of bedding as the women moved around her
on the daybed. Beth heard a familiar buzzing noise and knew
either Keisha or Tala had turned on a vibrator. Someone puta
pillow under her butt, raising her hips. Fingers stroked her per-
ineum, and she felt the slick glide of lubricated fingers between
her cheeks.

The smooth tip of a finger pressed against her anus. The taut
muscle fluttered in response, and the finger pressed harder.
Beth lifted her hips, shocked when she felt three ﬁngers stretch
the tight anal ring and slip inside.

At the same time, the pulsing tip of the vibrator brushed her
nipples, moving from one to the other. The peaks stiffened.

“This will hurt only at first.”

Still dealing with the unexpected penetration, and before she
could process Tala’s soft warning, clips tightened on both nip-
ples. Sharp and biting, the pain shot directly to her clit. Beth
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arched in reaction. The fingers stretching her anus slipped free,
and the vibrator plunged deep.

The vibrations reverberated thrﬂugh her entire Pelvic: re-
gion. The clips on her nipples dug into the sensitive peaks, and
a warm mouth covered her clit. Twisting against the tight re-
straints, Beth felt her grasp on reality slipping away.

She opened her thoughts and called to Tala and Keisha as her
arousal increased. Her b-cr-:l}r hummed and her muscles rippled
and fluttered in preparation for release. Sensation built upon
sensation, and all the energy from the climax denied earlier
added to the power growing inside.

Tala knelt over Beth’s chest. Her thighs brushed the nipple
::lamps. The renewed bite sent another shock of sensation di-
recrlj.r between Beth’s legs. The rich scent of Tala’s arousal
added to Beth's. She raised her head and found Tala’s sex with
her tongue. Licking almost frantically between warm, wom-
anly folds, searching with the tip of ‘her tongue, Beth found

Tﬂ.lﬂ 5 C].lt SIIE' wrappecl I'IE'I’ IIPS E.TDLJHCI t].'.I.E sensitive I:H..ll.‘.l. 3.I1l:|.
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Tala moaned and her hips jerked forward with Beth's touch.
Brushing the clamps once again, she tugged them against Beth’s
nipples with every rock and sway of her body.

Keisha straddled Beth’s hips and opened her thoughts. She
shared the visual of three women moving tngether, their bodies
intimately linked. Beth hadn't realized that the vibrator filling
her rectum was also buried deep in Keisha’s pussy. Hadn’t
known that Tala and Keisha kissed deeply, nipples brushing
against one another, their bodies swaying to a rhythm shared.

Rhythm and arousal, all three women joined now through
an amazing link. Beth had never known this kind of arousal,
nor had she experienced such amazing sex while tntaﬂ}r under
another’s control. Tied and blindfolded, her body held down
by both Tala and Keisha, it finally made sense.
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The restraints gave her an amazing freedom, an ability to
focus on pleasure, on sensations, on whatever the others chose
to do to her, knowing that whatever they did was for her plea-
sure, not to inflict pain.

She trusted them never to hurt her. Trusted their love. Rev-
eled in the awareness that everything Keisha and Tala did was
for her, not to her.

Sensation grew. Arousal became a palpable mass of energy, a
live and Pulsing thinE of power. Beth felt herself s|ipping away
until she seemed to float. Tethered to yet separate from the
group, her mind free of the fear that had been so much a part of
her reality for so long. The strange feeling grew even as her
arousal blossomed, the sense that she was no longer trapped
within the bo-d],r tied to the bed, the knnw|edge that she was
more than Beth, more than Tala or Keisha, yet still very much
connected.

Dear Goddess. I thought only Adam knew how to do this.
Tala’s mental voice echoed in Beth’s head.

Do what?

This! This out of body thing. You've done this, Beth, not
Keisha. Not me. Look down,

Beth locked. Wow, What'd T do?

She saw three women, their bodies swaying in a seductive
1’11}"[1'"1‘] as each of them found p|easure. Keisha's head was
thrown back, her lips parted as she slowly thrust her hips
against the vibrating dildo buried in Beth as well as herself. Ta-
la’d caught her lips between her teeth. Passion etched her fea-
tures in harsh relief. Her fingers twisted the nipple clamps
Pincl‘ling Beth's breasts. Beth's bod}r swa],red with Keisha's
thrusts and her face was buried between Tala’s legs as she
feasted int‘imatel}r on her friend.

It was an amazing, sensual tableau, more profound from this
perspective, floating as a nebulous ball of sexual energy against
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the skylights. Fascinated, Beth lost herself in the beauty of
three women moving as one, loving as one.

I think we should g0 back now, Beth. It's time. Keisha's soft
voice of reason broke into Beth's dreamlike state.

Before she had a chance to wonder how she would actuall
return, Beth felt herself falling back into her bady, falling even
further as orgasm multiplied times three threw her screaming
over the edge.

Keisha and Tala joined her, their bodies locked convulsively
into a climax that went on forever, their minds locked into a
link beyond anything Beth had ever known. A link that broke
through the barriers, knocked down the walls.

A link that laid open a past shed buried for so many years.

Nick held out his hand to shake Ulrich’s. “You didn’t really
have to drive into Cheyenne on business, did you#”
Ric grinned. “Actually, son, I did. Had important business . . .

I had to get you on an airplane.”

Nick looked away and 5|g|1ed “I was afraid of that. I'm rea|1],r
sorry to be so much trouble, but I have to go to her. She's...”
He took a deep breath. What was the point of explaining?

The older man just shook his head and placed one heavy
hand on Nick’s shoulder. “She’s your mate, Nicholas. She’s going
thrnugh a taugh time, and you should be with her. Don't ever
apologize for doing the right thing.” He grabbed Nick’s hand
and then pulled him into a tight hug. “It’ll be okay. She's with
Tala and Keisha. They're tough and smart, and they’ll help her
do what she has to do.”

“1 hope s0.”

A unny voice over the loudspeaker called MNick's ﬂight. “1
need to go. | still have to get thrﬂugh security. Thank you. |
didn’t tell the others I was leaving. Will you explain what’s—"

“No need. They know and understand. The rental car will
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be waiting. It's under your name. You've got money for the
trip, and I imagine you and Beth will be driving back together
in Daci’s car.™ He laughed. *I know for a fact that if you don't
bring it back, we're going to have trouble. Daci loves that stu-
pid little thing. Now go. The sooner this is taken care of, the
sooner we get you home. We're all going to miss you. Both of
you. Be safe.”

Mick fcrught the sting of tl'lreca.tening tears. He couldn't
speak, so he merely nodded, grabbed his bag, and walked
quicldj.r toward his gate. Ulrich would never know how much
his simple words meant.

To have someone wish him well. Even more, to have some-
one he respected and admired actually want him to hurry and
come back . .. the sooner we get you home.

He’'d never had a home before. Not a real one. Not ever.

Now he did. It made this trip to find Beth more important
than anything he'd ever done.

She was fourteen, and Mom’s new husband was moving in.
He'd been around, off and on, for a few months. At first, Beth
thought he was pretty cool. He was really handsome, and he
brought her presents and teased her. He made her feel special,
and her mom smiled a lot more when he came to call.

After a while, though, about the time Frank married her
mom, Beth realized he wasn't quite as great as he originally
seemed.

She figured if she ignored him, maybe he’d go away.

Not that he was mean or rude or anything. Just the opposite.
He was very good-looking and smiled a lot, but she realized
there was no warmth behind the smile. He watched her mother
with a look that seemed almost bored, but when he watched
Beth, it was different. She couldn’t quite put a name to it, but it
made her uncomfortable,

He was a toucher. He liked to hug Beth before he left the
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house to go to work in the morning, and he expected her to kiss
him good night before she went to bed. Her mother encour-
ag&d it, and because she loved her mom, Beth learned to kiss
Frank whenever he wanted and hug him when he wanted a hug.

She didn’t have to like it, though. A couple of times he'd
pulled her into his lap and hugged her. She hadn’t made a scene,
but she’d gotten free as quickly as she could. Her mom thought
it was wonderful that her new husband loved Beth so much.

Mom didn’t know what happened when she worked niEhts.
She had no idea that by the time Beth was fifteen, her life with
her stepfather was a nightmare. He'd progressed beyond simple
hugs, and he'd started touching. First it was her hair, then the
sides of her Erowing breasts.

The worst of it was, even though she knew it was wrong,
even though she hated it, sometimes what he did felt really
good.

She remembered falling asleep on the couch one night while
watching a movie. When she awakened, Frank was sitting on
the floor next to her with his ﬁngers between her legs. Sull
groggy, she'd lain there a moment and drifted with the amazing
response he was dragging out of her body. Her climax shocked
her so much she pretended to sleep through it, but he knew
what had happened.

It made him try more, touch more. When he gmbbed her
bottom, Beth ﬁnaﬂ],r told him to cut it out. He'd merely smiled
and said he knew she really loved it when he did those things.
Then he warned her. Said she'd better watch it, if she wanted to
keep her mother safe.

It got worse over the next year. His to uching was something
she’d avoid when she could, but she couldn’t stay away all the
time. Her mom seemed to be changing, too. She got angry be-
cause Beth wasn't doing her homework, wasn't being a good
daughter.

The].r fnughr when Beth was rude to Frank, but Beth couldn™
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tell her mom the truth. She was afraid of what might happen if
she did.

Then her mom got sick. She'd a|wa}rs been hea|t|1],r. She'd
been there for Beth, at least until Frank came into their lives.

The weaker Mom got, the more Frank groped.

The more he touched her, the more frightened Beth became.
There was no money for doctors, but her mom said she'd get
better. All she needed was rest and she’d be fine, but Beth heard
her crying at night. Most nights, she heard Frank with her
mother. He'd take Mom her favorite sweet tea and hold her in
his arms and tell her lies.

And after her mother fell asleep, he’'d come to Beth. How
could she have forgotten? Memories slammed into her mind,
rhings lcmg fnrgntten. Horrible nightmare images of Frank
holding her down, touching her body, threatening to hurt Mom
if she told.

Making her touch him there. Beth knew it was wrong, but
she couldn’t tell her mom, not when Mom was so sick. Frank
made her rub and squeeie hus penis until he'd cry out and shoot
stuff all over her. Then he'd sigh and smile and pat her on the
head. Tell her what a good girl she was.

Even worse were the times he'd touch her. He knew where
to touch Beth to make her body respond. She hated it, but she
couldn’t get away from him. Hated the Euilt, hated the man.

Hated herself.

Her mom got worse. Beth begged her to see a doctor, but
she said no, that there was nothing anyone could do to help her.

She patted me on the arm, Beth said. Crying so hard she
couldn’t verbalize the memories, she used her mind to share
that horrible time with Tala and Keisha.

She kissed me and said she wasn't afraid of dying, now that
she knew Frank was there to take care of me. I couldn’t tell ber
the truth, not when she was so borribly il I couldn’t tell her
that }Jf’dforfed' me to suck bim ﬂffﬁbf uig}ﬂ.‘ brfurf, that he'd
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made me swallow when be came. I was barely sixteen, and I
was so terrified.

Tala quin:etl‘;.-r released the restraints holding Beth and re-
moved the blindfold. The nipple clamps and vibrator were
gone, but she didn't know when they’'d been removed. Keisha
brushed her sweaty hair back from her eyes and hugged her.
“It’s okay now, sweetie. You're doing great. We're here for you,
but you have to remember. What happened next?”

Beth took a deep breath and then another. Somehow she
managed to get her tears under control, but she held tightly to
both Tala and Keisha. “She died. I'd forgotten I was there when
she died! How could I forget that? I was holding her hand, and
she smiled at me. She said she loved me, and then she was gone.
Frank had her cremated right away.”

Shuddering, she forced herself to remember. There was
more. How could she have forgotten what he'd said? Beth
swallowed back the bile that filled her throat. Ob, Goddess . . .
how could she have forgotten?

Her mouth felt dry, her tongue too thick. It was so hard to
force the words out, to say them out loud, but they had to be
said. She couldn’t hide them anymore. “The next night, the
night before Mom's memorial service, Frank came to my room.
I can't believe I'd forgotten what he said. How could I forget?”
She frowned, vaguely aware of Keishas hand scrftlj.r strnking
her hair, of Tala’s fingers tangled with hers.

Beth looked into Tala’s amber eyes and saw pure, uncondi-
tional love. Understanding such as she’d never known in her
life. It gave her the courage she needed. The courage she'd al-
ways lacked. “Frank told me he loved me. He got down on his
knees beside the bed and held my hands, almost like he was
proposing. Then he said that now that Mom was omt af the
way, he'd take care of me, that I belonged to him.”

She shook her head and closed her eyes against the awful
truth. "How could I have fﬂrgotten that? He acted as if 1
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should welcome him to my bed. As if he thought I loved him.”
She shuddered. Keisha’s arms tightened around her, and Beth
felt a new sense of anger that gave her strength. “He said he
loved me, and then he raped me. I ran away as soon as he left
my room. I haven’t seen him since.”

Beth took a deep breath and leaned against Keisha. She felt
oddly lethargic, as if the mere act of breathing was an effort, but
at the same time, there was a sense of lightness about her. The
feeling that a burden lo ng held had been lifted.

“He poisoned her, didn't he?” She stared into Tala’s eyes and
read the truth. “Something was in the tea he took to her every
night. Why didn’t I know that? I could have saved her.”

Keisha shook her head. *You couldn’t have known. You still
don't know for sure, but it sounds p|ausib|e. He was grooming
you, sweetheart. That’s what pedophiles do. They touch and
smile and build trust, but you saw through him. It was worse
for you, though, because your body betrayed you. The touches
that made you climax? You're Chanku. Even without the nutri-
ents, your body would have responded to a practiced touch, no
matter what you felt for the man.”

Tala squeezed Beth's hand. “The perverts who prey on chil-
dren often live in a world of delusion. They create fantasy lives
that fit their sick desires. If they can’t convince the 1:|1||dren,
they still convince themselves what they’re doing is perfectly
okay, even when they know it’s dead wrong.”

Keisha sighed. “I imagine you were his ultimate goal. He
probably married your mother to get at you.”

“What if he’s still doing the same thing? What if there’s an-
other child somewhere going through the hell he put me
thmuEh?“

Tala shook her head. “Dion't wWOorry. We'll find him. ['ve got
A] searching the Internet right now.”

Keisha chuckled and gave Beth a squeeze. “He's supposed to
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be helping Mik watch Lily. Do you think the guys need a
brealk?™

Tala stood up and grabbed her caftan. "Persanau}r, I think
we all need a break. I want a long, hot shower. No one's called
for help yet. A few more minutes won't hurt them.”

Beth slipped out of Keisha's comforting grasp. She felt out
of sync, as if she'd slipped the bonds of reality. Suddenly she re-
membered. “Wow. What happened to us? That thing ... you
were there, weren't you? Above our badies, looking down?”

Tala laughed. “Oh, yeah. I've done that before, with Adam.”

Keisha blinked back tears. “So has Anton. [t's what saved his
life when they were attacked a couple months ago. It allowed
him to save Lllj,r 5, too, but [ don't know what it is. [ don’t think
any of us do.”

“I felt as if my soul separated from my body. I'd probably
still be there, floating, if you hadn’t told me to get back to my
body, Keisha. Who made it happen?”

Tala slapped her on the back. I told you. You did, m'dear. It
was all about you.”

“Oh, crap.” Feeling lighter than she had in longer than she
could remember, Beth giggled. “Millie’s already convinced I'm
a drama queen. This isn’t going to help matters, is it?”

“Probably not. It definitely keeps things interesting,
thou El‘l. " Tala tugged on Beth’s hand. “Shower, then food. And
then we're going to find your stepfather and deal with him.”

Smiling as if she didn’t have a care in the world, Keisha
grabbed Beth's other hand. “And after he's dealt with, we're
coming home to the guys for alot of good, healthy sex.”

If anl}r NMick were there, and not crnhr for the sex. There was
so much she needed to share with him. That out of bo-dj.r thinE
was only part of it. The memories, too. How come he hadn’t
discovered all of her past when they bonded? How had she

managed to hide her secrets from him?
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So many things to apologize for.

Later. After they dealt with her stepfather. Smiling, Beth fol-
lowed the women. She liked the sound of that. Dmf&ng with
Frank. As if he were merely a blip along the way and nothing
more,

The way he should be.



Beth was glad Keisha had decided to stay with Lily and the
guys. It was hard enough that Tala insisted on coming, like it
wasn't a problem at all to drive across the Bay and all the way
to Orinda at two in the morning.

Tala parked the SUV on a narrow street in the re:11|}r expen-
sive rural neighborhnod where Frank Michaels now lived. She
found a spot in dark shadows beside a large patch of oleander
shrubs where they were completely hidden from his late wife’s
sprawling ranch style house. There were no other homes in
view, and only a few pale lights marked the long walkway to
the front door.

Beth couldn’t believe Frank had ended up living here. Scum
like him didn’t deserve a beautiful home with trees all around
and a swimming pool in the back.

Of course, she didn't deserve such loyal friends as Keisha
and Tala, or a wonderful, loving mate like Nick. Not when
she’d let her mother die.

She should have known what Frank was up to.
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Should have been able to stop him before it was too late for
her mom.

She ghnced at Tala, sitting so parien'd}r in the driver’s seat.
She looked like a little kid behind the wheel, but without her
strength, Beth doubted she would have had the courage to face
her worst nightmare.

“I'm going to knock on his door. I figure the shock value
alone should |1e|p. You're sure he's alone?”

Tala nodded. “His wife Just died a couple weeks ago. Thisis
the third wife he's lost. Your mom was the second. I think Mik
nailed it—if they’d done an autopsy, the coroner would have
discovered ethylene glycol poisoning from drinking antifreeze.
What do you want to bet the wives were all cremated? And that
he liked to take each of them a cup of sweet tea before bed?”

Anger blossomed in Beth’s heart. If Mik was right, that tea
had contained just enough antifreeze to slowly kill her mom.
Cremation would have destroyed the calcium oxalate crystals
that formed in her body after drinking the poisoned tea, and
she never would have guessed because antifreeze tasted sweet,
the way the tea was supposed to taste.

*You're sure there are no children?”

Tala shook her head. “None. There were a couple of nieces,
but her sister took the girls and moved to Oregon a few months
ago.

“Probably to get away from Frank.” Beth stared at the beau-
tiful home hiding a monster, and shuddered.

“Quite possibly.” Tala squeezed her hand. “The sisters were
estranged, according to a neighbor Mik spoke to. Whatever it
wWas happened suddenl}n The little girls used to be here a lot.”

“But not anymore.” Beth ook a deep breath and Embbed
the door handle. “Thank goodness their mother got them away
from him. I'm going in. Do you have the camera?”

*I do. Be careful.”

“1 will.” Beth got out of the SUV and q_uieﬂj.r closed the
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door behind her. She heard Tala slip out on the other side, but
there was no need to worry about her. Tala knew exactly what
to do. She'd been work_ing for Pack Dynamics, the pack's de-
tective agency, long enough to have learned a lot more about
catching the bad guys than Beth knew.

Beth walked quickly to the front door and rang the bell.
After 2 moment, she pressed the button again. She heard curs-
ing, saw the lights go on inside, and waited.

The Porch 1ight blinked on and the door flew open.

“Beth? What the hell are you... "

“Hello, Frank.” She was glad her voice sounded so steady.
Amazed, in fact, that now she finally faced him, she felt ab-
so|ute|}r calm. He still looked much the same, and Goddess
1'IE1P her, he still reminded her of Ulrich. Tall and handsome, his
hair was silver like Ulrich’s, though his eyes were blue, not
amber.

At least it explained why being with Ulrich had reawakened

50 many O].d fea.rs.

“It's been so lrl:nng;T Beth. It's the middle of the night. .
What brinEs you here?”

She shrugged. Smiled at him. “May I come in?”

Obviously confused, he stepped back and opened the door.
He'd thrown on a bathrobe, but his hair was mussed and his
feet were bare. Beth brushed b],r him and walked thrﬂugh the
entryway, into a large, well-decorated living room.

She hoped he'd forget to lock the door, but even if he did
lock it, Tala shouldn’t have any trouble getting inside. The
house was huge. There were doors and windows everywhere,
and Tala was go-:rd at her job.

Beth paused in the middle of the room. Frank stopped a few
feet away.

“Why are you here, Beth? I haven't seen you since. .. you
never even went to your mother’s funeral. You left so suddenly,
I alwaj.rs wondered .. ."
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She laughed. “What? You mean you didn’t know why I left
in the middle of the night? You raped me, Frank. The night be-
fore my mother’s funeral. You came to my room and you raped
me.

His eyes went wide. “I didn’t rape you! You wanted me to
make love to you. Don’t you remember? You were hurting,
Beth. You were so sad.” He took a step forward, his hand out-
stretched. “You asked me to come to you. You were thrilled we
could finally be together, once your mother was gone. You
wanted me.”

Tala and Keisha had been absolutely right. Beth stood a little
straighter. So many things finally made sense. “You are sick,
aren’t you? You didn’t love my mnther You wanted me. [ was
a chlld Frank. A founeen—vear—old child when you showed up.
The things you made me do..

“Were things you wanted.” I—Ie was suddenly much closer,
invading her space, towering over her.

Tala’s voice invaded her mind. 'm bere ;f}luu need me.

Empowered, Beth tilted her chin and looked up at him. I
doubt there’s a little girl alive who wants to suck on a man's
cock. I doubt there’s any child wheo likes being groped and fon-
dled. I know that I, as a sixteen-year-old virgin, did not enjoy
having my innocence ripped away by a grown man.”

He Embbed her arm. Beth held still, but she glared at him.
“Take your hands off of me.”

Instead, he grabbed her other arm and held her in a viselike
grip. His tone was placating, as if he indulged a child. “Ah,
Beth ... you wanted me. I gave you pleasure. How can you
forget all those wonderful feelings I made you have? You want
me now. That's why you're here, isn’t it? You've always loved me.
I knew it. That's wh I married your mother. It was all for you."

“Is that why you |L||1e1:1 her?”

His eyes went wide. Beth pushed into his thoughts, moving

faster than lightning, past the sickening layer of filth and the
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memories her face had brought back to him. Past the images of
two little girls swimming in the backyard pool, their prepubes-
cent bodies ca|1ing to him like an addictive drug. He'd touched
them, and they were perfect, but they'd known enough to tell
their mom. She'd taken those beautiful little girls away.

At least he had pictures. Lots of pictures.

Disgusted, Beth learned where he kept the photos but
skirted over the prurient details of what they contained. She
moved on, deeper, until she saw the juice bottle of green liquid
in the back of her mother’s refrigerator and knew that was the
poison he'd added to her tea at night.

Mot a lot.. . just enough to slowly destroy her internal or-
gans, to change the rhythm of her heart, to cloud her mind.
Enough to lill her.

The same way he'd killed his first wife. The same way he'd
killed the third. There was a similar bottle still in the kitchen in
this house. He hadn’t even tried to hide the evidence, he was
that confident.

*“What makes you think I killed anyone?” His ﬁnEers tight—
ened around her arms, but she refused to back down. For the
first time, Beth realized she was standing up to him, and she
was doing it without fear.

“You kept the antifreeze in a bottle in the back of the refrig-
erator, and every nighr when you made Mom's tea, you poured
just enough into the cup. Just enough, Frank. It didn’t take all
that long for her to start feeling sick, for her body to fail, but it
was subtle enough that she never guessed. Never realized you
were slowly killing her. Is that how vou did it to your other wives?
Antifreeze in their tea?™

He pusl‘led her away and stepped back. “Where do you get
your stupid ideas? R.eading too many cheea.p detective stories?”

You go, girl.

Tala made a terrific cheering section. Beth stared directly
into her stepfather's guﬂehzss blue eves. "1 know you molested
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your wife's nieces. They’re awfully cute little girls, Frank. Cute
enough that you took hundreds of pictures. They thought it
was 4 game at farst, didn't tI'IEj.f? How come vou never bribed
me with toys and candy, Frank? You just did what you wanted
to me.” She pouted and looked sadly at him. “You gave them
new bikes. Frank . . . that isn't fair.”

His eyes went wide. “How’d you know about the bikes?”

*1 know a lot of thlngs, Frank. I know you have a mole on

your dick. Not something most little E1r|s know about their
stepfathers, is it? I know you have tons of files of illegal pic-
tures of little kids, including some pretty graphic shots of your
nieces. | know you've killed at least three women.”

If she hadn't been Chanku, if she didn’t have such amazing
senses, she might not have known when he decided to attack.

She read his intention a split second before he lunged.

Knowing it was coming gave her strength not to fight back.
Tala’s encouraging voice in her mind gave her a power she'd
never expected. Beth let him tear her sweater over her head, and
she screamed because he expected it. When he shoved her to the
carpet and pulled her pants down, she struggled just enough to
make him work, but she didn’t break away.

When she was naked, he held her down with his knee against
her chest and she fought him, but she knew it was what he wanted.

When he shoved his bathrobe behind his back and spreca.d her
legs, she felt her strength coiling deep in her gut.

Until that moment, Beth wasn't certain whether or not she
could kill. She’d given him a choice—admit his guilt or prove
he was the monster of her memories. Now, as he pressed her
body against the floor and fumbled with his pajama bottoms,
Beth had no doubt—he was evil

But if she killed him, didn’t that make her as evil as Frank?
He grabbed his cock and shoved it between her legs.

Beth shifted.

Frank screamed and jerked away from her. She went for his
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throat, but she didn’t break the skin. Her weight and the speed
of her attack rolled him to the ground. Then Beth spun around
and ::|a.mped her jaws over his cock and balls and glared at him
through wolven eyes.

He screamed again.

She visualized what she intended, how she’d bite down slowly
but with enough force to tear his genitals from his body. Adren-
aline pumping thrﬂugh her veins gave her the power to show
him exsu:thr how it would look—the blood and the disgusting
mass of bnd}r parts hanging from her Jaws, the gaping hole at
his groin with his life’s blood spilling forth.

Beth slowly clenched her jaws.

Frank’s eyes rolled back in his head. His b-crd}r went limp.

She hadn’t left a mark on him, but she spit him out and backed
away, sat on her haunches, and whined. Tala walked into the room,
swinging her camera and smiling. She leaned over, touched the
pulse point at Frank's neck. She held her fingers there for what
seemed a terribly long time. Then she turned and frowned at

Beth.

“He's dead. Ithcught he'd Just Passed out.” She looked c|nse|}r
at his throat and then at his groin. “You didn’t even break the
skin. [ don’t get it.”

I was in bis bead. I let him see me ripping bis cock and balls
fo his bod W

“Wow. Were you really going to do that?” Tala cocked an
eyebrow and stared at Beth.

She shifted and began picking up her ripped clothes. “No,
but he didn’t know that.” She slipped on her panties and jeans,
pulled her sweater over her head. “I'm glad he's dead, but I didn’t
plan to kill him. I just wanted to scare him.”

“Fou certainh.r did that. Scared him to death.” Tala checked
the room for any evidence of their visit. “Ripping his balls off
would have left a huge mess. It would have been hard to explain
to the po|ice."
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Beth laughed and gave Tala a big hug. “That’s not what I was
thinking at all. I didn’t want the taste of his cock in my mouth.
Blech.”

Tala was still chuckling when they went in search of Frank’s
computer. By the time they'd looked through his pornographic
files, neither woman was laughing. Tala downloaded them to a
thumb drive and wiped away her fingerprints.

Then she called the P-DliCE'.

It was easy enough to explain, considering. Beth answered
their questions. Yes, he'd been her stepfather, and yes, she'd
suspected him of murdering her mother, especially after learn-
ing another wife had died under similar circumstances. And
yes, he had mped her, but she'd never repnrted 1t.

She'd been too afraid, but she wasn't afraid now. She told
them he’d tried to rape her tonight when she confronted him,
but then he'd collapsed and died. She had no idea what caused
his death. Beth held Tala’s hand. Having a friend who believed
had given her the courage to finally confront the bastard.

Once they showed the computer to the police, once the ofh-
cers had seen the evidence of Frank’s pedopl‘lilia and his collec-
tion of child pornography, there'd been very few questions left
for Beth to answer.

A detective took information so he could contact her, thanked
both women for their cooperation, and went to work gath&ring
up the evidence of Frank Michaels’s prurient life and conve-
nient death.

No one seemed inclined to question Beth's story that he'd
attacked her when she confronted him and then dropped dead.
Stroke or heart attack ... whatever the cause, it hadn’t been
anything she’d done to him. In fact, given the story, Beth
rhaught the pq:r|ice were surprised she hadn't confronted him
with a gun instead of a camera-toting friend.

The coroner showed up and removed the body. The police

ran out of questions. It was a little after four thirty in the morn-
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ing when Beth and Tala crossed the Bay Bridge into San Fran-
cisco, and almost five when they pulled into the garage.

Tala turned to Beth and touched her shoulder. “Are you
okay?”

Beth nodded. She wasn't a hundred percent, but. .. “I've al-
ways thought I'd want to celebrate when he died. Last night I
had the chance to kill him, but I realized I'm not a killer. 1
wanted him to suffer, to know the kind of fear I felt, the same
fear those other little kids felt.” She turned and locked ar Tala,
knowing her packmate would understand. “I'm glad he’s dead.
I'm relieved it's not entirely by my hand, but [ don’t regret my
part in his death. Dioes that make sense?”

Tala nodded. "Entirehr. He was evil and he didn't deserve to
live, but you're right. We're not killers. We kill to defend our-
selves, but what happened tonight ... It was just. He needed to
die. His death probably saved more children, more women.”

“What will you do with the files you copied and down-
loaded?”

“T'll give them to Lucien Stone for Pack Dynamics. We doa
lot of rescue work, lost children, kidnappings. There might be
evidence in the pictures that will help us find missing kids.”

Beth nodded. “That’s good. Something good might actually
come of this night.”

Tala shot her a bright look. “Something good did happen,
Beth. You faced your worst enemy, a man who was trul}r evil.
You stood up to him, and you didn’t back down. Not one inch.
I was so damned proud of you back there.”

Beth blinked, surprised at Tala’s assessment. She was even more
surprised to realize she agreed with her. She had faced him, and
she’d held it together. She hadn’t even been afraid. No, she'd
been totally pissed off, but never afraid.

Smiling, she opened the door and crawled out of the SUV.
“I'm exhausted. I think I could sleep for a week.”
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Tala came around the back of the car. “Nothing to stop you.
I'm headed to bed, too.”

"ﬁctuau}r, I need to call Nick first. I miss him so much! 1
want to apologize. | owe him more than he’ll ever know.”

Nick stepped out of the shadows. “I'm here, Beth. You
don't have to call.™ He held his arms wide.

“Mick? You're here?” Beth couldn’t move. She stared at
him, felt his love and the strength of their bond. He'd come for
her. In spite of everything, he'd come after her.

She took one step, and then another. He waited, arms wide,
lips parted in a smile. Tears streamed down his face.

Tears like hers. With a laugh that broke on a cry, she threw
herself into his embrace, and his arms tightened around her.
Solid. Strong. Protective.

He covered her mouth with his, kissing Beth as if they'd
been apart for months, not days. When they finally ended the
kiss, Beth reached up and touched the tears on his face. “Don’t
cry,” she whispered. “Not for me.”

He pressed his forehead against hers. “For us, Beth. Tears of
joy. I'm so glad it’s over. I love you. Tala told the guys what
happened. He’s gone, and I am so proud of you. The most im-
portant thing? There’s no more darkness.”

Frowning, Beth pulled away and stared at him. *Darkness?
What do you mean?”

He touched her forehead with his fingertip. “There. Inside
you. Shadows on your memories. They've always been there,
but not anymore. The shadows are gone.” He wrapped an arm
around her waist, and they followed Tala into the house.

Mick had known. He'd seen the shadows, but he'd loved her
anyway. She had so many apologies to make. To Ulrich, for her
bitchy behavior. To Millie, but most of all, to MNick. She owed
him more than anything. She’d treated him horrbly, but for
some ungodly reason, he still loved her.

“Yeah,” he said, |eaning close to whisp&r in her ear. “Pretty
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stupid of me to love someone as wonderful as you. But just
think how much fun we'll have with you making up to me.”

Laughing, she punched him lighthr on the shoulder. *You
aren’t supposed to eavesdrop,” she said. “Those were private
self-recriminations.”

“You were broadcasting, sweetie.” He stopped just inside
the kitchen and turned Beth around in his arms. Mik, A],
Keisha, and Tala waited with big smiles on their faces.

“Yep,” A] said. “We all heard you.” He glanced at Mik.
“Has she got an}rthing to apnlngize to us for?”

Mik shrugged. “I’'m sure we can think of something. I love
the idea of a beautiful woman wanting to make up to me.”

Tala stood up on her tiptoes, but Mik still had to lean over so
she could kiss him. “Don’t hold vour breath, big guy. I'm all
the woman you can handle.”

But she wasn't. Not exactly. Much later, while Lily slept in
her crib in the next room, Beth lay warm and relaxed in a pile of
warm bodies, replete and completely at peace. Mik, Tala,
Keisha, AJ, and Nick, all of them sprawled together in the huge
bed in Tala'’s room.

Mot once had she felt the need for control. There hadn™
been a single moment where she'd been afraid, where her mem-
ories had intruded on their joined pleasure.

She’d been part of the pax:k. Loved, desired, a woman ﬁnaﬂy
comfortable in her own skin.

Comfortable with her mate.

Nick pulled her into his arms and she went, gladly. It was
exactly where she belonged.
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« Oh, look!” Keisha pushed Lily’s stroller along the walkway
leading to the memorial garden in Golden Gate Park. She
paused in front of the beautifully landscaped area, the one she’d
designed not all that long ago. “The plants have grown exactly
as | imagined,” she said. “I need to take pictures so [ can show
Anton.”

Beth hadn't been back here since that day, just a few short
weeks before, when her life had changed forever. She glanced at
Nick when he squeezed her hand. Their thoughts collided, so
closely aligned it was as if they were one person.

A single person with one shared thought. I remember, he
said.

I remember. Beth held his hand and smiled up at him, and
the memories spilled into her mind. I was so frightened, she
said. So confused. But you never besitated. You saved Tala. You
WErE AMAZING.

I i.':asﬁ’égiz.l:ened. Confused. The wu.ﬂfma.{a control [ }mnﬂ_}l
recall the attack.

I already loved you, she said.
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I already loved you, too.

Keisha took pictures. She made them all stand together in
front of the granite stone with the list of names carved on its
face—names of Sherpas who had died while leading an expedi-
tion of local climbers in the Himalayas. Tall grasses native to
their land waved softly in the light breeze.

The same grasses that ensured the birthright of the Chanku.

It was Keisha'’s turn, and she held Lily while Nick took pic-
tures. Mik rounded up a gardener to get a shot of all of them to-
gether, laughing, with Lily squealing in delight.

Beth clung to Nick’s arm and realized she couldn’t have
stopped smiling if her life depended on it. This all felt so amaz-
ingl}r normal. The sort of thing go-crd friends would share. Some-
thing a family would celebrate with jokes and laughter and
hugs all around.

Tourists walked by and smiled at the group of them. Mo one
could possibly guess the truth, that they watched a pack of
shapeshifters cel&brating so much more than a beautiful da}r n
the park.

Ce|ebratlng life. Even more, t|'1ve"||-r celebrated survival. Each of
them had survived a nightmare of one kind or another on their
life’s journey. Survived, and emerged stronger than before. Keisha
and Tala, Mik, AJ, and Nick. All of them had stories that
shouldn’t have ended happily, yet they shared this sunny day
with love and laughter and hope for the future.

Beth was thinking of her own journey as the little Mini
Cooper headed east the next day. A journey she’d never ex-
pected to put behind her. She glanced to her left and grinned at
the relaxed, confident look on her mate’s face. He was still too
pretty for words, but his confidence seemed to have grown and
expanded over the past few days, as well.

“We're both different, you know.”

Mick wurned a |az.}r smile in her direction. “How so?”
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“I like myself a lot more.” Beth glanced down at her hands.
“I always loved you, but I couldn’t understand how you could
love me. I didn’t think there was anyone here™—she tappfd her
chest—"worth loving.” She took a deep breath. “I guess it’s E-
nally dawned on me that I'm not as awful as I thought I was.”

Nick threw his head back and laughed. “Shows you how
much you know. I never once thought you were awful, but I
felt the same way about m}rse|f. Figured someone like you
could never rea”}r love a loser like me.”

Beth leaned over and kissed his cheek. “We were both pretty
stupid, weren't we?”

“Yeah, but not anymore.” He winked at Beth. “Now [ just
l'u:rpe we don’t get lost. I've cmlj.r flown between California and
Colorado. I've never even driven out of San Francisco before,
and we’re almost to Nevada. Are you sure this is the right high-
way?”

Beth grinned at him and shrugged. Did it really matter? She
knew they'd get home eventually. No matter where they were,
so long as she was with Nick, she wasn't lost at all.

Not anymore.
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This one is for my mother,
who read me my first fairy tale,
and without knowing,
started me on the path to writing.
I miss you deeply.



Ever}rthing about Dauer of Hargarren reeked of evil.

Drragging her steps, Larra trudged down the center aisle of
the church, clutching a mishmash of autumn flowers to her
breast. Excited whispers followed in her wake.

“His face 1s so hornd that to look upon him 1s to go insane.”

“He consorts with witches and demons.”

“His last wife threw herself from the highe&t tower rather
than spend one night in his bed.”

“He's a beast!”

Harsh comments turned her blood to ice. All her life, she
and her maids had exchang&d terrif}ring tales of Dauer. When
they grew older, the tales were of his perverse sexual needs—
dark passions involving restraints and ravenous hunger. They
speculated his staff was bigger than a stallion’s and thoroughly
insatiable. Larra never admitted to anyone that the twisted sto-
ries left her aroused despite her fear. However, that had been
when he was just a boogeyman, a creature of myth and sala-
cious fairy tales. To see him now, waiting for her at the altar,
knowing he would soon have the right to do anything he
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pleased with her ... Larra stumbled, righted herself, and con-
tinued plodding along the aisle.

Covered in a gray cloak, Dauer overshadowed the diminu-
tive Father Ealthen with his sinister presence. Even the bright
afternoon light pouring through the stained glass windows dis-
appeared in the darkness of his massive form.

A desire to turn and run possessed her, but she knew escape
was futile. Her sister had pnsted Euards all over the church.

“You'll marry him now, or I'll imprison you untl you do.”

Her sister's brutal edict sull rang in Larra’s ears, She knew
she was only a pawn in her sister’s lust for power, but she never
thought Andace would stoop this low. Dauer had had multiple
wives, none which ever lasted more than a few weeks before a
tragic death. Larra was convinced her sister pm}red for her
timely demise so that all of their father’s riches would be exclu-
sively hers. What little she gave in dowry to Dauer would
barely dent the vast family wealth. Even when Larra swore she
would retreat to an abbe],r, thus refusing any part of their inher-
itance, Andace refused.

“You de me no gcrod there.” Andace had tossed her the
mangled bouquet. “Now go.”

When Larra had hesitated, Andace had shoved her toward
the door, ripping the back of her ivory dress and pulling out a
hank of her brown hair. Her dearest maid had pressed her lips
together to stop herself from crying, her whole face twisted in
genuine sympathy. Such was the look of most people in the
pews.

Andace hadn't even bothered to line the church with fresh
flowers, so the air was heav}r with the sweat of vilhgers too
poor to afford finery or even to bathe. Andace had allowed
Larra to wash—cold water and no perfumes, but at least on her
wedding day she was clean. So greedy for any speck of wealth,
her sister had removed Larra’s delicate gold filigree earrings,
saying that Dauver would pn:rvide for her now.
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Heart racing, palms sweaty, Larra trudged up the final steps
to the altar. Father Ealthen looked as stricken as she felt. He
mumbled his way through the ceremony. Behind her, the vil-
lagers sat with perfect stillness; no shuffling of feet, no cough-
ing, not even one fussy child. Too mesmerized by the spectacle
before them to even breathe loudly, they simply observed. As
much as they might want to intervene, they couldn’t without
suffering viclous reprisal. Andace ruled Relmon tl'lraugh miEht.
She commanded an army of hardened soldiers and used them
to enforce her edicts.

Purple silk trembled in Father Ealthen’s grip when he said,
“Lift your hands.”

Larra froze, expecting to see a mangled claw extend from
Dauer’s woolen sleeve. Before she could retreat, he clasped her
right hand with his left, lifting them together. His grip was firm
but not crushing. Dauer’s massive hand seemed normal enough
despite the black leather glove, yet her heart raced at his touch.
The heat of his flesh bled through the animal hide, warming her
wcy ﬁnEers.

While Father Ealthen wrapped the silk around their c:la,spe-:l
hands and intoned the sacred words, Larra tried to see within
the gloom of Dauer’s hooded cloak. When she saw nothing but
blackness, she shivered and turned her gaze away. Perhaps it
was for the best she didn't look too c|me|}r. She would see his
horrible visage soon enough, looming over her in the dark
while he did unspeakab|e thlngs to her body.

Quivering again, this time with a curious blend of dread and
desire, she inadvertently squeezed his hand. To her surprise, he
squeezed back. Did he understand her trepidation? Had he
asked for her speciﬁca“}q or had he been wi1|ing to take any
woman ?

Together they turned and faced the pews. Larra thought he
must look like the grim reaper with a doll clutched in his fist
rather than his sv.:}rthe.
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As they exited the church, Larra had to take two steps to his
one, and no whispered comments greeted her ears. The people of
Relmon wouldn’t dare incur Daver’s wrath. Larra vowed she
wouldn’t either. She would follow his orders, and when he came
to her at night, she would close her eyes tightly so she couldn’t
see him. If she did, she might live longer than a few weeks.

His horse-drawn carriage waited at the bottom of the church
steps. Larra expected it to be black, but it was white with ac-
cents of yellow and blue. She had forgotten those were his fam-
ily colors because she always thought of him in black, as befitted
his reputation.

Dauer entered then helped her inside. He settled her next to
him with their bound hands nestled between their bodies. By
ritual, thej.r would stay bound until the;r reached his home.

Once she closed the door, the carriage took off, and the ride
was unnaturally smooth, as if they skimmed across ice. She found
this odd, but was too worried about her proximity to Dauer to
give it much thcugl'lt.

Heavy blue fabric shrouded the windows, blocking most of
the light. Her own breathing sounded loud and fast, but Dauer’s
was slow, calm, like an animal stalking prey. If he had a tail, it
would be twitching in anticipation.

Trapped in the enclosed space, Larra tried to put some dis-
tance between them, but there was nowhere for her to go. She
expected him to smell of corruption and death, but he smelled
pleasantly of leather, wool, and wood smoke. She wanted to
speak, to pelt him with a hundred questions, but a lump of fear
prevented her throat from working.

When she glanced at him, his cloak lay open, exposing the
thick leather belt around his waist. One of the perverse tales
flashed tl'lraugh her mind.

In it, Dauer caught a young woman stealing from his garden
so he imprisoned her. Each night he would force her to her
knees, demanding that she suck him, but his cock was too big,
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so she always failed. As punishment, he clamped her tender
nipples and whipped her bottom with a water-soaked lash until
she screamed for fnrgiveness. Unheeding of her pleas, he then
allowed all his men to plunge within her tender depths while he
lurked in the shadows, stroking himself to fulfillment.

Picturing herself as that tormented woman caused Larra to
tremble and wrap her arm around herself.

“Are you cold or friEhtened?“

His voice shocked her. She rhcught his tone would be shrill
and keening like a seething beast, but his voice was smooth,
dangerously low, rumbling like a winter creek clogged with ice.
He had a beautiful voice. It clashed with everything she'd ever
thDUEl‘It about him. How could a malformed monster possess
the voice of a satyr?

“Both?” she finally answered.

Fire and brimstone laced his wicked chuckle. He pulled a
blanket from under their seat and placed it on her lap. “This
will help with the chill. As for the other, I'm afraid there is no
cure for your terror.”

“Are you what tI'IrE}f say?” When the question left her
mouth, she wanted to swallow it back, for it was as foolish as
poking at a swarming beehive.

“Oh, I assure you, | am worse than what they say. I rape
nuns and eat children. I drink virgin's bloed and then suck their
eyeballs from their screaming faces. I have the head of a bull,
the snout of a pig, and the cock of a stallion. My lust knows no
bounds and my perversion no limits. I am a beast through and
through.”

He paused for a moment then turned his head to whisper di-
rectly into her ear, “And now, I have you.”



Dauer knew his words were cruel, and they only terrified his
new bride further, but he couldn’t help himself. Every day of
his life he suffered his curse without complaint, but never had
he done anything to deserve such abusive tales. Clearly, Larra
believed what she had heard because she subthr inched away. If
not for the purple silk binding their hands, she would have
thrown herself from the carriage. Death would be preferable to
marriage with him.

Gripping her hand tightly, he yanked her close. Squeaking
with fright, she mashed into his side. He hnpfd she did not feel
the padding under his cloak.

“Fear has a distinctive scent.” He leaned near and took a
deep breath. Larra smelled of rain in the sunshine, crushed au-
tumn flowers, and tender dreams turned nightmare. “Yours is
intoxicating, arousing all of my most beastly desires.” He'd
been ﬁghting his lust since he saw her wa|king down the aisle.
Andace hadn't lied about how beautiful Larra was. She was del-
icate, with rich brown hair flowing down to her hips, and wide,
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doelike eyes that shifted between brown and green. Freckles
smattered her nose and cheeks, making her look younger than
she was. Larra had a proud chin, a sensual mouth, and a most
intriguing dimple on the right side of her face. The beast within
wanted to taste her fear, wallow in her terror, and drink deeply
of her dread.

“Are you going to kill me like all your other wives?” Her
breathless voice was shﬂcking|}r seductive.

All bnis other wives? He'd only had two wives, one before the
curse and one after. Larra's question was -:ml],r further Prcmf of
the malicious stories circulated about him, He had sworn that
he would never take another wife, but loneliness and despera-
tion drove him to try again. This time, he vowed to be more
careful. He would not let his curse affect his bride.

“I do not intend to kill you.” If he wanted her to give him a
chance, he should stop terrorizing her, but the beast enjoyed
such games, and the man had little control during the day.

*“What one intends and what one does are often two differ-
ent things,” she said primly, stiffening her spine.

Rather than answer, he turned the question back on her
“What do you intend to do?”

“Me?” She turned to face him but quickly darted her gaze
away when he lowered his hood so she couldn’t see within. “I
intended to spend my life in the abbe].'."

His human heart sank. She wanted to take vows? What un-
holy sin had he committed now? His remark about drinking
the blood of virgins and raping nuns must have set her hair on
fire. However, the heart of the beast was exuberant, drooling at
the prospect of claiming her innocence. Knowing he could not
undo what had been done, he said, “That is no longer an op-
tion.”

Larra nodded then pushed the curtain aside.

“Don’t.” He winced back. “The light hurts my eyes.”
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“I'm sorry.” She put it back into place, smoothing the edges
50 NO |ig|1t 5|ipped rhmugh. “Is that better?™

“Much.” Using his free hand, he nestled the hood of his
cloak around his face. She seemed genuinely regretful that she
had hurt him, even in a small way. No wonder she wanted to be
a nun. If she could care about a bastard like him, she could for-
give any sinner his transgressions. Would she ultimately be able
to forgive him for what he intended to take from her?

Dauer knew he could not wait another night. Without phys-
ical contact, the curse would consume him completely. He'd
told himself he would take her against her will if he had to, but
now he didn't think he could. Wh}r couldn’t Larra be a greed],r
slut like her sister? If such were the case, all he would have to
do is shower her with gems and furs and she would happily
part her thighs, no matter what he looked like.

“I will be a good wife to you,” Larra said softly. “When Fa-
ther Ealthen wrapped the silk about our hands, he symbolically
bound our bodies and also our souls.” After a deep breath she
continued, *I won't lie and say that I'm not afraid, because 1
am. I'm afraid you will be disappointed with me and then kill
me in a rage because I'm not what you wanted.”

Her tender admission touched his human heart. How could
she think any man would be disappointed to have her in his
home, his life, or his bed? Inside the beast raged; he wanted to
harm her, destroy her, and hold her responsible for every
wrong ever committed against him. Struggling, the man within
worked his way free.

“1 will be the best husband I can be to you,” he said, know-
ing it was a lie. He couldn’t be a true husband to any woman,
not with his curse and the needs it placed upon him.

With their tentative agreement, they settled into a compan-
ionable silence. Dauer tried to keep his mind off her bod}r and
his hands to himself, but the beast found it impossible. Too
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long had he been alone. Too long had he waited to sate his per-
verse desires. Larra was here, now, right beside him, her breath
hot and tasting of sun-drenched apples.

Unable to wait, Dauer leaned near, and the beast whispered,
*I wish for you to tell me one of the tales.”

“A tale about you?” Larra tensed.

“Yes, tell me one you have told many times.”

Larra closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then said, “While
riding on a moonlit night, you came upon a lone woman. Her
husband had cast her out.™

Tentatively, he stroked his right hand along her face. With
his hand clad in thin leather, he couldn’t actually touch her di-
rectly, but even so, he felt her heat and the pulse of her heart
when he caressed her neck.

"Wh}r did her husband cast her out?”

“She was unskilled in his bad.”

“Was she beautiful ?”

“Golden hair and the face of an angel. When you saw her,
you couldn’t resist. You decided to educate her. She refused and
ran. Gleefully, you gave chase.”

Larra’s nipples thrust against creamy lace. Lowering his face,
he breathed to her ear, trailing his hand down to twist one then
the other fragile peak between his fingers. She moaned, not
with alarm, but arousal, which caused his prick to twitch below
the heav].-r fabric of his trousers.

“What did I do when I caught her?”

“You told her if she pleased you, you would let her go.”
Larra’s breath caughr when he pa|med her breasts, teasing the
nipples between his fingers. Arching back, she added, “But only
you knew it was a lie. You did not intend to ever let her go.”

“What did I make her do first?” He wanted to take her hand
and wrap it around his cock, but now was not the time for her
to discover that particular truth.
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“You ordered her to disrobe. Timid and shy, she removed
her c|c:t11i.ng until all she wore was pale mo-nnlight. Silver kissed her
slender limbs, contrasting the golden hair upon her head and
the fair hair...” her voice trailed off as she searched for the
right word.

“The fair hair on her luscious cunny,” Dauer supplied, de-
lighting the beast that thrived on salacious words.

Larra gasped at his crudeness, seemingly shocked he would
toss such a word about so casually.

“Say it, Larra. [ want you to say it for me.”

“Cunny.” She said it fast, spitting it out, then instanﬂ}r her
cheeks flushed pink.

Chuckling in her ear, he said, “Your blush is lovely. Tell me
the truth; you've said that word before.”

*MNat to a man.”

“Have you said it when you're alone at night, thinking of
this tale and touching }rourselp Always, the beast could smell
truths that eluded him, and this was no different.

Her deepening blush and a lowering of her proud chin con-
firmed the truth. Pleased to discover a wicked center to her
prim and proper facade, he stroked his hand to her hip.

“MNow that I have the galden one bare, what will I do with
her?”

“You tell her to get on the ground, on her back. When she
resists, you slap your riding crop across her bottom. The raised
welts look purp|e in the moonlight. You caress them, te1|ing her
that if she listens and P|eases you, you will let her go, even
though you know that you are |1,r|r15

“Does she now do what I command?”

Larra nodded. “She’s afraid but excited. She places her cloak
on the ground then lies down. You tell me—her—to part her
legs so you can kneel between them.” Apparently warmed by

reciting the tale, Larra pushed the blanket from her lap.
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He took her slip, inserting herself into the story, as an invita-
tion to explore. Sliding his hand down her hip, he worked her
lacy dress up to her knees then halfway up her thighs. Freckles
dotted her skin, youthful and charming, compelling him to
tease his hand between her legs. When she willingly parted
them, blood surged, thickening his cock.

“Now I'm kneeling between your beautiful legs. What do 1
tell you to do?” Encouraging her to become the woman in the
tale nnhr excited him more.

Larra bit her bottom |1p “You tell me to touch m}rseH s0
you can watch.”

“Touch yourself so I can watch.” He exhaled a thick groan
of sinful plea,sure as he moved his hand to his lap.

Eyes closed, her head tossed back against the seat, she placed
her hand upon her knee then smoothed it up between her legs.

“Part them more so | can see better.,”

She hesitated.

“Must I find a ridinE crop?”

Shaking her head, she parted her legs very wide. He lifted their
bound hands so she had more room. When her thigh pressed
against his thigh, his entire body twitched. The beast wanted to
fall between her legs and feast upon her slick cunny then impale
her upon his shaft until she screamed. The man within barely
held him back.

Larra caressed the tender flesh of her inner thigh then nudged
her fingertip against her luscious sex. Her moan was low, filled
with need, shamed but determined to please.

“Slide your finger between your slick lips.”

While she did as he bid, he parted his cloak and stroked his
leather-clad fingers along his swollen shaft.

“Show me how wet you are,”

Larra lifted her hand.

B-EfDrE I'IE' CDLIl'El Stﬂp I'lIlTISE'If 1'IE' IE‘-H.U.EEI eaty breaﬂ'led 1'IET scent
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deep, then swiped his tongue along her finger. Her arousal filled
his body with rampaging lust. Quickly he parted his trousers,
gripped the base of his prick, and 5q ueezed.

“Touch yourself again. Focus your attention on your stff
little clie.”

She did, rolling her head forward with a gasp of surrender.
Never had Dauer heard a sweeter sound. Larra slumped lower
in the seat, spread her legs father apart, and gave him a better
view of her sinful ministrations.

She seemed determined to find her pleasure as she worked
her finger around and across her straining little nub. Clearly,
this wasn’t the first time she had masturbated. She appeared to
know just how she liked to be touched—soft then firm, slow
then very fast. How could this lustful woman even think of se-
creting herself away in a nunnery? Somehow, the thought of
her chaste, hidden behind plain robes and surrounded by noth-
ing but women, aroused the creature beyond his control.

“Fuck yourself Wltl'l your finger. Plunge it deep inside your
sweet little cunny.”

With a strangled gasp of shocked satisfaction, Larra flung her
head back and frantically worked her hand between her legs.

Tightening his grip around his shaft, he increased the inten-
sity of his strokes, rubbing his thumb across the swollen head,
slicking his glnve with his own Erﬂtiﬁcaﬁnn.

He followed her pace until she clenched her legs together,
trapping her hand as she rode her ingers to release. Her soft lit-
tle moan caused him to climax in a swift gush. Their mutual
peak washed over him, causing the beast to retreat a step.

Already he felt more human. Never would the creature
within fully withdraw, but with a few more encounters, Dauer
wouldn't fragment. Orso he hnpfd

Over the winter, he'd discovered more and more occasions
where he had done things as the beast but had no memory of
them as a man. Panicked, he had tried to find a way to blend his
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separate halves and had realized there was only one thing both
sides craved: pleasure. Greedy even after this wonderful en-
counter, both man and monster wanted more.

Larra rested against his shoulder, loosening her legs enough
so she could withdraw her hand.

He tucked himself away, wondering how many other tales
Larra would willingly tell. Or, if he was very lucky, act out.



O a cleft between the highest peaks nestled Hargarren Cas-
tle. Expecting thunderclouds, Lara exited the carriage to bright
sunlight sparkling on snow. Blinking rapidly, she shaded her
eyes with her free hand and gazed upon soaring white towers.
Atop the central turret flapped a flag of white, yellow, and blue.
Frigid air slashed against her gown, cooling the heat between
her legs. Like a hug& white cloak, snow surrounded the struec-
ture.

*Your home is beautiful.”

Dauer barelj,r nodded, keeping his head low.

R.ea|iz.ing the |ig|1r bothered his eyes, she moved more
swiftly toward the massive front doors. Her delicate slippers
crunched through the frozen top layer of snow, and tiny
c|un1|:!s melted and soaked her feet. She would have plenty of
time to explore the grounds later. While she did, she might fig-
ure out what happened on the ride here. It had started out as
her te|1i|15 him a story, but then she became the subje-ct of the
tale. She couldn’t remember how that happened. She wasn’t
ashamed, only perplexed. Never in her life had she experienced
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such a shattering release. Dauer had been both kind and brutal,
like two different people.

Once inside, he lifted their bound hands and carefuu}r un-
wound the silk.

After so many hours with her hand clasped to his, sudden
freedom washed cool air against her sweaty palm. Her wrist
didn’t hurt, but she rubbed it absently for lack of anything bet-
ter to do while she glanced about the foyer.

This was now her home for as |nng as she lived.

Much to her surprise, everything was white, from the mar-
ble floor to the smooth stone walls. Cathedral ceilings at odd
angles jarred her, for nothing was symmetrical. She expected
something gloomy and dark, filled with a thousand creepy
shadows, burt this was brighr, airy, and much warmer than Rel-
mon Castle. Thick carpets covered the entryway, and two stat-
ues stood guard on either side of the door.

Curious, she approached the first. A naked muscular man
looked over his shoulder. His expression was not one of fear
but of resigned acceptance. The second was the same glorious
man, but now a sneer of contempt twisted his lips. The more
she gazed at him the more beastly his face became.

Larra shivered and stepped back, right into Dauer.

He steadied her, his hands on her shoulders, his body
pressed against hers. His size and nearness terrified yet excited
her. Leisurely, he rubbed his hands up and down her arms, as if
inspecting his recently purchased goods. From his vantage
point, she realized he must be able to see down her dress. Her
nipples peaked, causing a shift in the rhythm of his breathing.
His grip tightened, and suddenly he spun her around. Larra
hung her head, too embarrassed to look up.

“You can't hide from me. I smell how aroused you are.” He
traced his finger from her lips to the edge of her bodice. “Is it
my reputation or what you saw in the carriage?”

Confused, all she could do was bite her |ip5 and shake her
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head. She had no idea what caused her reaction to him. Never
had she been so aroused and yet so afraid.

“I want to see you.”

She thought he wanted her to raise her head, but he slipped
his hands inside the top of her dress, forcing the bodice down
until he exposed her breasts. A rush of air tightened her nipples
almost painfully. The shock caused her to clench her thighs.

“Sucha responsive little thing you are.”

The cool leather of his gloves was more erotic than actual
skin. He pu|led and twisted her tender Peaks until she gasped
and arched her back. At once, she wanted him to stop but also
to continue. In her mind rolled the story of how he clamped the
woman's breasts to torment her while he whipped her bottom.
Would he now do that to her?

His answer was a terrifying growl that shivered her down to
her toes. He grasped a handful of her skirt, lifted it, and then
ran a dagger through it, ripping and cutting the fabric until he
exposed her right up to her belly button.

She darted her gaze wildly around the foyer.

With a chuckle, he tossed the ruined fabric and dagger aside.
“None will come to see you or to rescue you.” He stepped
back, perusing her body.

Larra refused to cover her breasts or her exposed and vul-
nerable sex. Such an action might Dnhr anger him. She stood
very still, her gaze on his boot-covered feet. When he stepped
forward, she tensed.

He plunged his hand between her legs. “How wet you are.”
Rubbing his hand back and forth, he teased his middle finger
between her 1ips then nudged it threatenin El}r against her pas-
sage. “Slick with lust.” He wiggb&d his ﬁnger inside and chuck-
led at her gasp. “Too big? Wait until you feel my cock stretch
this tiny hole.”

Trembling at his words and the visions in her mind, she
turned her face away. Only from the corner of her eye had she
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seen what rested between his thighs during their ride. Mon-
strously large and terribly thick, she knew he wouldn’t simply
stretch her but cleave her if he plunged his shaft within.

“Your body doesn’t lie. Show me how much you want me,
Larra. Move your hips

She did, slowly at first, then with more vigor as her move-
ments worked his leather-clad finger inside. Her gaze fell on
the second statue, and she swore he leered at her, pleased to
witness her submission.

“Sweet little slut with a Ereed}-' wet shit.” His entire 'FIHEEI’
was now deep within, his palm cupping her, rubbing her clit.

“I'm not,” she gasped, trying to stop, to edge away.

“Yes, you are.” He snaked his hand around to her lower
back, pu1|ing her against his rugged frame. "Say 1t, Larra, say
I'm a greedy little slut.” ”

She shook her head, pushing at his shoulders, but he refused
to release her. His finger delved deeper, firm and insistent.
What did he want from her? How could she say no to an}rthing
he demanded?

“Poor innocent, forced to wed a monster, but now, to your
utter shock, you discover you lust after the beast. You don’t
want a man, no, you want a brute to use you, to force you, and
to make you do things you swore you would never do.” He
thrust his finger in and out with rough brutality. *That’s what
you want. You want it nasty and fierce, you want me to compel

ou.
! “No.” Her voice was breathless and weak as she clung to his
broad shoulders. For a fleeting moment, she wondered why his
cloak was more heavily padded on one shoulder than the other
was, but she was too appa“eﬂ b}r her behavior to think on it
now. “No.” Her denial was pathetic, so feeble that even she
didn’t believe her defiance.

“Don’t fight me. You save no face here, for none that you
knew will ever see you again.” He jabbed his finger in and out,
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dancing her on his palm, forcing her to ride him. *You belong
to me. Say it.”

Her entire body swayed back and forth as she danced upon
his arm. Against her will, she moaned, “I belong to you.”

“Again.” Ruthlessly, he plunged a second finger beside the
first.

“I belong to you!™ Larra shuddered against him so close to
climax she could taste release.

Abruptly he withdrew his hand and coldly said, “Get on
your knees.”

Falling to her hands and knees, she gripped the thick carpet
in her fists.

He moved behind her and said, “Part them.” His boot
nudged her thighs.

When she did, he knelt and lifted the back of her dress to ex-
pose her bottom. He slapped each cheek once and chuckled at
her whimper. She heard his belt jingle as he loosened it, then a
shock of hot thick flesh was rubbing between her thiEhs.

“Oh, God,” she moaned, digging deeper into the multihued
carpet with her ﬁngertips. The tales were true—he was as big as
a stallion and harder than stone. How would her petite body
ever accommodate him?

“You call out to God as the devil works his prick between
your |egs?" He lau ghed obscenelj.r. Big hands gripped her hips,
forcing her thighs together, clenching them more snuggly around
his shaft. As he plunged back and forth, thick veins parted her
lips, rubbing her clit.

The slicker she got, the faster he moved, until he was buck-
ing against her, slamming his hips against her bottom, the buckle
of his belt digging into her flesh. His breath was harsh and so
hot she felt it th rcrugh the fabric of her dress.

Panting with foreboding, waiting for the moment when he
plunged within, she arched her back and wriggled side to side,
desperate to get away before he did.
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His fingers drilled into her hips to hold her steady. “You
can’t get away, Larra. Besides, you don’t want to. You're so
wet, 1t's dripping off me and onto the floor.”

What he said was true. She’d never been so slick. Her scent
filled the air around them, encouraging him to make animalistic
growls and harder thrusts. Every stroke only tormented her
more and caused her passage to tighten with need. How could
she want him to fill her yet simultaneously dread that moment?

“I'm going to make you spend all over my cock.” He
reached around her waist and cupped his shaft, pressing firmly
against her clit as he slowed his movements.

Larra almost screamed with ecstasy. Perverse dreams and
wicked stories flashed thmugh her mind, ﬁﬂing her throat with
keening gmwh and begging moans. She wanted him, beast or
not. She’d always wanted a man to find that secret place in her
mind, where her most obscene fantasies resided, and bring
them to life.

With one final shove that scraped his shaft along her clit, she
climaxed, clenching her thighs around him. He bellowed, his
hips jerked, and then he sp|attered all over her beuj,r. She would
have collapsed if not for his strong arm around her waist.

She heard him whisper something but didn’t trust her ears
because it sounded like he said, “My salvation.”

He pu|1ed her up against his bod}r then stood, taking her with
him. “Don’t turn around.™ He was still hard when he withdrew.
She heard him covering himself then felt his hand upon her shoul-
der. “I will show you to your room.”

Similar to what happened in the carriage, once the moment
was over, his mood abruptly changed. Her exhausted legs trem-
bled as she gathered the edges of her skirt to cover herself. She
followed him down an endless series of haﬂwa}rs and up twist-
ing staircases. Asymmetrical arches and jarring angles confused
her sense of direction. Even if her life depended on it, she didn’t
think she could find her way back to the entrance. Stra.ngely,
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she had no desire to run. She didn’t know exactly what Dauer
hid below his peculiar padded cloak, but he hadn’t forced her
to do an}rthing against her will. She'd reveled in his brute com-
mands. Besides, where would she run? Her sister would only
send her back.

Walking a few paces behind Dauer, she noticed that he had
an odd hopping gate, as if his right leg were longer than his left.
He stopped at a bare wooden door and pushed it open.

Plush decor in gold, green, and brown dotted a massive room.
The color scheme was surprisinghr similar to her room at home.
Wood carvings lined every wall from floor to ceiling. When she
first gazed at them, she saw nothing but smooth flowing lines,
but the longer she looked, the more she saw faces bubbling out
of the carvings. She blinked and rhe].r disappeared.

A crackling fire filled the space with light and heat, flicking
shadows across a fabric-shrouded bed. Against one wall was a
water basin and racks of clothing. Trailing her gaze along the
dresses, she discovered that each was more elaborate than the
last.

*T'll leave you to clean up and chang& for supper.”

Waat.”

He stopped but didn’t turn around.

“You said these were my rooms. Where are yours?”

He pninted to a door directhr across from hers. Without a
word, he left.

Peering around the doorway, she waited until he disappeared
then darted across the hall and turned the knob. Locked. Dis-
appointed but not surprised, she returned to her room and
closed the door behind her.

Larra removed her ruined clothing, washed up, and then pe-
rused the dresses. Her eyebrows rose. All of them had plunging
necklines, nipped in waists, and full skirts. He didn’t want her
to see him, but apparently, he had no problem looking at her.

She selected the most modest one in Spring green with brown
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brocade ribbon along the bodice. Struggling her way into it, she
suddenly missed her maid. As she continued to pull the fabric
around herself, she wondered if Dauer had servants. She hadn’t
seen any yet, but surely he couldn’t run the entire castle by
himself. Someone had stoked the fire in her room. Perhaps they
made themselves scarce when he was in residence, or maybe
they had known what he had intended to do with her in the
foyer.

With the gown secure, she turned to the dressing table, and
Was Puz.zled |:r],.r the lack of a lcnking Ela,ss. When she examined
the frame, she found a few embedded shards. Why had he not
replaced it? She checked around the room for some reflective
surface but found none. She pulled her hair up and secured the
knot with a decorative stick. In one of the velvet-lined boxes,
she found matching earrings and slipped them on. She felt like a
princess from a fairy tale. Her radiant smile faded. A princess
should have a prince. Daver was many things, but he was no

rince. Their encounters in the carriage and the fc}-'er Were sim-
ply a prelude to what he would demand of her tonight.

“My first niEht as his bride.”

Butterflies filled her belly, but was she anxious or anticipat-
ing? What happened between them had aroused her beyond
comprehension. Having him order her about was immensely
freeing, but still, she nibbled her |ip, wnndering what he would
do next.

She decided worrying over it would solve nothing, so she left
her room and went exploring. Most of the doors were locked.
The few that weren’t had only fabric-covered furniture and a
thick la}rer of dust.

Half-expecting to find something sinister, she continued to
try every door but was terribl}r disappninted. Nnthing disturb-
ing or even mildly creepy greeted her curious gaze. Perhaps
there was no truth to the rumors. Daver was simply a disfig-
ured man who chose to live his life isolated within his castle. If
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people told such vile tales about her, she doubted she would
want to mingle with them either.

A part of her heart broke, for she had delighted n te1|i1'|g
tales about his brutality, his malicious disregard, and his evil
perversions. When she didn’t hear enough tales, she simply
made up new ones and told them with breathless relish. A wave
of shame crushed her when she realized she was responsible for
cin:u|atinE some of the worst stories about him.

Determined to make up for her misdeeds, she vowed to do
an}rthing he asked of her.



Dauer found Larra wandering the halls and led her to the din-
ing room. He had no doubts that she had been exploring every
room, looking for proof of his vile reputation. He thought she
would be smart enough to realize he would never leave confir-
mation laying about for her to discover. Wisely, he kept his
dirl:].-r little secrets Ermhr buried.

That she chose the green dress didn't surprise him either. It
was the most modest of the lot yet complemented her coloring
perfectly. She appeared lovelier than a wood nymph. When she
smiled up at him, the dimple on the right appeared then deep-
ened with her |:n|noming grin. Now that nighr had fallen, the
beast retreated and the man stepped forward. He could appre-
ciate her beauty without degenerating into thoughts of how he
wanted to bend her to his lust.

“Do you always wear that heavy cloak?” Larra asked as he
seated her at one end of the table.

“Yes.” Out of respect for his servants’ sanity, he disrobed
only in the privacy of his room. He moved to the far end and

sat. Whﬂﬂ 1'IE IUGI’EE‘EI Uup, SI'IE fmwned.
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“Why are you sitting so far away?”

During day-to-day activities it was difficult to keep his
hood low enaugh to cover his face, while eating it was Impossi-
ble. However, her desire to be closer to him stirred a part of his
heart he thought long dead. Apparently, whatever the beast had
done to her in the foyer hadn’t terrified her. All he could re-
member was ushering her inside, then everything went hazy.

*1 wish to eat without having to worry about my hood.™

“Oh.” Embarrassed, she lowered her gaze and fiddled with
her glass.

Dietermined to recapture a more pleasant tone for their meal,
he lifted his glass and said, “A toast.”

Larra lifted hers, anticipation shining in her eyes.

*To you, my wife. May you alwa],rs grace my home with
your beauty, your charm, and your sweet smile.” He tilted his
glass to her then sipped.

Blushing, she followed suit. Her eyes went wide. She dropped
her glass and crystal shattered against the table. Sputtering, she
slapped at the table for her napkin. In her haste, she knocked
her plate and silverware to the floor. Once she found her nap-
kin, she opened it and dropped her face into her hands.

Everything went silent so fast it was comical.

Against his will, he burst out laughing.

Mortified, she peeked over the edge of her napkin—cnvered
hands.

“I apologize.” He tried to stop, but he couldn’t. For the first
time in years, he laughed, not at her, but at the situation. His
pretty, perfect wife was a klutz.

Larra considered the damage, shook her head, and then she
too |aug|1ed. “I guess I won't be gracing your home with my
grace.” She stood and brushed the mess from her gOWIL

“Haven't you ever had brandy?”

“Is that what that was? I thought it was wine, so I took a
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generous swallow. It stopped halfway down my throat then
came right back up.”

He continued to chuckle as he took another sip of his
brandy. “Don’t worry about the mess.”

On cue, his butler entered and deftly cleaned up, replaced
her tableware, served the first course, and departed.

“He's very prohcient,” Larra said, settling herself back to
her seat. Dubious, she considered her fresh Ela,ss of bra.ndj.r.

“Delicate sips, my wife.” He couldn’t stop himself from call-
ing her that. He found the rhythm of it pleasing, the thought of
her as his more so. If she could only understand his dual per-
sonalities, the difference between him as a man and as a beast.
He wanted to tell her, but how could he exphin?

After a deep breath, she tried the brand}r again. Her face
scrunched up, but she didn’t gag. He found her willingness to
try new things not only charming, but such adventurousness gave
him hope. Perhaps this time he had wisely chosen a stronger
woman.

Throughout the meal, she questioned everything she didn’t
recognize and discovered she did have a taste for fine brand}-’.

On the verge of cautioning her not to drink too much, he
decided it might be for the best if she did. Intoxication would
allow her to relax when he took her to his bed. No matter what
qualms he felt, he was going to take her there. He needed her.
Without the pleasure of her body, he would dissolve into the
beast and never be a man again.

He was perplexed by the events of today. After their en-
counter in the carriage, he felt the beast retreat, but he couldn’t
remember anything from the foyer. He knew he had done
something brutal, because he found a ripped part of her dress
and a dagger. However, Larra didn’t seem to be afraid of him.

She wasn’t cowering, In fact, she looked across the table with
shy smiles and delicate blushes. While his butler, Morrow, de-
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livered course after course, Larra became increasingly ani-
mated, chatting about a variety of subjects. He found her thor-
oughly enjoyable and regretted when the evening drew to a
close.

When he stood, a flash of worry darted across her face, but
she shook it away and plastered a determined smile to her lips.

“I won’t hurt you,” he soothed, offering his hand.

*1 know.” She c|asp~ed his hand but hers trembled. He would
give an}-’thing to remove her rrepidaticrn. Where the beast
sought to build her anxiety, the man inside wanted only her
willing capitulation.

Lighting their way through the halls with a lone candle, he
unlocked his door and pushed it open.

Larra gaspfd. "Wh}r is your room so bare?™

All his room held was his bed and a washstand. He'd had the
decorative walls covered with blue fabric and the thick rugs re-
moved. He hadn't used the fireplace in years.

“I find I need little in the way of luxuries,” he said, but the
truth was he thought severity in dress and design was apt pun-
ishment. He set the candle on the washstand then closed the
door.

Larra fiddled with her earrings. Since there wasn't much of
anything to look at, she kept her gaze on the floor.

*You won't have to look at me.” He blew the candle out and
pure blackness descended. Instantly more comfortable, he re-
moved his cloak. He took his first fresh breath of air all day.
His entire body hummed with anticipation. He couldn’t see
Larra, but he could hear her panting breath and feel the heat of
her body.

“What do you want me to do?” A desire o plea,se over-
shadowed the terror in her voice.

“Do you remember the Story you told me tcrdaj.r?"
*Yes,”



EvE OF THE BEHOLDER / 131

“I want you to remove your clothes then lie on your back
on my bed.”

With regret, he realized he should have put mmething softer
on his bed for her rather than a scratchy wool blanket. He
could do nothing about it now, but tomorrow night he would
lay her down upon silk like a queen.

He heard the rufﬂing of fabric as she disrobed. Her scent
wafted through the air, lovely with innocence and arousing with
desire. Or was his need cmlj.r fcmhng him? How could she want

him? His last wife had thrown herself from the highest tower
rather than share one night in his bed. Would Larra submit and
then kill herself? He couldn’t bear another tragic death.

In the dark, he heard a screech of wood against wood as she
p|acec1 herself upon his bed.

“How will you watch me with no light?”

Her question eased his worries. “I will not watch you this
time.” He removed all his clothing then sat beside her. “This
time, I will touch you. Lie sull.”

His bare ﬁngerrips traced alnng her face. Her skin was
smoother than silk, giving and alive, so profoundly sensual tears
filled his eyes. He hadn’t directly touched another human in an
eon. Trailing his hands over her forehead, down her nose, then
to either side of her neck, he wanted to spend the night simply
taucl'ling her. When he reached the delicate skin below her ears,
he felt her pulse dancing wildly as her breath grew sharp.

“I swear I will not hurt you.”

Larra took a gasping breath, but her body only tensed.

He couldn’t imagine what this was like for her, alone in the
dark with a man she had never seen. Her imagination must be
running wild with horrible visions of his face. Longing to tell
her the truth, he held tightly to his plan. He would never let her
see him.

Reverently, he touched her from her shoulders, down her
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arms, to the tps of her fingers. He wanted to follow his path
with his lips but held back, afraid of doing too much too soon.
If he went slawlj.r, Larra would relax and realize he wanted nn:rnljl.r
to give her pleasure. He traced lightly from her chin to her
breasts then palmed them. Firm but pliable, he rolled them in
his hands.

She arced up in subtle encouragement.

Dauer rubbed his thumbs across her nipples, marveling in
the texture of the puckered flesh. He swore he could spend the
entire evening simpl}r explaring her breasts.

“Your hands are so soft,” Larra whispered.

“Probably from wearing gloves all day.”

"Wh}r do VOu wear gloves? Your hands feel normal encugh."
She tensed. “1 mean, I'm sure that }rou—rhat ever}rrhing—"

He shushed her babbling with a finger to her lips. “Shhh.
You worry too much. My hands are normal but very sensitive
to sunlight. I'm not an ogre who is going to fly into a rage at
ever}rthing you say.”

She nodded below his finger. Her lips were plush, smooching
around his ﬁnEerriP. A desire to lower his mouth to hers con-
sumed him. He hadn't kissed anyone since his first wife, but he
couldn’t demand that intimacy of Larra. Using her body to sate
his lust was bad enough.

In a rush, he wanted to cover himself, relight the candle, tell
her the truth, then fall to his knees and beg for her understand-
ing, her acceptance. However, the last time he tried, his second
wife threw herself from the tower, convinced he was a devil-
worshipping warlock. Revealing his truth to Larra would serve
nn|}r to salve his soul, not to make her trial any easier.

Hesitantly, he smoothed his hands along her body, but the
lower he went, the more she tensed. When he dipped his ﬁnEer
to her belly button, she whimpered. When he went lower sull,
right to the edge of her downy hair, she bolted upright.
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Shocked, he yanked his hand back, whacking his penis.

Growling in pain, he bellowed, “I told you to lie sull!”
Damnation. He'd told her he wouldn™t rage at every little thing,
and here he was doing just that.

“I'm sorry,” Larra gasped. “Please don’t be angry, but my
sister lied to you.”

Dauer cupped his hand to his smarting cock. “What did she
lie about?” All Andace claimed was that Larra was beautiful,
pliable, and would make him a good wife. He had no argument
with any of her claims so far.

“I'm not a virgin.”

Breathless, Larra sat tensely on the bed, as if waiting for him
to erupt. Whatever he'd done to her as the beast, it didn’t in-
clude penetration or she wouldn’t be this perriﬁed.

For the second time, he tried to smother his chuckle, but it
quickly turned into full-fledged laughter.

Larra scrambled back, probably afraid he'd gone insane. He
gripped her upper arm, not too hard, just enough to stop her
trom ]:l-cr|ti|15 off the bed.

“All this fear and trembling is because you are not a virgin?”
He was profoundly relieved. When she told him she wanted to
take vows, he simply assumed she was innocent. Besides, the
beast had not smelled the truth. Or perhaps he had but decided
not to share it with him. It would please the beast to make him
think he had already stolen such a prize.

Confused, she haltingly asked, “You're pleased that I'm not
chaste?™

His grip on her arm turned into a caress. “Larra, [ was terri-
fied that I was going to hurt you no matter how slowly I went.
Believe me, I'm elated.” He paused for a moment, considering a
new twist, © Was it unp|easant?"

“My first time was awkward. Afterward, it was ... nice.”

It was not a rousing compliment to her lover, whoever he
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may have been, but at least he hadn’t hurt her. Dauer wanted to
ask for details, but by refusing to invade her privacy, he might
gain her trust.

“So you're not afraid of sex, just sex with me.”

She moved to deny it but haltingly said, “I don’t know you.
In the carriage, I saw a glimpse of you, then in the foyer I felt

. you swear that you won't hurt me, but I don’t know how I
can take your—you—comfortably.” She shrugged below his
hand. *I want to please you, to be a good wife, but I don’t see
how I can without pain.

Mow he had some idea of what the beast had done. He'd slid
himself between her legs to find his pleasure. The feel of his de-
formed penis must have fright&ned her be}rcrnd c:q:rmprehensinn.

His hand captured hers and despit& her resistance, he
wrapped her fist around his shaft. “Feel me, Larra.”

Tentatively, she explored him. Her hand was cool against his
throbbing cock. Fighting desperately to hold still, he simply sat
and let her touch him.

*1 don’t understand.” Her voice broke, and he wanted to
sweep her into his arms, but he couldn’t.

“Your mind played tricks on you. Perhaps what I said in the
carriage embedded itself into your thoughts.” He knew it was a
cruel deception, but he still couldn’t explain without revealing a
truth that might shatter her mind.

“But I felt the veins, the thick pulsing ridge—"

“With your thighs,” he said, cutting her off. “I'm a man,
Larra, not a monster.”

“You were different today. Bossy and brutal.”

He hung his head and softly asked, “Did I hurt you?”

“No.” She hesitated then whispered, “What you did excited
me.

Stunned, he tried to understand how the beast’s excessive
dominance could arouse any woman, let alone shy and blush-

ing Larra. Rather than ask, he simphr laid her back on the bed
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and continued his exploration. However, now he was con-
cerned his tender sensuality would not engage her as fully. He
felt at war with the beast for Larra’s satisfaction.

He needn’t have worried. Larra came alive under his strokes;
her body writhed while her soft means offered subtle encour-
agement. When he slid his hand between her thighs, she parted
them willingly, allowing him to feel the heat and slick arousal
hidden between. His mouth watered, demanding he taste her.
Crawﬁng onto the bed, he maneuvered himself between her
legs, lifted her bottom with his hands, and then buried his face
in her sex.

Larra gasped. She parted her thighs, balancing herself on her
toes. Dauer slipped his tongue deephr inside, rn‘eling in her
p|easure, her wi1|ingness. MNever had he known such sweet
honey. Her honest desire inflamed him. Like a salve to his soul,
her surrender restored a part of his broken humanity. Nibbling
and chewing, he teased her until her legs trembled and her
breath turned into gasps.

“Plunge your finger inside,” she begged.

When he did, she bucked wildly, tightening around his fin-
ger as honey gushed onto his hand. Never had he known a
woman to become so aroused, so wet, and to ask so boldly for
what she wanted. Before her contractions stopped, he rose up
and plant&d the head of his cock to her quivering passage.

Like a tiny sucking mouth, her sex begged him within, de-
manding and insistent. He eased inside. His eyes rolled back as
her heat enveloped him. After hundreds of years of celibacy,
this precise moment was epic, sublime, and no matter how
much he wanted immediate satisfaction, he refused to rush. Bit
by bit, he went deeper, feeling every texture within, every pulse
of her heart, every fleeting quiver of her pleasure.

Below him, Larra shifted, rolling her passage around his shaft,
squeezing him, compelling him. Against his will, he plunged
deeper. Her whimper fﬂght&n&d him, and he Ebruptl‘j” withdrew.



136/ Anitra Lynn McLeod

“Please don't stop.” Larra reached out, grasping his shoul-
ders before he could move away. Her touch was magical. Her
ﬁngertips dug into his muscles, then her hands smoothed over
his chest, flattening against his nipples. She explored his bnd],r
with the same reverent curiosity as she had explored his penis.
When she moved her hands up toward his face, he pulled away.

“I want to touch you.”

“Please don't.”

To his relief, she withdrew her hands. Angling her hips up
b}r grasping her buttocks, he again descended s|aw1],r into her
silky heat. This time when she whimpered, he tock it as en-
couragement, slipping deeper until his balls nestled against her
bottom.

He released a groan of profound rapture. The agony of de-
nial evaporated with their union. Tears filled his eyes, and he
blessed the darkness for hiding them from Larra. For a moment,
he held still, simply enjoying the feel of her body wrapped
around his. When Larra rose up to embrace him, she tightened
deliciously around his shaft. In a moment of pure bliss, he for-
got himself and kissed her.

Her mouth yielded to his, opening, welcoming, returning to
him the gentle thrusts of his tongue. Devouring her with his en-
tire being, he pressed her back onto the bed, lifted her legs
around his hips, and thrust his hips to lock their bodies.

In a timeless moment he held her, flesh to flesh, so enmeshed
within each other they were no longer two separate beings but
one. Sensations he'd long forgotten enraptured him: the feel of
her breasts flattening against his chest; the slender strength of
her limbs along his powerful form; the soft, tingly spring of her
curls against his much coarser hair; the scent of her skin; the
taste of her mouth. For the first time in his endless life, he
prayed to God that the sun would not rise. Let it be forever
night so he could keep her bound with him in the dark, in this

tender perfectian.
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Hours passed as he held her, occasionally kissing her lips,
her face, and her shoulders. Eventually she grew restless be-
neath him.

“Move, please move,” Larra implored, contracting her arms
and legs around him in supplication.

Dauer buried his face in the hollow between her neck and
shoulder. Tears flowed as he rocked to her, marveling at how
she echoed his movements, how she clung to him, kissing his
neck, gripping his buttocks.

Velvet blackness allowed a freedom he hadn't ever known.
Even his first wife, lovely and perfect in his memory, had not
taken such pleasure in their bed. Not like Larra. She whispered
encouragement then punctuated her needs with demanding
MOVerments.

As he drew closer to climax, the beast pounded in his blood,
demanding harder thrusts, willing him to ride fast and furious
to find the pinnacle. Dauer refused. He allowed his gratifica-
tion to build and build, taking Larra with him.

Locking his mouth to hers, he took her breath into his lungs,
sharing his, their gasps mingling until the dam burst, spilling
him into her as she clenched around him. Blinded by not only
the dark but also by bliss, Dauer clung to her long after the
shudders abated.

He didn’t have to see outside to know that morning came
despite his prayers. Bit by bit, the beast infiltrated his body. He
always felt the change begin inside then slowly work its way to
his outer shell. This time, the change was different.

Larra’s fingertips trailed across his features. Her voice was a

shocked whisper when she asked, *“Why do you hide when all I
feel is beauty?”



The wonderful heat and weight of his body vanished when he
rolled off her. Lost in the darkness, Larra called out to him, but
all she heard in answer was the ruffling of fabric, and she knew
he'd donned his heavy cloak. Why did he hide himself away
when all her hands discovered was smooth skin, a strong jaw,
and thick hair that curled around his noble head?

Dauer wasn't a beast; he was beautiful.

Before she had touched him, she already knew because of
his tears. She had said nothing, but she felt the gentle drops
against her shoulder. & simple act of love wouldn't touch a mon-
ster. Only a man, a strong and secure man, would allow himself
to feel so deeply.

“Dauer?™

“You may return to your room.” His voice was so coldly
dismissive, she shivered. When she hesitated, he bellowad, “Go
now! ™

Confused by his abrupt mood change, she scooped up her
clothing. She didn’t bother to dress but simply clutched every-



EvE oF THE BEHOLDER / 139

thing to her chest. At the door, she scrabbled at the handle,
twisting it frantically, but it wouldn't open. When he stepped
behind her, she was so furious at his moodiness that she dmpped
everything, turned, and slapped him as hard as she could. Mis-
judging his height, she connected with the top of his head.

He growled. After grappling with her for 2 moment, he
gripped her wrists and pinned her to the door.

Struggling, she tried to kick him, but he pressed close until
he crushed her flat.

“Do you stll think I'm beautiful 3”

“I think you are a hateful brute!”

Laughing, he clutched her hands in one fist then shoved his
other hand between her legs. She tried to clamp her rhighs to-
getl'ler, but she was no match for his stren grh. His leather gh:n-'es
were cold but quickly heated.

“Let me go.”

“You took such good care of him. Now you'll take good
care of me.”

Bewildered by his words, she stopped fighting. He spoke as
if he were two different PEDPIE. Was he rruhr mad as some tales
said? Was he a recluse that finally cracked under the tide of
loneliness and despair?

His hand left her, but then she felt something bigger nudg-
ing her thighs. When a ridge and veins pressed against her ten-
der flesh, she screamed.

“That’s what I wanted to hear! Scream for me, Larra. Shriek
out your horror and dread. Music to my ears.”

Here was the massive cock she'd felt in the foyer, the one
Dauer assured her was nn|}-' a Egment of her imagination. Had
he somehow switched places with another man? What vile
amusement did the:l.-r use her for? Perl‘laps he and another made
sport of her. They tried to drive her mad with this evil game.

His thick cock was no illusion. Pulsing and hot, he forced it
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between her legs, pressing it right to her clit that sull quivered
from the tender encounter on the bed. But who was that man
who held her, cried on her shoulder, and loved her so sweetly?

“Let me go!”

“Not until I've had my turn.”

He tossed her over his shoulder then threw her on the bed.
Before she could crawl away, he pounced, straddling her chest.
She heard him fumble for snmething then felt silk wrapping
around her hands. Shocked that he would use their marital
binding cloth for his perversions, she nonetheless couldn’t help
a wild quiver of anticipation.

Once he had her hands secured, he flipped her facedown,
dangling her legs over the edge of the bed. Two big hands
grasped her buttocks, spreading them wide, and then some-
thing wet wiggled against her anus. It took her a moment to re-
alize what she felt was his tongue. Too shocked to move away
or even to protest, she simply lay there while he plunged his
tongue inside her.

When her sex Eushed and her nipples thrust against the
mugh wool blanket, she blessed the darkness for hiding her
shame. No matter how she tried to deny the truth, she enjoyed
his perverse behavior. How could she find two such different
men entirely arousing?

P|unging his ﬁng&r into her cun ny, he lifted his head and ex-
claimed, “And here’s the proof.” Working one finger into each
passage, he continued, "My eager little wench likes the nasty
beast. You weren’t this wet for him.”

She refused to comment, afraid that if she denied his accusa-
tions, he would harm Dauer.

Cl‘luck"ng, he Pushed her up and now snaked his tongue
into her passage. His head pressed against her, misshapen and
strange, so she knew he could not be Dauer. As he drew her
legs up onto his shoulders, one was much lower than the other
was, fnn:ing her |egs to part wider for his grunting slurps.
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He ate at her like a starving animal.

Larra buried her face in the blanket to hide her answering
squeah of excitement. Wh}r did his bestialit}r arouse her so
thoroughly? Torn in two by the difference between them, by
her reaction to both of them, she simply stopped struggling. If
they battled for her body, let them, for she would willingly
submit to them both. If they used her for sport, let them, for
she would use them in the same manner. She would revel in the
different pleasures they offered, and she refused to feel one
more moment of humiliation. After all, one or the other was
her sworn husband. It wasn't her fault she didn’t know which
one.

Lifting her head, she snarled over her shoulder, "Surehr vou
can get your tongue deeper than that?” His hesitation empow-
ered her. “What’s wrong? It's no fun for you unless [ fight?”

His answer was a lusty plunge that she countered with a
howl. His tongue was flat and wide, deeply textured, more agile
than any finger. When he wiggled it between her lips then
lapped at her clit, she lifted her bottom to give him better ac-
cess. Encouraged, he snarled and forced her hips higher. He bit
her inner thighs, her nether lips, and then her clit.

A violent orgasm contracted her, clenching her thighs around
his head, which only encouraged him to flatten his tongue and
swipe It hard and fast until a wave of climaxes rendered her a
gibbering animal.

Dirty girl.” He lifted her legs off his shoulders. “Let’s see
how filthy you are.” Pulling her hips to the end of the bed, he
rose up until his massive cock pressed against her still trem-
|:n|ing passage.

In the foyer, she'd been terrihed by his sheer size, but now
she knew she could take him. Not only that, she wanted to. She
wanted to feel him invade her, posses her, own her utterly.

“What are you waiting for?” she taunted. “Permission?”

“He fed vou his cock slnwh-', didn’t he?” the beast asked as
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he teased his finger against her stll slick anus. “He was gentle
and sweet, loving and tender.” His tone wasn’t mocking, but
curious. “Tell me, Larra, which do vou prefer?"

Unable to decide she said, “Both.”

She gripped the blanket with her bound hands, waiting for
his initial thrust. Pulse pounding in her ears, she tried to relax,
but anticipation tightened her muscles and shortened her pant-
ing breath until her lun gs burned. Wh}r was he hesitating?

With the thick head Plugging her and his Enger reacl}r at her
bottom, he just knelt behind her, mumbling something she
couldn’t understand. Shuddering, he pressed forward and her
eyes went wide. Twice as big as Dauer, the beast’s cock
stretched her painfuﬂj.r despite her slick readiness. As the bul-
bous head nud ged inside, she stifled a cry and heard snatches of
what he was saying.

“Youll hurt her.”

“1 want to hurt her.”

*There's no salvation if she’s broken.”

“She wants it.”

Larra held very still. There were not two separate voices but
only the beast talking to himself. Again, he used the word sal-
vation, as he had in the foyer. She didn’t understand how she
could rescue him or even what she was delivering him from. A
thousand questions swirled in her mind as he continued ta|king
to himself.

His voice rose and fell from indecipherable mumbling to
clear and sharp bursts. Suddenly he bellowed, I want my
turn!” With that, he pressed forward, stretching her beyond en-
durance.

Her scream of genuine pain shocked him so much he abruptl}r

withdrew. She didn't think he had hurt her |:r:;.1:“].r since she didn't
seem to be bleeding. More than anything, he'd frightened her
with his impulsive thrust. Now she knew she simply could not
accommodate him, no matter how much she wanted to. He must
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have realized this truth as well. When she rolled over and sat up
on the bed, she tried to find him in the dark. After a moment,
she heard him in the corner, crying. His sobs broke her heart.

Making her way to him, she settled at his side and placed her
bound hands on his shoulder. He flinched.

“Go away!”

He sounded like a cranky child. At a loss for words, Larra
used her teeth to remove the silk cloth from her hands. *1 know
you didn’t mean to hurt me.”

“T hurt everyone! No one likes me; they like him.”

So there were two different men. She couldn’t fathom why
they would play this game, but it did explain the strange stories
about Dauer. Perhaps rhe].r were brothers, forced to live this
outlandish bound existence to claim their inheritance. Or ma}rbe
Dauer felt sorry for him and allowed him to live here. She longed
for her most trusted maid; together they would be able to arrive
at an explanation.

“Ilike you,” Larra said, leaning against his shoulder.

*Then wh}r did you scream?”

“Because 1t hure.”

“I knew it would. I wanted to hurt you.”

“Why?”

“All those stories they tell that aren’t true—I wanted to
make someone pay.”

Brutal, vicious stories of perverse pleasures and dirty deeds
must have burned his ears. Larra was glad the darkness hid the
hanging of her head. How could she repay them both for the
gossip she had eagerly spread?

Larra wrappecl the silk binding cloth around the tip of his
penis and stood. Silently, she drew him back to the bed. Grunt-
ing, he followed but refused to lie down when she nudged him
to do so.

“Idon’t want you to be in charge.”

She giggled. “Don’t you want to try mmething different?”
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“I want to be inside you.” He'd lost the harsh edge to his
volce and now sounded wistful.

With regret, she exphined that he was simpl}r too big, but
there were other ways for him to find his pleasure.

After a long stretch of silence, he said, *I want to see you,
but I don’t want you to see me.”

Inspired, Larra wrapped the binding silk around her eyes
and had him relight the candle. In the next instant, she felt him
lifting her up over his shoulder.

“Where are you taking me?”

“To the dungeon.”

Larra shivered from his words and the cool air rushing over
her naked body as he strode down, down, down to the very
bowels of the castle.

“Are you going to punish me?”

“Yes. Are you afraid?”

She didn’t answer because she was yet she wasn’t. In a way,
she wanted him to Punish her for spreading the vilest of stories.
In another way, she was terrified he would explode and go too
far, causing her permanent damage—what if he saughr to dis-
figure her so she matched him?

He placed her on her feet and moved away. She stood in the
center of what must be a vast room because every sound
echoed. The air was damp and smelled of fetid water and rust.
Somehow, not seeing him made the moment more erotic than
terrifying. She heard a ruffling of fabric and then caught a whiff
of sweat and some spice, not vile or unpleasant, but unusual
and entirely unidentifiable. Even though he was a beast, he was
clearly a clean beast. She wondered if, in anticipation, he had
prepared himself for her. That he cared about her perception of
him Plea,sed her and altered her view of him. She decided not to
think of him as a beast but merely a tragically dishgured man.

From behind, his rough calloused hands gripped her shoul-
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ders then slid down her arms, exploring her with forceful ex-
citement, in direct contrast to how Dauer had touched her.
Twisting, he peaked her nipples, causing her to gasp and curl in.
He grunted approval. His breathing was rough and hot against
her neck. When he picked her up and placed her facedown on
some type of device, she didn’t struggle. Fear and anticipation
hammered her heart. A padded surface cradled her from chest
to hips. He bent her legs, placing her knees into cups. Metal
wrenched against metal as he adjusted the machine to hold her
legs apart. Next, he secured her arms above her head with man-
acles. Shuddering and groaning, the machine shook below her
as he lifted her up and inverted the table so her bottom was
higher than her head.

Bound and expnsed, a curious freedom pmsessed her. Wh}r
she took pleasure in her helplessness, she didn't know, but she
refused to rebel or to plead when she knew he would not listen.
Just the prospect of being at his mercy aroused her beyond her
wildest fantasies. And, too, she deserved his punishment.

Once he had her settled, the dungeon became unnaturally
quiet. When he slapped her bottom barehanded, the smack echoed
off the stone walls, matching how her body shivered in response.
She bit her bottom lip not to cry out.

Unable to see him, she felt "him when he leaned close and
growled, “I want to hear you scream, Larra. That is the point of
punishment.”

He retreated and again smacked her butt. This time, she let
out a whimper. Apparently, it wasn't enough because he whacked
her again, twice as hard. Her flesh stung and she struggled against
her bonds. When she howled, he chuckled approval.

After a thorough spanking, when without even seeing her-
self she knew her bottom was bright red, he withdrew. For a
moment, all she heard was his sharp breathing mingling with
hers.
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“Now tell me the truth. Confess that you told those awful
tales about me. Confess that you embellished them with your
OWI nasty needs.”

Larra nodded, unable to speak. Something hard and flat
plowed across her buttocks, bringing her so much stinging
pain, she screamed out, “Yes, yes! I told stories about you. I'm
sorry. Please forgive me.”

Refusing her plea, he paddled her until she dissolved into
tearful confessions and begging absolutions. He Poured a life-
time of pain into spanking her, and perversely, she thought she
ought to have even worse. From her mouth came the most hor-
rible tales, and once she said them, she couldn’t take them back.
When her flaming cheeks could take no more, he stopped,
ﬂinging the paddle aside.

Metal groaned as he settled himself behind her, angling the
machine so she was almost horizontal.

“Now tell me one of the tales, as you did in the carriage.”
Hot breath caressed her bottom, soothing some of the pain. She
decided he was sitting between her forc:efu”}r spread |egs.

Hesitantly she told him the tale she found most utillating,
the one where he caught the girl in the garden and punished her
in a most arousing fashion.

“Would you like that, Larra? A hundred hungry cocks
readj.r to fuck your bound bad}r?"

When she nodded, he smacked her butt. “Speak!”

Yeg!™

“I would enjoy that too. Watching them pound away at
your insatiable cunny.” He placed his face close between her
spreea.d |egs so that his breath caressed her quivering nether lips.
"Perhaps they would widen you ennugh for me.”

Silently, she begged him to touch her. Her sex was so hun-
gry, it tightened unbearably, causing her to wriggle restlessly
against the machine.

He |aughed. *I have something for you.” With that, he
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moved away. She heard him shuffling things around, dropping
items that clinked against the stone floor.

Anticipation flooded her with a thousand |u5tj.r ideas, each
more wicked than the last. Bare feet shuffled against the stone
floor as he returned to her. After a few adjustments of the ma-
chine, he placed something against her, something that simulta-
neously slid up her bottom and her slit. Cold at first, the
unfamiliar material warmed to her bod}r. He secured the device
to her with a series of straps that wound around her hips.

Before she could ask the purpose of the device, the two
cylinders moved together in a slow plunging rhythm. Her eyes
went wide behind her blindfold.

“You enjoy my invention, don’t you?”

Larra couldn’t speak. Mever had she felt an}rthing likke this.
It was as if two cocks filled her at once. Hot, flexible shafts that
weren'’t too stff or too soft. What magic did he possess to cre-
ate this spell? Was this the same magic that caused his carriage
to g|ide with unnatural smoothness?

“I can increase the size,” he said, and suddenly both cylin-
ders grew thicker. “Or I can increase the speed,” both plunged
to her with lightning thrusts. “Or both.” Now they were thick
and fast, causing her to gasp in delight as she clung to the bar
above her head. If this was the evil witcheraft her maids had
warned her about, she was more than happy to be subjected to
something so delightfully wicked.

Toying with her response, he continued to change the tempo
and dimensions of his device. Larra writhed. Waves of ecstasy
washed over her until she drowned. Below her, the machine
shifted, drawing her legs together. Behind her, another shaft
slid between her clenched thighs. Thick and crisscrossed with
veins, it rubbed lazily against her swollen clit. All three worked
together, building in pace until she reached the peak of plea-
sure.

“He can never give you this.” Unre|enting, he continued his
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delicious torment until she came again and again. Finally, in a
great thrust, he climaxed. He collapsed against her, balancing
his weighr on the machine as he recovered.

Lost in a haze of pleasure, replete with satisfaction, Larra
was barely aware of him removing the device and releasing her.
He then cradled her in his arms. She sensed movement upward
then found herself nestled in her own bed.

Tenderly, he tucked her in. “You have pleased me greatly,
Larra.” With that, he placed a soft kiss to her forehead, and left

before she could remove the silk and catch a glimpse of him.



Drauver surfaced as soon as night fell. He was in his room, in his
bed, nude, and reeking of sex. Panicked, he fumbled to light the
candle. A flicker of pale brightness revealed that Larra was not
with him. He breathed a sigh of relief but lost his composure
when he remembered how viciously the beast erupted when
morning came.

What had he done to Larra?

His head throbbed as he tried to remember. The line be-
tween them had fragmented over the years, but he thought
Larra would be able to resolve the fissure and draw the two
separate halves together. However, they were now so far apart
he had no recollection of what the beast had done.

A snatch of conversation surfaced, where he begged the
beast not to break her, but he lost hold as soon as he grasped a
thread. Frustrated, he shoolk his head, determined to remember
but unable to do so.

Rather than binding his two separate halves, Larra seemed

to be pushing them further apart. He had no idea why, but if
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things continued down this path, he would have to get nd of
her.

His heart clutched l:llza.infuﬂjl.r at the mere rhaught of her leav-
ing. Last night went beyond his wildest expectations. Pliable,
willing, adventurous—Larra was more than he could have
hoped for, and far more than he'd ever dared ask for. A sweet
completeness in her arms ensnared his mind, body, and soul.

He wanted her all for himself.

That the beast had touched her revolted him even though
the ariEinal idea was that b}r sl‘laring her the:l.-r would rea|ig,r1.
Now, jealousy and possessiveness turned him against himself.
How could he protect her from a beast he had no control over?

Grabbing his eloal and gh:rves, he dressed then crossed the
hall, v;autic:ushr opening her bedroom door. Low embers lined
the fireplace, giving just enough light for him to see a lump in
the bed. Holding his breath, he approached. After a painfully
long moment, he saw a gentle rise and fall. Strands of dark hair
tangled across her face and the pillow. In sleep, reposed, she
had the aspect of an angel. So delicately ethereal, he hated to
wake her. Her hand was up, and as he leaned close, he noticed a
dark band around her wrist. A bruise.

Fury consumed him. Always he’d felt the anger in the beast,
but he never thought he would actually injure Larra. Dauer
rolled the covers down and found the same spicy scent of sex
on her. He winced when he saw her chapped, red, and slightly
bruised buttocks. The beast had a lust for spanking, but this
was evidence of a beating.

Enraged, he vowed to destroy everything in the dungeon.
He'd been vaguely aware of what the beast did there, but he'd
thought it harmless, for who could he torture with his inven-
tions? Now he'd found a target. Dauer had to protect her, but
where could he send her? Not back to her sister. Perhaps he
could send her to his stronghold in the east, but what if he sent
her away and the beast only called her back?
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With a sigh, Larra rolled over. Blinking, she wiped the sleep
from her EYes. “Wh}r didn’t you tell me?”

At a loss for words, he sat on the edge of the bed and simply
gazed at her from under the hood of his cloak. How could he
exp|ai11?

She reached out and Placed her hand on his thigh. “T don't
mind that there are two of you. At first | thought you were
moody, your attitude changed so fast, but last night, I realized
the truth. What I don’t understand is why you didn’t tell me.”

He realized she thought he and the beast were two separate
people. Caressing her bruised wrist, he softly inquired, “Did he
hurt you?”

“Yes and no.” A smile laden with delicious secrets crossed
her face, infuriating him more deeply than the thought of her
being hurt. Had the beast given her greater pleasure than he
had? She stretched, utterly oblivious to her naked body and the
effect it had on him. “But why only one wife when you could
have two?”

She wasn't terrified, she wasn’t angry; she was simply cun-
ous. Baffled, Dauer struggled to find a plausible excuse. “If you
saw him, you would understand why he couldn’t find a woman
of his own.”

Considering, she sat up and winced a bit when she put
weight on her bottom. “I didn’t see him. However, I could feel
him, how tragically deformed he is. You are very kind to share
me with him.”

Kind? Under his cloak his eyebrows rose. Just about the last
thing he felt right now was kind. He alone was responsible for
what had happened to her. It was his idea to find a wife to pro-
vide them with pleasure in the hopes it would restore their bal-
ance. Sadlj.r, all he had done was sp|inter them further.

Larra utter|}r amazed him. His last wife hadn’t even spent a
few hours in his company before she flung herself from the
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tower. Heartbroken, wallowing in guilt, he vowed never to
subjec:t another woman to his curse.

Angry and cheated, the beast took up residence in the dun-
geon, crafting weird punishment devices to extract vengeance
while Dauer channeled his drive into inventions that would ul-
timately benefit all mankind.

Cravings overwhelmed them both, c:crmpeuing them to try
again. Here, with Larra, they found a willing woman, but what
would her reaction be when she discovered they were not two
separate beings? Would she accuse him of witcheraft or some
other such nonsense then kill herself rather than face another
moment in his presence?

Trailing her hand up his thigh, she smiled when she found
him hard. Coyly she whispered, “What a lusty pair you are.”
After a squeeze, she added, "However, I simply must eat if I'm
going to survive so much vigorous activity.” With that, she
flung back the covers and climbed out of bed. Naked, she
moved fluidly, without modesty or seduction.

Struck mute, Dauer remained on the bed while she poured
water to wash up.

“Wait.” He wanted to do something special for her. To show
her without words how much he cherished her open spirit.

She hesitated, the moistened cloth held in her hands.

Within her rack of clothing, he found a robe and helped her
slip it on.

“Follow me.”

Giggling, she grasped his hand. " Are you going to let me eat
and wash before you subject me to you hearty advances?”

“How would you like to do all three at the same time?”

Tilting her head, Larra smiled. *Do you have magic like he
does?”

Challenged, Dauer confirmed, “My magic is stronger than
his.”
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He guided her through the darkened hallways and up to the
second-highest tower. When he pushed open the door, she
emitted a delighted laugh.

“It’s beautiful!™

The snow-covered glass dome above them glowed as moon-
light glittered on the pure white erystals. All around them, the
winter-hardy plants bloomed, reaching up majestically toward
the g|eaming ceilinE. A waterfall of jagged marble anchored the
center of the room, spiuing down into a small pond.

Dauer had spent years designing his atrium, dragging bucket
after bucket of dirt up the narrow steps. The beast thought the
project silly, preferring instead his metallic creations in the
dungmn, but this was the cml],.r phce Dauer found solace. Here,
even in winter, lush green plants and blcmming vines greeted his
world-weary eyes.

Larra skipped to the edge of the pond and tentatively draped
her toe across the water. “It’s warm.” She slipped off her robe.
He remembered part of the tale she'd told the beast in the car-
riage, about how all she wore was pale moonlight. Silver kissed
Larra’s slender limbs like a caress. Her hair cascaded over her
shoulders, so dark it appeared black, but her eyes glowed
bright.

Shyly, she turned to him. *Can I get in?”

“Of course.”

Hunting for holds with her feet, she discovered he'd lined
the bottom with smooth rocks that sloped toward the center.
When the water was up to her midthigh, she plunged below,
emerging a moment later, floating on her back.

She purred. “I am never again going to wash up with the
basin.”

He hadn't designed it with bathing in mind but discovered
he, like her, preferred it to a wet cloth. “You are free to come
here whenever you wish.”
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“That’s if I remember how to get here.” She rolled aver to
her belly, causing the moonlight to glide across her tortured
buttocks. "Arent you going to join me?”

“I am going to do as I promised.” He went down to the
kitchens. As usual, Morrow had several covered platters wait-
ing for him. He filled one large plate. When he returned, Larra
was in her own world. Splashing and singing, she reminded him
of a water sprite. The smallest of comforts delighted her, caus-
ing Dauer to wonder how badl}r her sister had treated her.

When she saw him with the plate of food, she swam to the
edge of the pond, wriggling against the bank like a hungry fish.

Playfully, he held out a bit of roast. Lifting herself up, she
took it from his ﬁngers with her mouth then settled back into
the water. He repeated the motion, enjoying the way she
wrapped her lips around his fingers to suck the tidbit inside. He
fed himself too but found he wasn't as hungry for food as he'd
thought. Simply watching her aroused him.

“Well, that takes care of two out of three.” Her smile was
pure seduction. “Now it’s time for you to join me.”

He shook his covered head. “1 don't want you to see me.”

She let out a disappointed sigh. “What is it with you two? I
mean, with him it makes sense, but you—what are you hiding
from?®”

How could he explain that his face was just as terrifying as
the beast’s? No matter what form he was in, anyone who saw
him went mad. The beast didn't terrify his last wife, he did.
Frustrated by his refusal to remove his hood, she'd yanked it
aside. When she had seen his face, she had gasped in wonder, in
delight. Then she had looked further. Her mouth had fallen
open. With a scream, she had run. Before he could catch her,
she'd ﬂung herself from the highe&t tower. Wevermore had he
or anyone gone in there since that tragic day. Blood streaks
marred the surface of the castle for months afterward, like a
black mark on his soul.
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“I've touched you and found only beauty.” Larra’s voice
was softly plaintive, begging and becoming all at once.

That was the pmblem. His beaut}r blinded. So perfectlj,r
formed, so strongly etched, he was not simply handsome but
exquisite. A dangerous godlike magnificence caused those who
looked upon him to go insane. When the curse was fresh, he'd
been trapped in a mirror, enraptured by his own reflection.
Luckily, the beast eventually emerged, took one look at his
missl‘lap&n head, and pro-ceeded to smash the mirror. Ever
since, he'd smashed every mirror he encountered.

Annoyed, Larra grabbed the tie from her robe and covered
her eyes. “There. Now [ can’t see you.” She tilted her head, lis-
tening, "Well? Getin. 1 promise [ won't peek."

Hesitantly, Dauer removed his cloak and slid into the water.

When she reached for her blindfold, he grasped her hands,
infuriated that she lied.

“I wasn’t removing it, simply adjusting it.”

He settled the fabric Erml}r over her eyes. "1 ask one
promise of you.” Grasping her hands, he kissed each fingertip.
“You must never try to see me or him.”

Her brows lowered ominously. “You won't ever let me see
either of you?” Resentment, devastation, exasperation—he
couldnt describe the emotions that crossed her face.

“MNo.” TEﬂSiIIE his ﬁnger‘rips across her lips, he tried to coax
a smile, but she flicked her chin, drawing her face away from
his touch. “Please understand how important this is to me.” He
refrained from grasping her shoulders and bellowing that his
request was only to save her sanity.

“How can I go my whole life without ever seelng my hus-
bands?”

Her me|a.nc|mlj.r voloe surged guilr. How could he ask this
of her? Overwhelmed, he wrapped her up in his arms. “I'm
sorry. | truly am sorry. But I swear, this is the only promise I
will ever ask of you.”
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She held stiffly away from him. “You want me to provide
pleasure to you and another. You didn’t ask; you simply did
what you wanted.”

“I should have asked. I'm sorry.” He nuzzled her neck. “Do

ou wish to return to your rooms?”

“If I said yes, would you let me#”

“Yes.” However, he didn’t think she wanted to.

“I want some aspect of narmah:}r. I'm wilﬁng to be a wife to
two husbands, but how can [ only imagine you?”

*You don't have to imagine.” He lifted her hands vo his face.
“Touch me, Larra. I'm real.” Cupping his face, she traced all his
features as if memorizing every aspect of his countenance.
“What can [ do to reassure you that T do not ask this of vou
lighth.r? My request is 1'rl.1|:|.-r life or death.”

She pondered for a long moment. “If I cannot see you di-
rectly, then may I see a painting of you?”

“There are none.” Besides, they would show him as he was
before the curse. Inspired, he kissed the tip of her nose and said,
“Do you remember the statue in the fa].rer? That was cast from
my image.”

She shivered.

Unwilling to explain where they came from or why one
changed the more one gazed upon it, he smothered any further
questions bj.r kissing her. *Promise?”

Reluctantly, she promised.

Mindful of her tender fanny, he wrapped his arms around
her waist, floating her against him. Delicately, he slid her legs
astride his hips, but he refused to enter her. Too afraid of hurt-
ing her since her encounter with the beast, he swore this night
he would only hold her.

"Wh}r do you tease me?”

“Aren’t you sore?”

She didn’t answer. With surprising agility, she grasped his
shoulders and slipped his cock into her silk}r heat.
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Exchanging a mutual sigh, they simply clung together in the
water.

"Snmeda}r I will ask a favor of vou.” Larra crossed her arms
over his back and rested her face against his chest.

“Consider it done.” He paused then added, “As long as you
ask for something within my power.”

Her laugh rippled her passage along his shaft. “I will not ask
tor the moon.”

“Ah, too bad, because that I can give you.”

Bobbing in the water, Dauer allowed all his worries to wash
away. As he held Larra, he knew what he had to do to protect
her from the beast. Morrow would have to help, but he’d re-
quested bizarre services from his butler before.

*I have never known two men who are so different.”

“How sa?™

“He is rough, demanding, and,” she lowered her voice, “quite
perverted.” Kissing his chest, she said, “While you are gentle,
sweet, and deliciously languid.” She rolled her hips against his.
*Tell me how two so dissimilar souls ended up tagether."

Hedging away from the topic, Dauer lowered his mouth to
her ear and whispered, “I don’t wish to speak of him while I
have you in my arms.” He kissed his way along her neck, nip-
ping and biting her sensitive skin. Teasing his tongue across her
collarbone, he eased her back, exposing her breasts to cool air
and his hot, hungry mouth. When her nipples peaked, he sucked
them, pulling harder when her whimpers urged him on. Invol-
untarily, his hips bucked.

Gasping, she flung her head back, trailing her hair in the
water. Strands dr:;.ped across her shoulders. Sucking warm water
into his mouth, he gushed it back over her breasts, causing her
hair to tickle along her sides. Giggling and groaning, she grasped
his head, teasing her fingertips through his hair.

Angling her up, he withdrew and balanced her with his hands
so she floated on her back. Rather than being upset b}r his puﬂing
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out, she had a look of curious expectation on her face. Pleased,
he wanted to do everything in his power to bring her shattering
ecstasy.

Lowering his lips to her luscious sex, he parted her folds with
his tongue and flicked up the length. When he latched onto her
quivering clit, she arched back, dunking her head underwater.
Sputtering, she scrambled for a handhold. He floated her back
to the edge, where she lifted her hands and clung to the side.

Urging her to the surface, he again lapped at her sex, gushing
water over her clit unul she squirmed. Cirding the suff flesh
caused her to buck and breathe his name. Below the water, his
cock throbbed in time to her contractions, and a primal need to
mount her consumed him. The intensity of the desire was stun-
ning. The beast mught nn|}r to saﬁsf}r himself, but that was not
his way, and he wondered if she was melding them together
after all.

She clamped her thighs around his head, digging her heels
into his back. Sweet cream gushed over his lips, prompting him
to lower her and impale her on his aching shaft. Hot, slick, she
was so profoundly pleasurable he grasped her shoulders to
force himself deeper. He tried to be gentle in light of her tender
bottom, but he couldn’t stop thrusting. Longing to hear her
cries of pleasure, he grasped her waist to hold her steady for his
brutal movements.

Tender words of encouragement turned to demands for
more. Water sloshed around them, spilling beyond the banks of
the pond. No matter how he dug his feet in, he couldnt plunge
as hard as he wanted. Frustrated, he lifted her out of the water
and sat her on the edge. Now he could move more vigorously,
and he did. Mindless and animal, he forgot everything in his
drive to climax.

Digging his fingers into her buttocks, headless of her star-
tled sob, he poured his prick into her with ruthless abandon.
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“I need,” he gasped. “I need more, Larra. I don’t mean to
hurt you. Forgive me.”

She srruggled, but she wasn't trylng to get away; she was at-
tempting to pull him up onto the bank. As she crawled back-
ward, he followed until they ended up on the soft moss.

“You're not hurting me.” Larra wrapped her arms and legs
around him. “Give me more.”

Brutally, he battered his hips against hers. His toes dug div-
ots into the moss and his knees crushed tender Plants in his
haste to reach his P|easure. Every muscle in his back and but-
tocks tensed as he rode her, Sweat trickled down his chest as he
worked, but the pinnacle hovered just out of his reach.

He shook his head, trying to dis|odge the truth from his
mind, but he realized exactly what he was after. He wanted to
wipe the memories of the beast from her. That secret smile
when she mentioned his perverse behavior—his subconscious
realized what his conscious just now understood. She wanted
more than sweet lovemaking. Wicked, dirty, and ravenous sex
excited her. It wasn't the beast spurring his actions but his own
jealousy, his own competitive spirit.

A series of depraved scenarios filled his mind, and he whis-
pered them to her ear. She writhed in response, adding her own
lusty suggestions.

“I'm gping to danghz straps from the c,eiling and then use
them to bind your arms and legs. That way I can do whatever I
wish to your helpless body.” He rolled onto his back, keeping
her meshed with him. “T’ll cover you with scented DIlS then
tease you for endless nights until you beg me to fill you.”

Balancing herself with her hands against his chest, she rolled
her hips in intriguing circles. “But }rnu'll refuse.”

“Oh, I'll Aill you all right.” He pulled her against his chest
and slid his hand between her cheeks. Pressing his finger
against her rosebud, he said, “Here.”
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She tensed.

“Are you afraid?”

She nodded against his chest.

“But you see, you wouldn’t have a choice. I can do anything
to you, my sweet wife. Anything at all.” He fumbled for the
plate of food, found a bit of fat, and then smoothed it around
her puckered hole. Now his finger slid easily inside. Her bot-
tom sucked at his digit as 1f to pu1| it farther within while her
cunny clenched his shaft. “Ride me, Larra.”

She moved awkwardly. He had her turn around, so that she
faced away from him. This way, he could tease her ass while she
was sitting up, balancing her weight against his thighs. Her wet
hair spiﬂed down her back like inlk, echoing the shape of her
nipped in waist and f[aring hips. Nest|i1'|g down, she took his
finger fully then caught her stride by moving back and forth,
working herself into a frenzy.

He sat up until he maneuvered her to her knees. He slipped
a second ﬁnger into her. Her panting was music to his ears.

“Tell me how much you want this.”

“I do, I want you.” She thrust back.

He shoved forward, his weight ramming his fingers deeper.
He knew what he did was wrong. To use her so violently after
the beast had done so went against everything he believed in,
but he couldn’ stop. Knowing it was wrong onlj,r added an-
other layer of stimulation. Excitement mounted, lifting him
higher until his breath was a harsh wind across her back. As he
hit the peak, he shuddered, blinded by the intensity of his or-
gasm. Wave after wave of rapture caused him to pulse deep in-
side, filling her with his seed.

She would have c:c-|1:;.psed if he hadn't wmppecl his arm
around her waist.

Breathless, he inquired, “Are you all right?”

*Yes.” Her voice was wealks.

He drew her into the water. Guilt consumed him as he
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cleaned her delicate, limp body. His aggression had been too
much for her. He'd always worried about a woman's sanity if
she saw him, but what if they somehow fucked her to death?
What woman could handle two such demanding lovers?
Lifting her out of the water, he dried her off, and then car-
ried her to her bed. Rolling to her side, she fell instantly to
sleep. He removed the blindfold, pulled the covers up, and
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Larra didn’t know if it was morning or night. All she knew
was that her body hurt in ways she had never experienced. Her
breasts ached, her bottom was chapped, and both her passages
were tender from Dauer’s passionate thrusts. When she sat up,
she winced and stood with all the grace of an elderly woman.
She wasn't SOrTY for a bit of it. Who knew that she would find
the men of her dreams within the strange walls of Hargarren
Castle?

Beside the recently stoked fire, a small tray held a modest
meal of roasted meat, bread, and a small tankard of ale. While
she ate, she dressed, knowing that whatever she wore would
not stay put for long. She wondered which lover would come
to her first, and she grew wet at the prospect of taking them
both at once.

“Owernight, I've become a lusty wench!”

When she left her room, she realized night was falling. How
had she slept the day away? Snow swirled against the windows,
forming odd shapes, some like melted faces peering in. Snow
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came early here to the mountains. Winter would not take hold
in Relmon for another month or perhaps two, if they were
lucky.

Severe angles jarred her sense of place, but she eventually
found her way to the foyer. In the gloaming, she examined the
statues that guarded the door. The one to the right of the en-
trance, the one of the man looking back over his shoulder, riv-
eted her attention.

Every muscle in his back, buttocks, and legs was ngid,
shawing off coiled tension. She g|am:ed around, ensured she
was alone, and then tried to wedge her head between the statue
and the wall so she could examine his privates. There wasn’t
enough space. Disappninted, she stepped back.

Dauer said it was of him, so she studied the perfect symme-
try of his face. Sharp angles gave him a noble carriage, as if the
world lay willingly at his feet. His chin broadened out below
his mouth, and the subtle lift of his brows conveyed a com-
pelling mix of power and compassion. His nose was straight,
long, and nestled between stone eyes that were incredibly ex-
pressive, telling of a deep regret and profound sadness.

Tears sprang unbidden to her eyes, shocking her with their
intensity. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and whis-
per that everything would be fine. Closing her eyes, she reached
up and traced the face, fee|ing the truth that this was his like-
Ness.

Then why would he not let her see him directly?

Regretting her promise, she sull clung to her agreement.
Once she gave her word, she would hold to it. She would have
to content herself to gaze upon his stone image rather than his
actual visage.

Puzzled, she moved on to the second statue. The sneer of
contempt grew until a dark malevolence ensnared her soul. A
scream stuck in her throat. The more she looked, the more mis-
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shapen his head became. One eye melted down to his cheek, the
other bulged out. His mouth opened so wide she feared she
would fall in.

A blast of cold air flung the entry door open, nipping her ex-
posed skin and swirling snow against her bare feet. The shock
was enough to draw her gaze away from the statue. Using all
her might, she shoved the door closed, latching it securely.

Outside, the wind howled like the call of lonely wolves.

Shivering, not from the chill but from a deep—mnte-d appre-
hension, she practically ran from the foyer. At one point, she
glanced over her shoulder, convinced the statues would be right
behind her, ready to pounce and force her to submit, but she
was alone in the |131|wa}r.

C|urc:|1ing her hand to her pcunding heart, she slowed her steps
and uttered a dismissive laugh at her childish behavior. 5till, her
mind wondered over what she'd discovered, for if Dauer was
the one on the right, the other had to be the beast.

She stopped midstride.

The two statues looked alike at first, but then the one on the
left changed. Was the beast Dauer’s brother? If so, what was his
name? She vowed to ask, for she refused to continue calling him
the demeaning title of “The Beast.” Yes, she had been fright-
ened but blamed her own overactive imagination, for when she'd
been with him, she did not feel that deprh of evil, not as she did
in the foyer. He was brutal and rough, but only because she al-
lowed him to be. Last night, Dauer himself had shown those
same tendencies when she encouraged him.

All the stories she'd told of them rushed back, and she un-
derstood her own bizarre lust. She found tepid men dull. Her
first lover had been courtly and kind, kissing her hand a hun-
dred times before he'd ever dared to kiss her lips. Even then, he
held his passion back as if she were spun glass that would shat-
ter from a stronger embrace.

After SEEITJ]'.IIEI}' endless years of courting, his slender penis
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had entered her with barely a sting of pain. When she told
Dauer it was nice, that was all she could really say. It wasn't
painful but it hadn’t engaged all her senses, not like her encoun-
ters with her two strangely different but oddly similar hus-
bands. When her intended died in battle, she’d eried for his
loss, cried for his family, but she hadn’t shed a tear for her loss
because she had never loved him. Sweet, kind, and gentle, he
would have been a solid husband but nota thri|1ing lover.

Wandering the castle, Larra made her way to the dining
room but found the candles cold and the table empty.

“Can [ serve you?”

Jumping, Larra turned to find the butler. “Morrow?”

He bowed deephr.

“Where is Dauer?”

“He sends his regards.”

When she questioned him, he refused to elaborate. When he
offered her supper, she declined. Lonely, she examined more of
the castle and spent the evening in the music room. She'd never
had the patience to learn how to play an instrument as a proper
young lad],r should, but perhaps now was the time. Quickhr she
grew bored but continued to make noise in the hopes one of
her husbands would show.

They didn't.

Eventuau}r she went to bed. All night she waited for the
door to open and one of them to slip into her bed. Debating in-
cessantly over which she would prefer, she fell asleep unde-
cided.

She slept alone.

Endless da}rs and nights drifted past without a word from
either of her husbands. None of the servants would tell her
anything. They fed her, stoked the fire in her room, brought
her whatever she requested, but remained closemouthed.

Convinced she had offended Dauer or his brother in some
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jewels, and teasing her hair into elaborate styles, using the win-
dows to check her image, for she could not locate one mirror in
the entire castle. However, she took no pleasure in such things
and realized her appearance probably didn’t matter.

During this time, she noticed other odd things about her
new home. Of all the paintings, not a one included people. No
proud displays of ancestors dotted the walls but only bucolic
settings.

Anger finally gripped her as firmly as snow gripped the land
around her. Determined to find a Wiy to occupy her time, she
covered herself in thick furs and went out into the courtyard
off the dining room. White crystals covered long-dead gardens,
sculpting them into elabnmtehr beautiful shapes.

Inspired, she found huge basins that she filled with water
then allowed to freeze overnight. Servants would pop the ice
from them so she could carve the blocks with whatever tools
she could find. After a week of frustrated efforts, Morrow gave
her a set of carving tools wrapped in red velvet.

“A gift from your husband.” He executed a perfect bow,
placed the bundle into her frozen hands, and then whirled away
before she could ask any questions.

With better tools, what she saw in her mind’s eyes came to
life. She carved Dauer in repose, his beautiful bady reclined, his
cock hard and ready for her. Also, she sculpted his misshapen
brother, but with his face turned away, his malformed body
aligned so that he was as normal as she could make him. Al-
ways she tried to show them as they were; sensual, unusual,
unique, and utterly male.

Larra didn’t care what the servants thnugl‘lt, for she created
what came from her heart. The more she slaved over her cold
creations, the more she became enchanted with them. Hot
spikes of desire consumed her when she crafted her husbands
in ice. She remembered hearing a tale about a man who fell in
love with a statue he created, and she fancied herself in love



EvE OoF THE BEHOLDER / 167

with her own works. But in truth, she simply missed them.
Never in her life had she spent so much time alone.

Wintry nighrs marched past as she kept a |nne|].r vigﬂ in her
bed. In her dreams, she found release. Each man took a stance
in front or behind her and then teased himself against her until
her body dissolved into pleasure. Two thick cocks filled her
passages until her body succumbed to shattering orgasms.
Night after night, she envisioned the statues coming to life and
Performing wicked acts that had her hcwling stronger than the
wind.

A pathetic cry of endless torment awoke her afternoon slum-
ber. Without company, she'd become a creature of the night,
preferring to wander the hallways and gardens alone rather than
suffer the symparhetic glanc:es of the silent staff.

Flinging back the covers, she fumbled for her robe, secured
it around her silk chemise, and then entered the hallway. Silence
greeted her ears. Convinced it was only a part of her dream, she
turned back to her room. A wail of torment stood the hairs on
the back of her neck on end.

Cautiously, she followed the sound down, down, down unuil
she found the hidden door to the dungeon. When she pushed
the metal door open, it creaked horribly.

“Let me loose, you bastard!”

Larra entered and found Dauer’s brother srrapped to a table.

A thick cloak covered him, but his pale and gnarled hands
fought against iron manacles. His hands were so hideous she
wanted to run, to shield her eyes, but his cry compelled her for-
ward.

“Who has done this to you?” She rushed to his side, fum-
|:n|ing at the restraints.

“Larra?”

“Who has done this to you?” she asked again. Struggling
with the chains, she realized padlocks bound him. Without a
kE}-', she could do norhing. “I can't free you without the ILE].r."
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“Find Morrow, he has it.”

Baffled, she asked, “Why would he restrain you?”

“Because Dauer told him ta!”

Flinching back at his tone, Larra turned and ran back up the
steps. When she found Morrow, he only bowed politely. When
she demanded the key, he refused, saying that he followed his
master’s orders. With that, he refused to say any more.

Defeated, she returned to the dungeon.

Screaming and bellowing, the beast railed to no avail.

“Calm }rourself." Larra Pre:ssed her hand to his chest. “T will
find another way to free you.” She searched through the room
but found everything in disarray. Even the machine he’d used
to restrain her was bashed and mangled. “What happ&ned n
here?”

“Dauer destroyed everything.”

And now she thought she understood. Dauer had been furi-
ous that his brother harmed her, so this was his punishment.

=Wl you tell me your name?”

He hesitated, and then said, “Bauer.”

“Dauver and Bauer. So you are brothers.”

“Of a sort. Will you stop asking me questions and find a
way to free me?”

His demanding tone annoyed her. “I would think you
would speak more kindly to me when I am the one who could
free you.”

The only answer he gave was a frustrated growl.

Everything she tried failed, and he grew more agitated.

“Go and use your charms on Morrow. Toss him a good
suck, and he'll gladly give you the key.”

His vulg?arir],' rankled. Did he hnnestl}r think that was all she
was good for—tossing a man a good suck or a randy fuck?

Smartly she said, “Perhaps I will. I'm sure Morrow can en-
tertain me far better than you can. I'll just leave you to your
punishment. " She swirled away.
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At the door, he called out to her. “Wait! Larra, please don't
go.”

"Apnlngize."

He hesitated for a moment then mumbled, “I'm sorry.”

Deciding that was all she was likely to get out of him, she re-
turned to his side. “Is there anything I can do?”

“I can smell you.” He took a deep breath. “I can smell your
sweet cunny.”

Right back to vulgar, but his rough voice turned her in-
stantly wet. Defensively, she drew her robe more firmly around
herself.

“I can smell your reaction, Larra. He hasn’t come to you ei-
ther, has he?”

“No. Where is he?”

“Oh, he’s around. Closer than you think.”

Were they only playing a new game with her? She held very
still, listening, for even the tiniest sound would echo in the
room. All she heard was Bauer's de&p breathing. When she
glanced at him, his cock rose up like a leviathan from the deep,
Pushing against the fabric of his cloak.

“How the tables have turned.” She teased her hand over the
heavy bulge. Now she had a chance to see him, and he could do
nothing but protest. “Maybe I’ll just open your cloak and—"

“No!” He twisted so vinlenthr she jumped baclk. “Please
don’t, Larra.” Misery laced his voice. “I couldn’t bear for you
to see what | am.”

Touched, she soothed him with her tone and a caress to his
shoulder. “I won't.” She placed the tie from her robe over her
eyes. “Here.” She leaned down so he could feel the blindfold.

He relaxed when he realized she was not going to look at
him but then tensed when he asked, “Are you going to get me
back for what 1 did to you?”

Clearly, she heard the trepidation in his tone. A surge of
power infused her when she realized she could do an}rthing to
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him. Anything at all. Rather than calm his fears, she remained
silent.

“Larra?”

She pushed his hood back, stroked her finger along the slick
heat between her legs, and then rubbed her scent across his lips.

“Ambrosia.” Snaking his tongue out, he sucked the juice
from her finger with a hearty growl. "I want you to kneel right
over my face.”

Laughing, she removed her robe and her silk chemise. Toss-
ing the robe on the floor, she ﬂunE the silk over his |egs then
clambered up onto the table. Below her, he shifted as if to grab
her, but he couldn’t. Power and pleasure combined, causing her
to sweat despite the damp air. She knelt backward over him, as
if to do as he asked and lower herself to his face. She held her-
self just out of reach. His frustrated snarl caused her only to
gush and long to torment him further.

Lifting his cloak exposed his spicy scent. When she leaned
over to take a deep breath, he thrust his hips. She took her
chemise and wrapped it around his cock.

“This is what I feel like inside, like sweet hot silk.” She tight-
ened the fabric unul it created a snug sheath around him.
Gracefully, she moved her hands up and down, heating the fab-
ric and creating gentle friction.

Mad with desire, he rocked his hips, sliding his shaft within
the fabric and her hands. When she lowered her mouth and
breathed out against the silk-covered tip, a low animal mean
rumbled his chest. Her breasts swelled with want, and her nip-
ples thrust against the rough fabric of his cloak.

He p|eac|ed with her to lower herself onto his face, but she
held back despir& how he strained and begged. When she sensed
he was on the verge of climax, she settled lower, allowing him
to lap at her dripping sex.

Roughly textured, broad and flat, so agile was his tongue she
lost her breath. P|unging his tongue deep within her then twist-
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ing it had her writhing atop him within moments. She ground
against him, mashing her clit against his chin. She tried to imag-
ine what thE}-' looked like and the vision plea,sed her. Her wan-
ton atop the bound beast, her using him for her needs while
ministering to his. Her hands worked faster against his throb-
bing cock until she imagined the pale blue silk was only a blur.

He came in such a burst he pushed through the fabric, spat-
tering against her lips. So wonderl:uu}r wicked did she find his
flavor, she released her own climax to him, which he happily
swallowed, encouraging her to give him more until she col-
lapsed on his chest.

This was better than her dreams. She must find Dauer and
tell him that his brother had not hurt her, that she wanted them
both. He owed her a favor, and now she had something to ask
for. She wanted them in her bed at the same time, four hands to
tease her and please her, one mouth at her sex, one at her bot-
tom, both feverish to bring her to climax.

When she started to move away, he begged, “Don’t go. Stay
with me for 2 moment.”

She turned and rested her head against his chest.

“Why 1s it you alone don't find me repulsive?”

Below her cheek, his heart made a lazy lub-dub. “Because
you are only a man, not a monster.”

*I have done monstrous things, but with you, [ feel almost
human.”

If he could have wrapped his arms around her, she knew he
would have. Her acceptance of him softened his soul and
opened his heart.

“What have you done?” she asked.

He didn’t answer and she didn't pus h. She mighr be better
off not Im-:rwing.

“Why will you not let me see you?”

“Despite what you say, [ am a monster. None can look upon
me without screaming.”
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Her reaction to seeing just his hands had her reconsidering
her desire to see him fully. *I would not scream, for [ know the
man inside.”

“You must swear that you will never look at me, Larra.
Please. Itis all I will ask of you.”

She nodded against his chest, puzzled, for Dauer had said al-
most the exact same words. Determined to extracta payment in
kind she said, “I will do this for you if you promise to do some-
rhinE for me.”

“Anything, Just ask.”

“I will tell you soon enough.” She lay beside him on the
table for quite a long time.

*You should go now.”

R.eluctanthr she climbed off, covered him carefu"j.r with his
cloak, and then removed her blindfold. She hated leaving him
bound, but she promised to get the key from Morrow. She
slipped her robe on and grabbed the sticky silk chemise.

Bauer seemed anxious for her to go. Did he fear Dauer was
coming and would punish him more if he found her here? Pro-
tectiveness stole over her. She was not going to let them ﬁght
over her. Brothers should be best friends, not enemies, not at
eternal crossroads the way she was with her sister.

“Go, Larra. See if you can find Morrow.”

The tone of his voice struck her strange. He was be].rnnd
desperate for her to go, and she didn't think obtaining his free-
dom had anything to do with it. She opened the door, squealing
the metal against metal, but did not pass through. She closed
the door only to make him think she had.

Hesitating in the doorway, she witnessed Bauer’s chest roil,
as if waves washed thmugh his flesh. Pressing her |ips tcrgether
to hold back her screams, she watched his gnarled hands
smooth, elongate, and turn a light burnished copper. Perfect

hands with highl}r buffed ﬁng&rnails extended beyond the gray
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fle her gasp. In that moment, she realized there were not two
brothers, but ene man with two faces.

Larra had taken two steps toward him when a strong arm
wrapped around her waist and a massive hand cupped over her
mouth. Pressed into the body of an unknown man, a stench of
foul sweat enveloped her. She gagged and tried to scream, but
his gore-flecked fist allowed her only to utter a high-pitched
keening.

“Larra?”

Dauer's voice sounded terri|:r|}r far away. He continued call-
ing her name, his tone more confused and strident as someone
yanked her up the stairs. The brute held her firmly to his chest
s0 all she could see was a green sleeve with red accents, but she
felt the hilt of 2 dagg&r digging into her back as his ale-breath
washed over her neck.

When she struggled, he shook her so hard her head snapped
back into a metal plate on his shoulder. Her vision slid side-
ways. Before she lost consciousness, she saw Morrow crum-
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Doauer called out repeatedly for Larra. Shuffling footsteps
were his only answer. Who had taken her away? Had one of his
guards decided to save her from him? He felt more fear than
anger.

Struggling against his bonds, he bellowed for Morrow. True
panic settled in when he realized without the key, he would die
srrapped to a table. Was this his ultimate Punishmem? Te perish
alone, slowly, tormented by all he’d done in his past and what
he'd done to Larra. Her beautiful brown-green eyes were curi-
OUS, DPer, and so eager to embrace her new station despite his
restrictions and demands. She gave her bc:d}-' to him and the
beast with a willingness that touched them both. Astounding how
such a simple act could have such a profound impact on his soul.
He'd tried to stop taking advantage of her by binding himself as
the beast, but still, he'd used her for his own ends. No man of
God could absolve him of his sins.

He truly didn’t care if he died, for he deserved to die, but he

could not bear to allow Larra to be hurt. Where a part of him
wanted to give up and suffer what he deserved, a stronger part
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demanded he rise up, face this problem, and restore Larra to
her proper place. He wanted to keep her here but knew it was
wrong,. If he found a way to rescue her, he had to give her up.

Torn between self-pity and a desperate need to rescue Larra,
he scrabbled at the manacles even though he knew they would
not release. His tl‘lomuEhness to contain the beast now worked
against him. Drawing deep breaths, he forced himself to calm.
Above him was a wooden ceiling that formed the floor for a
storage room. All around him were stone walls buried deep
into the ground. Craning his head backward, he saw the metal
door was open. Rather than wasting his voice calling out, he
grasped the metal chain from the manacle and banged it rhyth-
micaﬂ}r against a metal strap on the table.

Hours passed and his hand cramped, but still he bashed away,
l'loping someone would hear him, if Anyone was alive. He sropped
for a moment, listening. Dead silence shivered his spine. Dauer
didn’t mind dying for his sins, but he would be damned a thou-
sand times before he would let anyone harm Larra.

Within his flesh and his mind, he felt the beast surface, be-
rating him for his foolishness in binding them to the table. They
argued the point untl both stopped in sudden realization; they
were both fully, consciously aware of the other for the first time
since they married Larra. Not only were they aware, but also
they were able to converse without the shimmering wall that
usually separated them. A profound relief washed through them
both, for they thought Larra was only fragmenting them, when
in fact, she had restored them. Jealousy had held them apart. Now
that they both faced the prospect of losing her, they merged,
willing to work together to save her.

Dauer started to bang the chains again. When he grew tired,
the beast pushed him to continue. He had no idea what time 1t
was when Morrow stumbled into the room. Hnlding a hand to

his bloody head, he fumbled for the key.



Larra woke but didn’t open her eyes. She had no idea where
she was or who had abducted her, but she didn’t want to alert
her captors that she was awake. Below, a velvet couch cush-
ioned her body, and above, a dusty fur tickled her nose. She
gritted her teeth not to sneeze. Her hands were not bound, nor
her feet, but why would they bother when all she wore was a
robe? If she ran into the night, she would freeze to death. In the
air around her, she smelled wood smoke, dust, stale cooking
odors, and the smallest whiff of a floral perfume. If she had not
spent so much time blindfolded, she would have missed it.
Once she smelled that scent, she knew exactly who her abduc-
tOr Was.

“I know you're not asleep.” Andace’s voice came from across
the room, near the crackling fire.

Larra sat up and blinked at her sister. A bloodred dress
crushed in her waist and lifted her breasts. The bodice plunged
deeply between her alabaster mounds while the skirt flared
around her hips then spilled to the floor. Orange flames danced
across her features, distorting her eyes into the unblinking
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glare of a predator. Midnight black hair fluffed coquetushly
around her heart-shaped face in direct conflict with her smirk
of contempt.

Andace was beautiful—of that, there was no doubt—hbut she
possessed a cold, hard beauty, like a gemstone. Glittery and
stunning as a diamond, Andace sparkled but had no warmth.
At times, Larra was convinced she had no soul.

*All he could afford was a robe?” Indigo blue eyes raked her
from head to toe. “Or is that how he kept you; barefoot and
scantil}r clothed?”

Still smarting from her shocking discovery about Dauer, Larra
refused to discuss him with Andace. *What do you want?”
Larra stood with the grace of a queen. Suddenhr she did not
fear her sister. A childhood of torments faded away. Head high,
she considered the food on the table near the fire.

“So you tamed the beast.”

Larra deliberately turned her back and sampled the array of
treats. One bite of the roast caused her beu}r to rumble. She
wasn't sure how |ang she'd gone without eating. A sudden
flash of Morrow crump|ec| in the upper |'|al|wa}r caused her al-
most to choke. Dauer was strapped down, utterly vulnerable.
What had her sister done to him?

“If he would have killed you, it would have made this so
much easier.”

When Larra turned, Andace was considering her scarlet
nails with studied disdain.

“You wanted Dauer to kill me?” Her sister had never liked
her, but she didn’t want to believe her hatred ran so deep.

“Of course.” Andace rolled her eyes, tossing her hair back.
“Then I would have the Perfec,t excuse to avenge your tragic
death by taking over his lands.” Clapping her hands together,
she lifted them in an expansive shrug. “With you sull alive, I'll
have to improvise.”

Larra desp&ratehr wanted to ask after Dauer but didn’t dare.
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If her sister knew she’d developed feelings for him, she would
do something cruel and vicious. Calmly, Larra asked, “What do
you want with Dauver’s lands? You alread}r have all of Relmon.”

“Honestly, you are an idiot and far more stupid than Father's
jester. Your puny share of Relmon was never my goal.” Andace
snapped her fingers. A nude woman entered, her head craned
so low her blond hair covered her face. Her breasts were large
and firm, the nipples capped with rosy points. In her hand, she
carried the end of golden chain affixed to a collar around her
neck.

Andace snapped her fingers once and pointed at the floor
beside her feet. Obediently, the woman knelt beside her and
handed Andace the end of her leash. Fﬂndh.r, Andace traced her
fingers through the woman's thick honey-blond tresses. There
was something familiar about the woman, but Larra couldn’t
put her finger on exactly what.

“Didn’t you ever wonder how I knew your deepest thoughts,
how I always managed to tease you about the things that mat-
tered to you the most?™ She chuckled. “Dhd you think I had
magic:;] powers like one of your pathetic story creatures?”

Larra had thought Andace possessed some unnatural ability,
for she knew just how to wound her the deepest, but she said,
“I assumed brutality came naturally to you.”

One Edge of her mouth curled up. *And stupidir}r to vou.”
With a sudden jerk, Andace pulled the woman’s hair back, ex-
posing the face of Larra’s most trusted maid.

Larra felt her eyes widen with shock. *What have you done
to her?” The normally chatty, vivacious Keale trembled and
kept her eyes downcast.

“Get up.” Andace yanked on the leash, causing Keale to rise.
*“MNow tell Larra the truth.”

Keale kept her face low but rolled her eyes up. A viciously
cruel smile crossed her rose petal lips. “I was never your friend.
Every secret you told me, I told to my mistress.”
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Dievastated, Larra struggled to keep her composure. Keale
had been her closest companion since Larra was seven years
old, but she was determined not to let Andace know how
deeply she had hurt her. Andace would only rejoice.

*I should have been born a man.” Andace fondled Keale's
nipples. “If I were a man, none would question my blood-
thirsty ways.” With one vicious movement, she twisted Keale’s
nipple until Keale moaned low in her chest. “They would re-
vere me and give me a powerful name to match my conquests.
As a woman, I have to suffer name calling of a different sort.”

Larra was shocked that Keale stood there enduring Andace’s
harsh treatment with no shame that another witnessed her sub-
mission. In fact, both of them seemed to enjoy having an audi-
ence. When Larra looked away, Andace twisted Keale’s nipples
until Keale screamed.

“Stop!™ Larra took one step forward, as if to rescue Keale.

Andace laughed. “She enjoys this. Show her the truth.”

“Yes, mistress.” Keale squatted down, parted her thighs,
slipped her hand between her |egs, and then lifted her slick fin-
gers for inspection.

“She likes pain.” Andace shoved her down so hard Keale's
knees cracked against the wooden floor.

A flush of embarrassment washed across Larra’s cheeks
when she thought of the pleasure-pain the beast bestowed on
her. The beast that she now knew was actually Dauer himself.
Was she so different from Keale? She decided that she was, be-
cause Dauer never attempted to control her in any other way.
Clearly, there was far more between Andace and Keale than
bedroom games.

Eyes glittering, Andace noticed her reaction. “That’s why he
didn’t kill you.” She |auE;11ed |ang and loud.

Larra thought she would melt through the floor.

“How your mother would die of shame if she weren't al-
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ready dead. Her perfect daughter is a pain slut. Had I known, I
would have made vou my slave.”

Genuinely shocked, Larra recoiled. “You're my sister.”

“By marriage.”

Larra’s widowed mother and Andace’s widowed father mar-
ried when they were still young girls. Larra had been thrilled to
have an older sister, but her joy had quickly faded when An-
dace resented her on sight. No matter what Larra did, Andace
rejected her. Sull, the thought of having any kind of relation-
ship like that with her, sister or not, was nauseating.

“Oh, calm yourself. Keale told me you showed no interest
10 WOImEen.

Keale lifted her head a fraction to peer up and blow a kiss in
Larra’s direction. All the times Keale crawled into her bed on
the pretext of comforting her now took on a decidedly sinister
air. Suddenly cold, Larra wrapped her arms around herself.
One way or another, she had to get out of here and make her
way back to Hargarren Castle.

Intent on {:lnding sumething to wear in what she thnught
was the back bedroom, Larra brushed dismissively past An-
dace, who grabbed her hair and yanked her back.

“Where do you think you're going?”

Straightening herself, rubbing at her smarting sca|p, Larra
said, “To get dressed.” She wanted to turn and hit Andace as
hard as she could, but Andace had always been bigger, stronger,
and so mean that Larra didn’t dare.

Only once had she struck out at her sister. Shortly after An-
dace had come to Relmon, she had accidenta”}r ruined a small
painting of Larra’s deceased father. Heartbroken, Larra’s mother
convinced her to forgive, which she did, but then Andace con-
tinued to ruin everything that her father had left to her. All by
accident, Andace would say, with a barely perceptible smirk on
her face. Determined to protect her things, Larra had hidden them
away, but Andace found them and destroyed them all, that time
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without apology. That time, she stood over the broken items
with a smile of triumph, twirling a broken doll in her hand. A
haze of fury had overcome Larra, and she had charged, knock-
ing her sister flat, but Andace had expected the attack and beat
Larra so severely she was bed-bound for many days. After that,
Larra avoided her new sister as much as possible. Anything of
sentimental value she had, Andace would destroy, so Larra
never took a fancy to anything of value. She had no keepsakes
of either her mother or her father, but she decided it didn't mat-
ter, because she had their memories locked in a place Andace
couldn’t reach. One thing she had that Andace didn’t was pa-
tience. The right time to flee would present itself, and Larra was
determined to be read ¥.

Andace nodded to Keale who scampered away then returned
with an armload of cloth, which she threw at Larra’s feet.

“Wear this,” Andace said, toeing the pile.

Larra pulled the item up and discovered her moss green
dress—the one that Keale said the laundress had destro}red. She
didn’t want to even speculate wh}r Keale and Andace would
want one of her dresses.

“I'll need some kind of underclothes.”

“Think of the salacious tales that you were found tossed from
the tower withoutany.” Andace arched her brows suggestively.
“Now hurrj.r." Andace c|apped her hands, but Larra deliber-
ately slowed her pace as she turned to remove her robe.

Snickering, Andace mocked, “I'm not interested in watching
you, not with your pale skinny body.”

“Dauer seems to like my figure just fine.”

“It's han:"}r a tribute to your allure that the beast of Hargar-
ren wants to mount you,” Andace said snidely.

Owver her sl‘laulder, Larra said, “You're the beast, not him.”

A brief spark of fury crossed Andace’s face, but she lifted
her chin. “I may be a beast, but I get what [ want.”

Not this time, Larra rhuught. Chained, Dauer couldn’t pos-
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sibly come after her. All she had to do was wait for Andace and
Keale to fall asleep, and then she could escape. She didn’t know
where she was, buritdidn’t r-Eilll}’ matter. Follow any road lcmg
enough and it would lead her somewhere. Eventually, it would
lead her back to Dauer.

When she finished dressing, she turned.

“What is that little smile on your face about?”

Indigu eyes missed ncrthing. Whatever Joy Larra had felt shid
away when Andace stepped close, looming over her.

“Tell me.”

“I don’t know anything.”

Andace shoved her back. Larra hit the floor with a dull thud.
Andace climbed onto her chest, wrapped her hands around her
throat, and squeez.ed. *You either tell me what you're hiding,
or I'll kill you now.”
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Afrer a heated debate, Dauer put his best man in charge of the
castle then left through the tunnels. If he rode out with his
fastest horse and all his men, hiz home would be vulnerable to
attack. Whoever had invaded took only one thing: Larra.
Which could mean anl}r one thing The],r expected him to fol-
low to get her back. He hadn't lived a thousand years without
learning to trust his gut, and his gut told him someone deliber-
ately choreographed this event.

Dauer emerged from the tunnels in the low-lying farmlands.
In a paddock, he found a sturdy horse, mounted, then made his
way into the forest. Pale moanlight g|isrened on snow as his
horse crunched a path through icicle-decorated trees. He paced
the main road so as not to disturb the recent hoofprints. If
someone sought to follow him, they would not find him mer-
rily prancing down the main path.

MNo one ﬁfoﬂowﬁrg ws. | would smell them.

Dauer heard the beast clearhr in his mind for the first time in
decades. When he took a deep snff a hundred scents assaulted
him—his horse, the trees, the very smell of snow. He lifted a
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hand to his face and touched his own nose, but it had the power
of the beast’s nose.

Stop mffﬁrg me that. Larra calls me Bauer.

Dauer refused to argue with himself in his own mind. All he
could think of was Larra’s gasp of shock when she witnessed
the transformation. A sudden scent of her fear and shock in-
vaded his memory. He blamed the beast and shook his head,
trying to rid himself of it.

The um’}l way we’ﬂﬁu& her is J;F'z.:.le work Iogerf:er.

Furious, he accused Bauer of hurting Larra and only want-
ing her back to harm her again.

I overreacted. She forgave me. I won’t do it again.

Dlauer pushed his hood back to geta better view of the road.

Stop. Bauer commandeered his nose, snifﬁng wi|1:1|].-r. She
didn’t go that way. Go back.

Dauer continued to pace the main road despite Bauer’s com-
mands. They argued briefly and struggled for control of their
body.

ff}'uu want to save ber, we must go back!

With that, Bauer wrested control and turned their mount
around.

“She doesn’t love you. She’ll never love you.” Why Dauer
said this he didn’t know. Perhaps to remind himself that such a
rhing would never be, not for either of them. Larra would never
feel for him what he felt for her, not after witnessing his trans-
formation. No woman could love a man such as he.

Stop your whining. She's no fragile child. I smelled ber fear,
her shock, but also ber curtosity. Larra is smarter, and for that
matter, stronger than you will ever know.

“Don't lecture me—"

Wiait, I bave her scent. Bauer urged the horse across the
road. Dauer peered down at the smooth snow-covered trail.

“It hasn't been used for months.”



EvE oF THE BEHOLDER / 183

Her scent s bere.

Bauer twitched their nose and now Dauer could smell Larra
too. As they edged the pathway, sudden tracks sprang up.

“They went to alot of trouble to hide the proof of their pas-
sage.”

I can smell Lavra, ber sister Andace, and .. .”

He trailed off, sniffing, and Dauer opened his senses. He
discovered an odd scent that was both male and female.

It's either a man tn women's rfot;:rmg OF @ TWORIAN I 8 Man’s
clothmg. Either way, that person is extremely agitated.

Having a disturbed person in charge of Larra broke some-
thing inside them both. For the first time in decades, Dauer
didn’t feel alone. Larra lit up his world with her presence. He
had to get her back.

You're just all warm and sweet because of the sex.

“Is that all it is for you?”

Bauer considered for a moment. No. There is something spe-
ctal about Larra. She made mrfeefdfmﬂst human.

*You are human.”

You know what I mean.

Diaver did indeed understand. He didn't feel so much like a
freak anymore. For the first time since the curse, he felt that he
might actually be worthy of love. A part of him cringed away
in genuine fear. Love could be dang&mus, deadly even.

Lowve is what got ws into this mess.

“No. Our love wasn't strong enough to overcome our lust.
That's what got us into this mess.”

They rode in silence, contemplating their punishment. The
tracks were easy to follow as they led deeper into the shadow-
thick forest. Trees crowded together so densely that barely any
moonlight slipped through. Since his eyes were better, Bauer
pulled back so Dauer could commandeer their sight.

Despite his fears that Larra had driven a permanent wedge
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between them, she’d actually integrated them beyond his wildest
expectations. True, he was in Dauer form, but Bauer could use
his senses without struggb&. ThE}r no |nnger simp|}r accupied
the same body, but they were able to share the same form. He
couldn't believe he'd been contemplating sending her away. She
had been gone for only a few hours, and already he missed her
tremendously.

Dhauer ignored the cold nipping at his ﬁngertips and toes
with Bauer's help. If Andace had harmed one hair on Larra's
head, he would skin her alive.

I can think of worse.

Dauer could too but deliberately turned his mind away
from such thnughts. If Andace wanted to kill Larra, she would
have done so. She wouldn™ have had her kidnapped. Andace
wanted something, and once he found out what it was, he would
kill her.

Slowly, painfully, with a lot of blood and screaming.

“1 hardl}r think Larra will appreciate us torturing her sister.”

Depeuds what she’s done to ber.

As he continued down the parh that would take him to
Larra, he wondered if she would forgive him for his lies, and if
she could, perhaps not love him, but at least like him just a bit.
Just enough to stay with him.

When the clouds rolled over him like a glant gray blanket,
he pushed back his hood to better see the trail. When the wind
picked up and flurries of snow pushed their icy fingers into his
open cloak, he pulled it tighter. When the snow fell, swirling in
the wind, blinding his eyes, he pulled the hood over his head
and navigated bj.r Bauer's nose. When the horse could no lonEer
carry his weight, he climbed off and led the poor beast.

Leave Erfor the wolves.

“Is that how you would repay a creature who helped us? I
thought Larra made you feel human?”

Meither he nor Bauer spnke fora lcmg time.
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Just when he thought he could not go on, Larra’s scent in-
tensified. So sweet and campe”ing, her essence washed away
his exhaustion and dread, infusing his form with energy.

A horse, over there,

Bauer Pﬂinted their mount in the direction of the open psu:l—
dock, whapped his butt, then gave him a gentle shove. With a
whinny of appreciation, the horse moved off while Dauer
strode toward the windowless cabin.

Larra, ber sister, and another woman are within,

“Let’s not stand on ceremony.” Dauer pushed the door
open. The scene before him was so shocking he stood immo-
bile.

Larra lay on her back on the floor. Andace straddled her chest
with her hands wrapped around Larra’s throat while Larra flailed
ineffectivehr, trying to push Andace off. His entrance caused
Andace to glance up and relax her hold on Larra.

“Dauer!” Despite her surprise and a nasty burst of fear
scent, Andace only redoubled her efforts to throttle Larra, who
stopped struggling.

Bauer reacted on gut instinct. He lunged toward them, wrench-
ing Andace’s hands away. Screeching with fury, she tried to
scratch his face but managed only to flip back his hood, expos-
ing his face.

When Andace looked right into his eyes, her eyes bulged
and her mouth quivered. “You’re not a beast, you're beautiful!”
She shook her head as if to rid his vision from her mind, but she
couldn’t look away. “Too beautiful.” Her face roiled as her mouth
opened wide. A scream of horror erupted as she lifted her hands
in a desperate bid to stop looking at him. When that didn’t
work, she clawed at her own eyes.

Gibbering, she slid off Larra and crawled into a corner.

He barehr got the hood over his face before Larra reEained

CONSCIOUSTIESS,
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“Dauer?” Her voice was raspy, and she winced after she
spoke.

“I'm here.” He pu|led her into his arms. Having her back in
his embrace gave him a sense of homecoming. Fear shattered
his tranquility because she could leave him at any time. This
thought compelled him to hold her tighter. “Forgive me. I
should have told you.”

She shook her head and struggled to sit up. Letting her go
caused a flash of burning tears to blur his vision. For once, he
thanked his hood for hiding his face. At least he wouldn't suffer
the indignity of having her watch him cry. Mercifully, Bauer re-
mained silent.

Larra struggled to her feet then staggered to a table before
the fire. She grabbed a cup and drank greedﬂ}r. Wincing, she
touched her throat. Dark finger-shaped bruises bloomed across
her milky skin. When she darted her gaze around, she discov-
ered Andace mumbling in the corner.

“What happened?"

Dauer stood, brushing the dust off his cloak. “She saw my
face.”

Larra nodded thoughtfully, a frown of concern darting
across her features. He could practically read her mind. If that
was what looking at him would do, why would she want to be
an}rwhere near him?

When her eyes went wide, he whirled around. A nude blond
woman hefted a dagger in her fist. She lunged toward him. He
stepped aside, grasped her wrist, and deftly twisted her arm be-
hind her back. She dropped the blade but continued to struggle.

Larra stepped forward and slapped the woman hard across
the face. “I won't tolerate any more of either of you.” She ook
a deep breath and pushed past the pain of her tortured voice.
“Stop, or I'll put you both cutside.”

As if in warning, a howl sounded against the door, pushing a
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puff of snow through the bottom crack. All the fight drained
out of the woman, so he let her go. She went to Andace and
tended to her wounded face.

Before he could stop him, Bauer said, “You can’t seriously
expect me to let them live.”

Larra tossed the naked woman a blanket from the couch. “1
do.”

“But the],r tried to kill you.”

“And you stopped them.” Larra gave the two women a sad
shake of her head. “Whatever you did has rendered Andace
harmless.”

“Just because a sword lays idle doesn’t mean it’s harmless,”
Dauer countered.

“MNo matter how evil Andace is, she is sull my sister.” Larra
spoke with finality.

When Bauer sought to argue further, Dauer held him back
with great effort, reminding him that Larra would not condone
the death of anyone, no matter what crime they committed.

Because she's a woman, and women are too safr to do what is
necessary.

“Killing Andace will solve nothing and only further alienate
Larra.” Daver mumbled so Larra would not hear.

“I must return to Relmon,” Larra said, her voice tight, her
shoulders fﬂrcefullj.r thrust back. “There is none left but me to
lead my people.”

Her words were as stones dropped into his belly. Logically,
he knew she could not leave her lands without guidance. He
could do no less himself. Even now, his men waited anxiously
for his return. Dauer had thougl‘lt he would nde thrc:ugh his
gates, triumphant, with Larra riding pillion before him. Once
the congratulations were over, he would take her to his room
and lose himself in sensual bliss. Later he would have Larra
compose the story of his heroic rescue, with a few embellish-
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ments, and tell it to everyone so it would spread across the land,
replacing the dark tales of him with something daring and
grand . ..

Now, he would return alone, lonely, tell his men he saved
Larra only to have to let her go. After their commiserations, he
would go to his rooms and lose himself in sleep, where in his
dreams he could hold Larra close. There, she could look right
into his eyes and tell him how much she loved him. It would be
only a dream, but it was better than what he had now, which
wWas m:rthing. What broke his heart more than an}rthing was that
she had not even bothered to ask for an explanation about his
transformation. Perhaps such information wouldn’t matter. She
saw her Opportunity to escape him and welcomed it with open
arms. What woman in her right mind would want to stay with
a man such as he? A man she could never look at. A man who
would outlive her. A man who couldn’t even father her chil-
dren.

“*Oince the storm breaks, we will set off for Relmon.” Larra
added a IDE to the fire. She I{ept her attention on the dancing
flames, almost as if she couldn't bear to look at him.

He considered the two women still huddled in the corner.
“Do you wish for me to bind them?”

Larra shook her head. “They will cause us no more trou-
ble.”

“I will check the horses so that we can be ready.” He exited
the snug cabin. Biting cold was a welcomed diversion. He
clomped his way through thick drifts of snow. Inside the stable,
his horse and the other munched contentedly on hay. A slug-
gish stream vaided water. On the other side was a small car-
riage of supreme qualit}r. Andace would travel in nc-thing less
than the best. He shook his head. He would have to put them
all inside while he sat up top to guide the horse, Leaving Larra
alone with two evil women wasn’t his idea of a good solution.

mempj EEJE_}I conld dic in the Jrfgﬁz.
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“Don’t even think it. I'll just bind them before we go.”

And if Larra complains?

“T'll bind her toa.”

They laughed, but it sounded empty.

We can’t just let ber run off to Relmon. She is onr wife.

“What do you suggest; we force her to come with us?”

When Bauer purred with the lusty pleasure only a true beast
would know, Dauer rolled his eyes, mainh.r because he found
the Image just as appealing. It seemed less and less s,eparated
them now. Perhaps all they needed was one more nudge, one
more step, one more burst to fully integrate.

Inside the cabin, he found Larra alone by the fire. She had
blocked the bedroom door with a chair so the two women
within could not come out. At first, he was irked because the],r
had the only bed, but then he realized Larra probably wouldn’t
want to sleep with him again, not after what she’d seen. And
they were safer in there, away from the fire. When Larra nod-
ded to the empty space beside her, he sat on the thick braided
rug. Without her saying anything, he knew what she wanted to
discuss.

“I used to be a normal man.” He tossed a log onto the fire
and fussed it into place. When the bark burst into flames, he
swore he felt the fires of hell calling to him even though no in-
ferno could burn away his sins. “A thousand vears ago, [ was a

normal man, but then I killed my wife and child.”
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Larra couldn’t believe what she’d heard. Dauer killed his own
family? She shook her head, convinced either he had misspoke
or she had misheard.

“I did not intend to kill them, but the gods have a hickle way
of Punishing a man with no soul.”

His voice was hollow, weary, and his body slumped as if the
thousand years he spoke of crushed down on his shoulders all
at once.

Questions popped into her mind in a rush, but her tortured
throat made volcing them difficult. Also, she was afraid if she
spoke, she would nn|}-' sputter in shocked disbelief. She'd al-
ways known Dauer hid something dark but nothing as pitch
black as this.

“Long ago, when [ was a boy, I followed in my father's trade
of fisherman. It was a dangerous life as the sea could be sweet
or cruel, but I enjoyed my life, as meager as it was. When [
came of age, | married a woman from my village. Her family
made fishing nets, so it seemed a logical choice. She was very
shy, but so was I. Eventually we grew to care for each other.”
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Larra waited patiently while Dauer fiddled again with the
fire.

“Her |:|f_'1|].-r was rounded with our child when all able-bodied
men were called to arms. My father convinced me to offer my
services for our family. I did well in training. So well that [ came
to the attention of our king’s commander.” He sighed and
shook his head. “T won't horrify you with tales of what it takes
to turn a normal man into a killer, but that's what he did. After
his brutality, I had no heart, no soul, and I lived for only one
thing: to kill those who stood in the way of my kinE."

Larra shivered. She remembered a time when she had watched
the training of Relmon solders and despaired to her stepfather
about the bruralitj.r and austere conditions. He'd tried to calm
her. While dr}ring her tears he had explainfd that that was the life
they chose—there was nothing to be done about it. “Would
you wish for them to go into battle with nothing but pillows
and poetry?”

She didn’t understand until she was much older, but stll it
broke her heart to think of Dauer under even more severe con-
ditions.

“My king claimed all the land from the sea to the mountains
as his. With that, we set off from the sea, hacking our way
through every village that refused to fly his colors. I don’t
know how long it took to make our way to the mountains, but
when we did, we simply split our army along the foothills and
swept around and down, back toward the sea.”

“You killed everyone?” She understood what Relmon sol-
diers did in times of war, but even then, they didn't kill women
or children, only men. Or did they? She had no idea under
what instructions they operated. Now that she ruled Relmon,
what would she order them to do? Would showing mercy make
her lands vulnerable? Could she make the decisions that she must
to protect her lands and her people? A new and terrible weight
of responsibilit],r pressed against her shoulders.
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“Our orders were to kill until those in charge surrendered.
If they refused to submit, we killed everyone.” He took a deep
breath. “We decimated entire towns. Streets ran with blood like
sluggish rivers. At times, gore would cover me from head to
toe, and all I could see was a haze of red. I just kept swinging
my blade until I ran out of people to hit. That's how I killed my
wife.”

Larra almost asked him to stop, to not tell her this horrible
tale that she would never be able to rid from her thoughts, but
she knew if she stcrpped him now, their future tcgether would
be lost.

“It was just another small settlement of fishermen who re-
fused to submit to the king. Negotiations fell apart, and the],r
sent us in. We quickhr dispatcl‘led their handful of soldiers and
then turned our killing blades on the others. Rage consumed
me, for they should have yielded. Angered by their foolish
pride, I hunted down the stragglers long after the rest of the
army moved on to the next village."

Dauer’s voice broke on a gasping breath. When she p|aced
her hand on his back, he turned his head away.

“Don’t comfort me. I can’t bear kindness for such a despica-
ble act.”

Larra promptly returned her hand to her lap. A thousand
years had pa,ssed, but for him, the event was still raw. Even after
all this time, he could not absolve himself. Her forgiveness only
sprinkled salt in his wound.

“She had hidden in a dark pantry corner under half-empty
grain sacks. Only a wisp of brown hair gave her away, but it
seemed short, and 1 thnught her a man. I thrust my sword re-
peatedly, spilling bloody grain everywhere. When I triumphantly
yanked the bags back and saw her face, I dropped to my knees.
Terror glazed her eyes, but right before she died, she recogmzed

me. She issued a curse so vile it haunts me to this da],r. When she
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fell back, I saw what she’d been protecting in her frail arms: our
son. [ nearly cut him in two—"

“Stop!™ Larra could not bear to hear any more. Her dinner
roiled in her belly, a belly that right now could hold his child.
Protectively, she placed her hand low.

Dauer climbed dejectedly to his feet. “You see now why I
didn’t tell you.” He shook his head and gestured to her stom-
ach. “Fear not, Larra. | am not capable of such a feat. Part of
my curse seems to be the inabiﬁt}r to have any more children to
inflict my wrath upon.”

In a flash, she rose to her knees. “How dare you presume to
know the workings of my mind?” Despite her rough voice, her
tone was clear and strong. 1 don’t fear having your child, I
nnhr wondered if such were s0.”

“And if it were, you would welcome my spawn?”

He practically spit the word at her, as if giving birth to his
offspring would bring the devil to flesh. She did not realize until
this moment how much he hated himself. It wasn't shame or
disgrac,E—Dauer loathed his very existence. How could he ever
love anyone when he detested himself so greatly?

Larra exhaled and took another slow breath before she spoke.

“A child would be difficult with so much facing us, but yes, I
would welcome him or her.” Lifting her hand to his she a.sked
“Wouldn’t you?”

Abruptly, he laughed.

Shocked, she withdrew her hand.

“What does it matter now?” He pushed the couch closer to
the fire. “You will sleep here.”

She had no idea what he meant |:r],.r his remark. Had his feel-
ngs mattered at some point but no |nr15er? Every attempt she
made at further conversation, he refused. In frustration, she set-
tled on the couch while he took the floor. He didn’t bother to
cover himself with a blanket. He simply swaddled his enor-
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mous cloak about his person. A terrible thought occurred to
her: He had lived a thousand years bound by heavy fabric so
none would see his face. Whatever crime he committed, surelj,r
he had paid enough.

Watching the rise and fall of his chest, tears fell unfettered
from her eyes. She had never known the man he was, the man
who lived only for killing. The man she knew was the man he
was now. A man split in two, forced to hide his face of ugly and
his other of beauty, a man who treated his servants kindly and
treated her both as a ravenous sexual partner and the most ex-
alted lover. Had the curse rendered him a man of extremes, or
was that who he really was? There were elements of both that
she craved: Bauer’s naked lust, his rough language, his almost
childlike inventiveness; Dauer’s sou|—shattering passion, his ed-
ucated tongue, his intense devotion.

As she fell into a tortured sleep, she wondered if she could
do anything to help him. Was she his salvation? If his first wife
had cursed him, perhaps his current wife could save him. How-
ever, the question was, did Dauer really want to be rescued?



12

B]..r the time they reached Relmon, the sun hung low, skim-
ming an orange glow across snow-covered lands. When they
emerged from the forest and joined the main road, Dauer dis-
covered a hoof-churned path. Andace had moved hundreds of
men before the storm. He was able to traverse the mess only
because everything had turned to ice, capturing a part of An-
dace’s evil scheme for a moment in time.

He didn’t marvel on it long.

With a sigh that plumed his breath, he lifted his shoulders,
flicked the reins, and urged the horses along.

Thatched houses dotted the farmlands. As he drew deeper
into the valley, tight clusters of closed shops lined the main
road. Overlooking the valley at the top of the winding path was
Relmon Castle. Larra’s home. Where his castle looked forbid-
ding, hers seemed almost welcoming, with two wings flung out
like wide-open arms. Even from a distance, he saw lights flick-
ering in the windows. Wehnming 1ights In S0 many windows
sparkled brighter than the heavens. He glanced at the night sky,
shrugged, and then turned his gaze to Larra’s home. Specula-
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tively, he wondered how many servants bustled about in ready
for her homecoming. With that many lights burning at only the
blush of night surelj,r, the fore- guard had noticed their ccming,
since they were the anlj,r travelers on the road. With his unmis-
takable form at the reins, it wouldn't take a genius to figure out
Larra was within the carriage.

Even without confirming their mistress, nay, fresh ruler, sat
within his conveyance, the entire castle sprang to life in the
.ﬁapes that Larra rode within the carrlage Dauer, “The Beast” of
Hargarren, commanded. Just the anticipation that Larra m;gb;
be inside compelled every man, woman, and child within Rel-
mon Castle to their feet in welcome.

At the front entrance, a handful of servants eyed him warily.
Did rhey think he returned the dead bod}r of their mistress to
them? He felt the fear and suspicion in their gazes, but he re-
fused to offer any explanation. As he climbed down, they
opened the doors of the carriage, gasped, and then removed the
gibbering Andace.

“Put her in Lonin’s old room,” Larra said, stepping down
with the aid of a srurd}r footman. “Keale will care for her”

Keale nodded briefly with her head lowered. Dauer had no
idea what they’d discussed on the ride here, but Keale clearly
wasn't about to argue with Larra’s orders.

Larra slammed the carriage door and dismissed the servants
without a breath of explanation. Apparently, she didn’t care to
enlighten them any more than he did. Silently, he followed her
within. Mo man should walk behind his wife, but if he dared
precede her, he feared a bolt to the mangled shreds of his heart.
Besides, following behind Larra was no sacrifice for his eyes.
Truly, he would follow her anywhere. Watching her walk was a
treat and an enticement. Her backside compelled his gaze, but
he followed because he couldn’t wait for her to stop, turn, sit,
or any movement that brought her facing him.

Warmth and rich caoking smells greeted him as soon as he
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entered. Tapestries softened rough-hewn walls, and thick rugs
warmed the stone floors. He had never set foot in Relmon Cas-
tle before. He had conducted his dealings with Andace thmugh
messengers, but he found the home suited Larra. All the colors
of the forest echoed her coloring, drawing his eye to her rich
brown hair cascading down her back as she moved through the
great hall. Every servant’s face split into a genuine smile when
she appeared. Larra took care to acknowledge each of them
with a touch or a few words. When she lingered and drew them
aside, he stood silently, a statue in his encompassing robe.

She belongs here, his mind whispered, here in a normal home
with people who care about her, where she didn’t have to cater
to the lusty whims of a beastly husband nor the tortured con-
science of a cursed man. He'd been a fool to think he could cap-
ture her heart when he had none to offer in return. Suddenly, he
wanted it over. He wanted her to turn and dismiss him so he
could make his way back to his lonely vigil on the mountain.

“We'll have supper in my rooms,” Larra said over her shoul-
der then slowed her pace until he caught up. She snaked her
arm through his. “Why do you drag your steps? I assure you,
nothing evil awaits you in Relmon.”

Dauer nodded, but every servant they passed cast him a du-
bious gaze, recoiled from his path, or whispered behind their
hands. Larra wanted him here, but her penp|e certainh.r didnt.

Oblivious to their reactions, Larra continued to her rooms,
and once there, she closed the door. “Finally we are alone.” She
turned and wrapped her arms around his chest.

Her gesture was so unexpected he stood still for a moment
then embraced her. He tilted his hood back so he could smooth
his cheek against her hair and breathe deepl}r of her scent.

“I gave instructions for our troops to be recalled from your
borders.”

He nodded and held her tighter.
Two sharp knocks pulled them apart, and he hastily replaced
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his hood. Attuned as she was to his needs, Larra set the sides of
the table so that, when seated, they would face opposite direc-
tions. This way, he could remove his hood and eat without
mishap.

Larra made small talk that he answered distractedly because
as she faced the door, he faced her bed. Heaps of silk pillows in
green, brown, and vellow littered the head of an enormous fabric-
shrouded bed. He hardl}r tasted his food because all he could
see, hear, or smell was Larra within those covers. Once the last
of the sun faded from the sky, he swore he would have his wife
writhing and breathless within the covers of her virginal bed.

By scent alone, he confirmed that no man had ever been in
this bed. He had no idea where her liaison had taken place but
n::vertainl‘fl.-r not here. His heart skipped a beat when he realized
that his senses and thoughts were a blend of both halves. Never
had they been so close, so aware of the other. Curious, he
pealed back his sleeve, confirming that his form was still that of
the beast. If he left Larra here and returned to Hargarren alone,
would his awareness reverse to separate halves? A rush of de-
spair g,ripped him because all he'd wanted was to be one cohe-
sive whole,

His gaze shifted to the lone window where the sun slipped
behind the mountains. Rather than a painful shift, his body
changed slnwhr into his other form. He felt his shoulders a|igr1,
his skin grow taut, his eyes level. A smooth transition rather
than one filled with fighting and struggle.

To distract himself from his wayward thoughts, he gazed
around the room. Stacks of books and half-written pages lit-
tered a large desk. Tapestries of mythical creatures covered the
walls while fanciful statues and carvings of sprites took up
every spare bit of space. No wonder she de|ighted n te1|inE
tales. She had surrounded herself with nothing but story crea-
tures.

When he looked closer at some of the statues, he discovered
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someone had carefully glued them back together, multple
times. Several of the tapestries had been meticulously restored.
When he asked, Larra quiiﬁ*tl],.r sighed and said, “ Andace.”

Her sister had tried to destroy her dreams, but Larra simply
rebuilt them, time and time again, until Andace grew tired of
tormenting her. Larra may not have been able to fight her sister
physically, but she had persevered with her strength of spirit.
He admired her doggedness and her ability to forgive. Anyone
else would have killed Andace for what she’d done, but Larra
let her live. Perhaps it was the worst punishment of all. A life of
gibbering insanity wasn’t much of a life.

He replaced his hood when the servants came to clear off the
dishes and light the candles, which quicklj.r filled the air with
the sweet smell of hone;.r. Fading radiance from the sunset
mixed with the golden glow, creating a sensual atmosphere. His
gaze returned to her bed no matter how he tried to look else-
where. When the servants filled a bathing tub with steaming
water, his cock swelled at just the thought of her naked body,
pink and warm, sliding into bed, pressing against him. He
gripped the back of the chair so forcefully he cracked the wood.

Larra's hand at his back drew him to the tub. She closed her
eyes to undress him, but he stopped her.

“You first.”

Larra slid off her dress, a slight smile deepening the dimp|e
at the side of her face. Hungry eyes ate up every bit of slowly
exposed flesh. Once the garment pooled around her feet she re-
leased her bound hair and stepped into the water.

Kneeling, she lifted a small cup and poured water over her
shoulders. Glistening drops caught the light, drawing his atten-
tion to the swollen tips of her breasts.

“Close your eyes.”

When she did, he removed his hood and gloves then settled
beside the tub. He poured water over her hair until the brown
strands slid around her back and shoulders, hiding her from his
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gaze. He worked a fragrant soap into her hair but took far more
time to work the suds along her skin. When he cupped her
breasts, she rolled her head back with a purr of pleasure, which
only deepened when he worked his hand between her legs.
How could he even think of letting such a beautiful, sensual
creature go?

“I think I'm clean enough.” She playfully pushed his hand
away, rinsed quickly, and then stood. He wrapped a sheet
around her as she stepped out. *Your turn,” she said, fumbling
her fingertips along his cloak, seeking the fasteners without
opening her eyes. A musty smell of wet wool and leather
drowned out her sweet scent.

The dang&r of her undressing him without a blindfold nn:rnljl.r
l'leightened his excitement. Inte"ecruaﬂ],r, he knew Larra was far
too smart to do something so hazardous as to peek at him, but
the thrill of it caused his heart to beat wildly in his chest.

Once she had him stripped bare, he stepped into the water,
knelt, barely EttlnE into the tight little tub. Larra dipped the
cup and pnured it over his head. Night-black strands sluiced
down into his eyes. She used a different soap on him, some-
thing masculine and strong. Not a bit of him escaped her nim-
ble touch. When he rose out of the water, she slipped her slick
hand around his shaft, teasing the length, then slid her finger-
tips across his balls. She repeared the motion to rinse him. He
lost sight of her hand when his chest rose, and he uttered a
groan of longing.

She chuckled lightly, enjoying her power to arouse him.

“I need you.” He reached for her, pulling her to his chest.

*1 wasn't finished.” Her protest was lost against his claiming
kiss.

Lifting her into his arms, he carried her to the bed. Once
there, he settled her against the pillows. Ravenous to taste her
pleasure, he kissed his way from her lips to her belly in mere mo-

ments then parted her thighs. Ca.nd|e1ight turned her pale skin
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tawny gold and sparkled in the wisps of her tight curls. He
lowered his head and ate her passion like ambrosia.

Larra npened herself wi1|ing|}r to him, tmiling her ﬁngers
through his hair. She clutched the covers when his talented tongue
drove her to climax. He wanted to pleasure her again and again,
but his body screamed for its own release. When he rose up, she
wrapped her arms and legs around him, pulling him into her,
welcoming him with such wanton abandon he lost control and
climaxed with hardhr a thrust.

Di&appninted because ever}rrhing was over so fast, he rolled
to his side, pulling her with him while keeping himself within
her snug heat.

“Tell me a story.” One of her lust],r tales would stoke his fires
anew. Her stories were the most puwerful aphro-disiac he'd ever
known.

With a contented purr, Larra snuggled her head against his
chest and said, “I forgive you.”

He held sull for a moment, thinking she forgave him for
such a short bout of lovemaking, but then he realized she for-
gave him for ki"ing hus famihr. Her mercy rubbed raw against
what was left of his soul. He tried to move away from her, but
she clung, hard and fast.

“If your first wife cursed you, perhaps your last wife can
save you.”

“(Oh, Larra.” He lowered his head to the hollow between
her neck and shoulder. “She did not curse me. I cursed myself.”
Afraid the shock of his confession would compel her to open
her eyes, he pressed her head close to his body. “Her vile words
put the idea in my head, but it was my words, my crushing hor-
ror and disgust with myself, that split my soul apart.”

He pulled the covers around them, nestling her close as he
explained. “I didn’t even realize what I had done untl hun-
dreds of years later. When I cursed myself, I split into good and
evil. By da}r, I was a hideous malformed beast that de|ig|1ted n
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wreaking havoc. By night, I was a beautiful angel who sought
only to ease the suffering of all I encountered. However, 1
couldn’t commit much evil in da}rlight and none wanted my
help at night, especially when I couldn’t show my face. My
curse made me an outcast. I took refuge in caves, reverting to an
animal. [ lived that way for hundreds of years, unaware of my
separate halves. The part of me, the man, was dead and only the
two extremes remained. Slnwh@ over time, tl‘IE}" became aware
of each other, and part of their elements merged, giving birth to
me again.”

He took a breath, unable to convey how painful his rebirth
had been. Tearing his way between the mother and father of
gac:d and evil anlj,r to emerge tottering and frail, unable to com-
prehend what had happened had almost killed him.

“There was a small part of me that knew the two halves. I
did my best to control them, or at least to find outlets for their
needs. Once I channeled their efforts, I prospered and founded
Hargarren.”

His castle became his prison. There, he hid himself away
from the world as much as he could, but loneliness and desper-
ation drove him to seek companionship. He could not have
asked for anyone better than Larra. She had done what he
needed, and she accepted him for what he was.

“I accept your kindness, but you cannot fix me, Larra.”

She was quiet for a while, her breath moist and sweet against
his flesh. Softly she said, “When I promised to never try to see
what you looked like, you swore that you would do anything I
asked.” She paused for a moment, as if to gather strength.
“Well, now I know what I want. I want to hear you say three
little words.™

He knew what words she needed to hear, and he would hap-
pily shout them from the highest turret. He hadn’t been sure he
could love again, but now he knew he loved Larra. He would
say it to her whenever she wished.
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“I want you to say, ‘I forgive myself.”” When he pulled
back, she rushed on. “It doesn’t matter if you don't believe
what you're saying, I just want you to say the three little words
once in the morning and once in the evening.”

“No.” He refused without even considering her request. He
could never forgive himself for what he'd done.

“You swore you would do anything I asked if it were in
your pcwer Are you a man of your word or not?”

“I can't. Sa}rmg the words, even just to placate her, chaffed
against his conscience.

With a sigh, she slipped from his embrace. “Then there is
nothing left for us to do except say good-bye.”

Diaver rode out at first light. He was home before sunset. He
told his men-at-arms to stand down and had his stable boy re-
turn the borrowed horse. Morrow asked after Larra, and Dauer
went straight to his room without an answer. All he had to say
were three little words and she would have been his for a life-
time.

Winter settled in with an Icy grip that matched his cold de-
meanor. He took no pleasure in anything he did. His servants
avoided him as best they could. He and Bauer began to split
into separate halves again.

One night, trapped in a haze of lnng;ing, he went to Larra’s
room. Dead embers lined the fireplace, dust gathered on her
dresses, and any trace of her scent had long ago dispersed from
the air. When he sat upon her unmade bed, he caught a whiff of
her essence. Pressing his face to her pillows, he filled his lungs
with her unique perfu me.

Overwhelmed with need, he shot to his feet, determined to
find Morrow and have the room scrubbed from c,eiling to floor.
Perhaps if he removed any trace of her existence, she would
cease to haunt him. A scrap of silk stopped him in his tracks.

Tossed so casuall}r among her potions and perfumes, as if it
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were just another part of her normal life, was the purple bind-

ing cloth she’d used as her makeshift blindfold. Willingly she

wore It just so she could be in his bed. "fl;"illingl],.r she swore to

not see what he looked like. Willingly she forgave him for his
ast.

“And all she asked of me in return was to say three little
words.” Powerful emotions shook him, causing him to clutch
at the bedpost for support. He took a deep breath and whis-
pered, “I forgive myself.”

Strangely, he felt better, not that he believed the words, but
that he had done what Larra wished. He rolled the words
around his mouth again. “I forgive myself.” Peace settled over
his shoulders as mfthr as Larra’s embrace 'Dlml}r he felt Bauer
within. Had she found the solution? Could samethlng S0 sim-
ple be the last push to fully integrate his separate halves?

He wanted to return to Relmon, sweep her into his arms,
and say the words again. Turning to the window, his heart sank.
Ice and snow crusted the E|ass. I—]crwling winds heralded an-
other vicious storm. Nathing moved under the thick blanket of
snow. He wouldn't be able to reach her unul spring. As he sank
down to her bed, a plan formed. For the first time in hundreds
of years, he felt hope.
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YWhen the fore-guard told Larra that Dauer was coming,
every lonely chill of winter left her as if the entire land turned
suddenly to summer heat. Larra couldn’t issue orders fast enough
as she hurried to her rooms to bathe, dress, and ready herself
for Dauer's visit.

She knew there were plenty of reasons he could be coming
back to Relmon, but in her heart, she knew he came for her.
Dwuring the chilly nights of winter, she often sat at her window,
looking toward the mountain that held his castle, wondering if
he missed her, wcndering if he found any solace in his isolation.
In the dark of her lu:rnel],r bed, she thnught of him too, but those
thoughts set her body on fire. Her wandering fingers only stoked
the flames.

For a time she regretted asking him to forgive himself when
he clearly wasn’t ready, but then she decided if she left it up to
him, he would never be ready, and they couldn’t be together
until he let go of his past to embrace the future.

Her heart beat wildly in her chest as her maid fussed over
her dress and hair. With her laces bound tight, Larra almost lost
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her breath as she ran down the stairs. She wanted to be ready to
greet him when he arrived. Unable to sit still, she paced the
length of the great hall until she heard the clop-clop of hoofs on
the stone entranceway.

She pushed open the door, flew down the steps, and almost
knocked Dauer off his feet. His great gray cloak swallowed her
up when his arms came around her waist. All the advice her
friends had given over the years to p|a}r coy and aloof with a
man went right out of her head. She missed him terribly, and
she wanted him, and everyone else, to know.

Proudly, she turned, and that’s when she noticed the suspi-
cion and dread on the faces of her servants. She could talk him
up all she wanted, but they would never accept him until they
discovered, on their own, that Dauer was not the monster tales
said he was. Chagrined, she realized her stories had painted that
picture. Her moping since he left probably didn’t help matters
either.

“I would ask if you missed me, but the answer is obvious.”

Larra laughed, grasped his leather-clad hand, and pulled him
inside. She gave strict orders that thf_‘}" were not to be disturbed.
Once she had him in her room, she closed her eyes, pushed
back his hood, and leaned in for a kiss. Her lips felt only air.

“I'm still in my beastly form.”

“1 don't care.” She leaned in again, but all she felt was his
finger against her mouth. Exasperated, she kept her eyes tightly
closed but scowled at him, or where she thought he was stand-
ing.

“I need to tell you something.”

His serious tone of voice caused her to lower her head. Had
he ridden all this way just to tell her there was no hnpe?

“Open your eyes.”

Trembling, she did, but kept her gaze lowered.

“Trust me, Larra.”
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Trusting him implicitly, she shifted her gaze up, and then
blinked rapidly as her mouth fell open.

“1 fcrrgive m}rself."

His words barely registered as she stared at his face. He wasn't
as beautiful as the angel statue or as hideous as the beast statue.
In fact, he looked almost ordinary. If she passed him in the hall,
she would find her gaze only drawn to him for his impressive
heiEht and his strong, a.ngular features. She wouldn't run scream-
ing or fall ar hus feet babbling. He was simphr 2 handsome man
smi“ng at her. Deep brown eyes crinkled at the corners from
his wide and open smile as strands of night black hair curled
across his forehead. Dark stubble dusted his square chin while
sleek brows rose quesﬁnningly.

“Aml uglj.r?" he asked, hc:nesﬂ}r baffled b}r her reaction.

“No!” She shook her head. “You're very handsome. I just
can’t stop looking at you because, well—"

“You've never seen me.” A slight blush made him only more
attractive. “I'm not used to beinE looked at.”

She glanced away, but a finger below her chin brought her
gaze back to his.

“I don’t mind that you stare.” He stroked his finger across
her lips, his entranced gaze tracking the motion. “It’s because of
you that I've changed.”

Her wide and curious gaze must have asked the question.

“Every morning and every evening, I said three little words.
At first, I didn’t believe what I said, but eventually the senti-
ment sank in, and ever so slowly, the last fissure between my
separate halves melded until I became the man I was so long
ago, before the war, before . . . before my war lust overcame my
abilit}r to love.”

Tenderly, he cupped her face, drew her close, held his mouth
right to hers, and said, *I love you, Larra.”

She could barely see him through her tears. “I love you,
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Dauer.” Finally, her lips touched his, but she didn’t close her
eyes. She couldn't. Seeing her striking husband for the first time
astounded her.

They spent the day and night exploring and loving each
other until they fell into exhausted sleep.

It took a while for Dauer to become comfortable without
his protective cloak, but with time, and gentle nudging, he soon
left the heavy fabric behind. Once he did, it didn’t take long for
the servants to warm up to him. Larra explained away the cloak
by claiming he was shy. Dauer implored her to give the tale a
more heroic spin, but nothing else made as much sense.

“Besides, I've done enough for your heroic image with my
other tales.”

I suppose.” Dauer nipped the tip of her breast with his

teeth then smiled up at her. “Tell me a story, Larra.”
And she did.
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“ Gemma? The shrill scream pierced through the woods, fil-
tering past the aged walls of the log cabin. *Oh my God! I can’t
believe this. Gemma!”

The sound of feet pounding down the path mingled with the
alarmed whimpers and short breaths of the approaching woman.

Gemma’s ﬁngers clenched around the brush in her hand, her
Pu|se quickening as she turned to face the door. Was it too much
to hape that it was nothing more than the caterer having en-
comntered a problem?

The door ﬂung Dpen, smashing into the wall. Her younger
cousin Megan stepped into the room, eyes wild with panic.

“He’s really coming.”

They were just three words, but they were enough. The
brush dropped from Gemma's hand, and her body went numb
with shock.

This was really happening. .. No! The room spun and she
gripped the vanity table to keep from falling to her knees. No.

Was he insane?
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“There’s no time.” Megan closed the door, hands shaking.
“Shift and then run. Run fast. It’s the onl}r Wiy yOu can possi-
bly escape him.”

“How far away is he?” Gemma's voice came out remarkably
calm as she fumbled to undo the buttons on her wedding dress.

The cold fear began to subside, and a hot burn of rage blazed
through her. How dare he? After five years, how dare he?

Megan grabbed her arm and tugged her toward the door. *A
mile. Maybe. And he's not alone, Gemma. He’s brought
friends. You must hurry! There’s no time to change out of your
dress. Run, and I'll find Jeffrey and tell him what's happened.”

"My dress will be ruined during transition—"

Crash!

The door broke in half, and splinters of wood shot into the
interior of the cabin like tiny missiles.

Heart in her throat, Gemma retreated, her body trembling
as she stared at the man who now filled the doorway. The man
who'd just made gocrd on the appa“ingl}r dark promise he’d made
just days ago in an e-mail. She’d been half-convinced it was a
joke—someone toying with her heart—and had told Megan as
much.

But it wasn't a joke. The proof was standing in front of her
eyes. Maybe a couple of years ago she would have wished for
this, but not now. Dammit, not now!

Sweat clunE to the hard muscles of Hunter’s nude bod}r—it
was clear he'd just shifted back to human form. A familiar heat
crept through her body, and she hardened her jaw, refusing to
acknow|edge it. The same way she’d refused to ac:k_nc:wledge It
for the last five years.

It was hard not to, though, with his dark hair and tan body.
He was tall and broad, a mass of muscles and ﬁdg&s. Her gaze

CIIDPPE{L Sll'.l.l.‘.l. ].'IEF C].'IEEI{S bl.lITlEd I'.I.DT. S].'.I.E S‘P-’SI.I].DWE{] I'.I.SI.TCI., un-
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able to tear her gaze from his hard thighs and the thick cock
that rested between them.

The blood raged through her veins, and she closed her eyes
to count to ten. When she opened them again, her gaze was
firmly back to his face, unwdlmg to let her eyes shift any lower
than his shoulders this time, for that would be a Euamnteed di-
version from finding a way out of this situation.

Unfortunately, five years had done nothing but enhance
Hunter’s raw sex appeal.

His eyes, burning like dark blue crystals, met hers. And like
the devil come to collect his due, he advanced into the room, his
face a mask of fierce determination.

Ob, God. She needed to act. Now. Swallowing against the
thickness in her throat, Gemma glanced around the room, look-
ing for an}rthing that might be used as a weapon. She grabbed
the chair from her vanity table and lifted it above her head with
a grunt.

Hunter lunged forward and knocked it from her grasp,
sending it cra,shing to the gmund behind her. Before she could
draw in a startled breath, he'd circled her wrists with one of his
massive hands and pulled her body firmly against the rock hard
wall of his chest.

“No!” She growled and lifted her knee to tag him in the groin,
but he blocked the shot.

Instead, he pulled her tighter against him and forced his thigh
between hers. His thick cock brushed her hip and she sulled,
barely able to breathe as her heart slammed against her rib cage.

His soft |augh feathered warmth against her cheek. “You
should have listened to your cousin, angel.” He leaned forward
and said softly against her ear, “You should have run.”

The blood drained from Gemma’s face, and she heard Megan

whlmper ffDIT.I. TJ.'.I.E' corner Of l!].'IE FooIm.
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Megan. Hope flared.

“Megan, go find Jeffrey!”

Her cousin lurched away from the wall and toward the
doorway but fell back with a shrill yell.

Two more men—though these ones were clothed—filed
through the broken entrance.

“It appears we will have to take the younger one with us as
well,” Hunter ordered with a sigh.

“Me?” Megan squeaked in alarm. “MNo! You can't—"

Her words were cut off b}r the hand that slid over her
mouth, then the burly man slid another arm around her waist
to lift her off the ground.

Panic renewed in her gut, and Gemma tugged at her impris-
oned wrists, her mouth in a righr line. “Let her go, Hunter. She
has nothing to do with this.”

“We will, angel. Tomorrow. We don’t want her running off
to tell Jeffrey the minute we leave, now do we?”

*Bastard.”

His smile came slow. “Now you know my mother well
ennugh to know that's not true.”

Of course he would throw that at her. She bit her lip, trying
to hold her temper. It wasn't easy as she watched helplessly as
the two men carried her cousin, kicking and screaming, out the
door. Megan’s muffled sounds were ineffective at bringing
them the help they desperately needed.

Gemma drew in a slow breath. “You know, Hunter, I always
suspected you were a bit certihable. Congratulations, you've
just confirmed it.”

He caught her chin with rough fingers, lifting her face so she
had to look at him. A shiver ran down her spine; unfortunately
it may not have all been because of fear. His eyes narrowed until
the blue irises were just slits of blue. They burned hot as his
gaze scoured her face.
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“Am I? You were the one about to marry a human.” His
gaze darkened. *I gave you fair warning. Call off the wedding
or [ would do it for you.”

“T'll stell marry him.”

“I wouldn't count on it.”

“Oh! I'll say it again, Hunter. You're certifiable,” she re-
peated and tried to twist her chin from his grasp. His hold just
tightened. “In fact, I'm sure you won't mind if I just call you
Certi from now on.”

“Angel, I don't care what the hell you call me.” His head
lowered until his mouth was just a breath above hers. “I'll just
look forward to hearing you call it when I'm riding you in
bed.”

Shock ripped thrﬂugh her, widening her eyes and snarching
her breath away. Heat rushed through her body. Curling thick
down through her blood before gathering heavy in her pussy.

His nostrils flared, and she knew his were—senses meant that
he could smell the dampness between her legs that his image

had created. Heat flooded her cheeks.

“Like hell that will happen, Hunter.”

“You want me, angel.” It wasn't a question. And there was
no asking when his lips crushed down on hers a second later.

Gemma went rigid in his arms, letting out an outraged feline
grow] that was all jaguar.

He answered with a deeper growl, plunging his tongue past
her compressed lips to take control of her mouth.

There was no fighting him. With each bold stroke of his
tongue against hers, a little more common sense got swept
away. He plundered her mouth, leaving no inch unexplored,
cnntmﬂing her tongue and mind with ease.

The heat built in her body; her breasts swelled, the nipples
tightening to scrape against the lace bustier beneath her dress.
Five years dropped away, and once again it was Hunter holding
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her, kissing her. Making her forget everything but his touch and
the way it made her feel.

His cock pressed hard into her |:|e1|}r, a ra.ngible reminder of
his promise to fuck her.

With a groan, he released her chin to plunge his hand into
her bodice. He cupped her breast in the palm of his hand,
squeezing just enough to send another rush of moisture straight
to her panties.

Her head fell back, a gasp ripping from her lips. The cal-
loused pad of his thumb swept across one tight nipple and her
knees wobbled.

His mouth lifted from hers, and he pulled her breast above
the bodice. His head swmped down, and he wrapped his lips
around the hard tip. Hot breath and a moist tongue teased her
before his teeth raked against her flesh.

“Oh, God.” She trembled, minutes away from hiking up her
wedding dress and begging him to fuck her.

Wedding dress. .. ? Jeffrey! The name of the man she was
suppnsed to marry in two hours resounded in her head. Who's
certtfiable now, Gemma?

Already, Hunter reached for the hem of her dress, lifting it
over her legs to cup her ass.

Now, Gemma. Act now! Knowing she had an advantage—
Just barehr—she Erﬂbbed his hair and stepped back enaugh to
slam her knee into his stomach.

He stumbled back with a curse, eyes flashing with dismay
and rage. It was only a second, but it was the only break she
neaded.

Gemma moved past him and sprinted out the door to the
cabin that she'd been using to get read}r for her wedding. She
leapt off the porch and landed on the dirt path.

Her heart slammed in her chest, her body trembling with
adrenaline. Increasing her pace, she growled and willed the
change to speed up. It didn’t take lcng. Her twenr}r—thousand—
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dollar designer dress exploded into a mass of pearl buttons and
lace as her body shifted into its jaguar form.

Seconds later she was on all fours, charging through the re-
sort in a desperate attempt to escape Hunter. The thrashing of
branches and trees behind her signaled that it was going to be
one hell of a challenge.

Dammit. How could he have been so stupid as to get dis-
tracted b}r (Gemma's sweet bcd}r?

Hunter snarled and dodged between two trees that appeared
on one section of the trail.

He shouldn’t have lost focus. As an ESA agent, he was bet-
ter than that by nature. Their job was to protect and defend all
shifter species from threats of corruption, danger, and violence.
The Elite Shifter Agency hired only the best of the best. You
had to be tough, intelligent, sharp, quick-minded . . . definitely
not lose your focus over a nice set of tits, you idiot.

His fellow agents would laugh their asses off if they knew
he'd gotten completely muddleheaded by a woman.

He hadn’t been able to stop himself from touching her, but it
had been a costly delay. He should have had her in the vehicle
b}r now, and the;r could’ve been l'lalfwa}r to White River. As it
was, Joaquin and Brad were probably wondering where the
hell he was.

Hunter Paused and breathed in the air, careful not to lose
Gemma’s scent.

She wasn’t even following the human-made trail anymore.
His gaze darted around the lush forest. He listened for the
sound of her escape. The sudden flash of yellow and brown be-
tween the trees was a dead giveaway to her location. Unlike
him, Gemma's jaguar form didn’t have the luxury of dark
brown fur that hid his spots. Thcugh she was desperﬂte in her
attempt to escape, she didn’t stand a chance.
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His resolve softened a bit with pity before he hardened it
again. He couldn’t afford such a weakness. He gave a low growl
and took off after her. Mot that he could blame her for running.
Not after what he’d done to her so many years ago. But what
Gemma didn’t seem to quite understand was the cloud of dan-
ger lingering over her life right now. And at the center of that
vortex was none other than her husband-to-be.

Jealousy, like a hot brand iron, stabbed sudden and deep,
twisting inside him. His paws hit the Emund hard as he quiclr.—
ened his pace, jJumping over bushes as he gained on her.

She shouldn’t have been marrying Jeffrey Delmore in the
first place. She was his. She’d sworn it. It didn’t matter that
she'd bareh.r been twenty at the time. It was one promise he in-
tended to see she kept. Gemma be|onged to him.

Guilt twisted his gut; he was completely out of line, but he
refused to acknowledge it. Not now. Right now, his primal side
was in dominance, and the chase was on to reclaim his woman.

He was only about twenty feet behind her now, and she
must have realized she couldn't outrun him much |1:rnger. He
could hear her agitation in the En:rwls she emitted while contin-
uing to dodge through trees and beneath low brushes.

And then she blew it, giving him the final advantage he
needed. Her back legs caught on a tree root protruding from
the ground, and she stumbled, losing her balance before falling
onto her side.

She tried to get back up again, but the damage was done.
Hunter used her moment of vulnerability and jumped on her.
The weight of his body pinned hers to the ground.

Fur flew as she swiped at him with her claws. Jaws snapped
at his neck but missed. They rolled on the hard earth, fighting
for dominance.

He locked gazes with her. Stop fighting me, he said with his

mind.
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Rage flared in her gaze, and she continued to struggle be-
neath him.

With a gmwl of frustration, he caughr her neck berween his
teeth, using just enough force to warn her she’'d better yield.
Relief washed through him when she stilled beneath him.

Shift back, Gemma. Please, I don’t want to burt you.

She tried to swat him again with a paw, but he reared back,
avaiding her attempt.

Realizing fighting was futile, her eyes closed. The fur on her
face slowlj.r receded to show smooth vory skin. She had chosen
to obey. Quickly, to avoid crushing her, he rolled off her and
shifted back to his human form.

“You have no rigl‘lt," she rasped.

When he turned to look at her, his heart clenched a bit. She
sat on the ground, her knees drawn up to her chest as she glared
at him.

Her pale skin seemed luminescent against the greens and
browns of the forest. The tawny curls of her hair—which had
always fascinated him—tumbled over her shoulders, shielding
her breasts from him.

His mouth pursed. Too bad. He hadn’t seen her naked in
years, and it was quite obvious her body had changed since
then. Her curves were bolder, where as before they’d been
sligl‘lt.

He lifted his gaze to hers, wincing slightly at how her brown
eyes condemned him.

“Let’s not make this any more difficult than it needs to be,
angel.”

“Oh, I think it was too late for that the minute you decided
to obliterate my wedding da}r."

His jaw hardened, and he stepped forward. “You will walk
with me now to the vehicle.”

“What's option B2
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“I'll carry you.”

Her nostrils flared, and the arms around her knees tight-
ened.

“Let me think,” she murmured and then continued to watch
him for 2 moment.

Her lips parted a second later, but words didn’t come out.
Instead, the piercing scream she issued was guaranteed to raise
the dead. Or E?r:'ug her EYOOMm YRIING.



“Shit!” Hunter pulled her to her feet, planting his palm firmly
across her mouth to muffle her. “I should have gagged and
bound you, angel. But I had hopes you might have been happy
to see me.”

She Erunted her annoyance and tried to kick him again. He
gave a bitter |aL:|E;1'|. Of course she hadn't appreciated his last
comment.

With his hand sull over her mouth, he wrapped an arm
around her waist and lifted her off the ground. Her feet contin-
ued to swing back at him, but fc:rtunarelj.r he'd rrapped her
arms against her side. It prnbabhr would have been easier to
bite her in jaguar form or to knock her out. Carrying her un-
conscious would have been much easier.

But even as he ran, collecting bruises from her jarring kicks,
he knew he could never have hurt her. Not willingly. Not even
if it would've been for her own Eo-crcl.

“Go ahead and fight me, angel. | want you nice and tired
tonight when we finish what we started in the cabin.”

She went rigid and then screamed her fury, slamming her
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head back toward his. He pulled back, easily avoiding a hit. His
fingers brushed the underside of her breast, and his cock
jerked, his throat tightening. Shit.

He rushed to the waiting vehicle, relieved to see the door al-
ready open. Joaquin sat behind the wheel, and Brad sat in the
backseat with Gemma’s cousin restrained on his lap.

“Damn, Hunter, took you fucking |ong enough.” Joaquin
cast him an uneasy look and gunned the engine on the SUV.

“Sorry about that.” With a grunt, he forced Gemma into the
back of the vehicle and then climbed in after her, slamming the
door shut and pulling her sideways across his lap. “The bride had
a bit of a prewedding meltdown.”

He released his hand from her mouth and realized immedi-
ately it had been a major mistake.

“Prewedding meltdown, you asshole?” she shouted. "T’ll
show you a meltdown. When I get through with you, your own
mother—"

“Leave my mother out of this. If she could hear the language
you use today, she'd die of shock.”

Joaquin |augl1ed snftl}r from the front seat.

Guilt flashed across Gemma's face before it disappeared and
she lifted her chin.

“Whatever you say, Certs.”

Brad ghnced over at them. “What did she just call you?”

“Certi. It's short for certifiable,” Gemma snapped before
Hunter could answer. “In fact, you all should be given the nick-
name.

Instead of being offended, Joaquin and Brad just laughed
outright, which seemed only to infuriate Gemma more. Her
face turned red and her eyes bugged.

Hunter stared hard at Gemma for one moment before look-
ing away. There was no reasoning with her. At least not right
MW,

“Head back to White River.” He gave the quiet order to
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Joaquin and then glanced sideways to see how the younger
woman was faring.

He'd met Megan clnnl],.r onaco uple of occasions, but the im-
pression she’d given was that she seemed more fragile than her
cousin, a bit naive, and prone to drama.

Right now, she looked ready to keel over. Maybe from the
sheer fact she'd probably never sat on a man’s lap before.

Against her pale face, her blue eyes were wider than what
seemed possible, and her lips trembled. She kept her hands
clenched into fists and stared at Gemma with a pitifuﬂ}r hopefu|
expression. As if her cousin was the answer to the way out of
their situation. Not gonna happen.

The SUV bounced out of the woods, Spitting up dirt as it
turned onto an old logging road.

“I'd rather sit on the floor,” Gemma muttered. " Anywhere
else.”

She squirmed on his lap, bringing the soft curve of her ass in
contact with his cock. He hardened further against her, his
Pu|se quicl{ening.

The hand he'd wrapped low on her waist splayed across her
belly, and with each bump of the vehicle, his fingers brushed
against the springy curls shielding her pussy.

She let out a soft gasp and arched her body away from him.

That’s n'g.ﬁz, dngef, keep MOTIRG 00 e like that and }Iau’ﬂ'
get a hell of a lot move than you bargained for. I don’t care how
many people are aronnd us.

She went rigid, her eyes widening with alarm and something
else, He almost missed it, but it had been there. Desire,

A small amount of relief swept tl‘lrﬂugh him. After all the
years that had passed, she still wanted him. But then he'd
known that in the cabin, when the juices of her pussy had
teased his senses with the most seductive perfume.

She’d wanted him in that cabin. Had he taken a moment to
exphre the folds of her sex with his ﬁngers, he could have dis-
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covered the tangible proof. Five years. For five years, he'd
dreamed of touching her again, thought about her body and
sweet moans as he'd pumped his cock with his fist. And now he
had her again.

He tapped the swell of her pussy with two fingers, and she
sucked in a quick breath, whimpering.

Be prepared, angel, for tonight you are mine.

This was utter and camplete madness. Gemma tried to ease
away from Hunter’s intimate touch, but his arm tightened
around her waist.

She was on the verge of either an orgasm or a complete melt-
down. Probably both.

If she thought there was even a slight chance of escaping
these three overgrown brutes, then she might have tried to
jump from the vehicle. But with the speed they were going, the
fall would likely hurt her enough to slow any chance of escape.
Mot to mention she'd be |Eﬂving Megan all alone.

She glanced at her cousin. Megan sat, her spine rigid and jaw
tight, on the other man’s lap, staring out the window.

Blinking back tears, Gemma tried to come to terms with
what had just happened Tried to accept the fact Hunter had
forced his way back into her life as if the past five years hadn’t
existed. But they had. No matter how much she may have
wished otherwise.

She closed her eyes, going back to that place in her mind she
had no desire to visit. But the memory of their last night to-
gether rushed her mind before she could haltit. . ..

Her pulse raced, ber panties already drenched from ber de-
stre for bim. He never failed to affect ber this way, even the first
time she'd met him at bis mother's deli and be'd been passing
through. He'd approached her right away, flirting shamelessly.
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And before her sandwich order had been filled, be'd asked her
ot

They hadn't even been together a month, but staring up at
bim now, she knew it didn’t matter. Hunter was the one for ber.
Body, mind, and soul.

“Hunter,” she whispered, grasping bis chin in an attempt to
lift bis bead from ber breast.

He sucked on ber F.?I;ﬂiﬁff one last time befmr raising his head
with a wry grin.

“I'm sorry, Gemma. I'm gomg too fasr. "

“Actwally, you're not.” She shook her head and stroked her
fingers through the strands of bis short dark haw. “In fact,
muigﬁ:t ... Tdon't want you to stop, Hunter”

Hot possessiveness _ﬁ.asfrf:f i his gaze even as he said quiftf}l,
“Iwon’t rush you.”

*You haven’t rushed me. You've watted almost a month and
have been more than patient.” She gave a light langh and
wrapped one leg around bis bip, trapping him between ber
!.‘f}ig.ﬁs.

His cock jerked against ber bip, and he gave a boarse groan.
“You're an angel. My angel. You have no idea what you've
done to my life. How did I get so furk_'}r to find youi"

Her lips curved into an impish grm "Mmm, we both love the
roast beef sandwiches at your mom’s deli, and one day owr paths
finally crossed?”

Hunter langhed and then drew i a vagged breath as she
touched the tip of bis cock, unable to stop berself anymore.

“Gemma. .. are you swref” be rasped with obvious uncer-
tainty. “Once I start...”

*I've never been surer about au}lt&iﬂg m my ﬁfe. e never
met anyone like you. Never fefz this way about anyone else.”
She tradled her fingers up and down the hard ridges of bis back.
“I just know this is right. Take me, Hunter. Now.”
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With a growl, he closed his mouth over hers. The weight of
his body fell heavy on top of her, pressing ber deeper into the
s ttress,

Her shirt and bra bad long since been disposed of, and he
made quick time tugging her skirt and panties from her body.

Then be was between ber thighs, bis hot tongue probing her
pussy and clit as be prepared her for bis cock. Devouring and
eating ber untdl the pleasure threatened to explode in her bead.

Dﬂf_}' when she writhed and E'egged beneath bim did be
kneel between ber thighs. He cupped ber ass in bis large bands,
and with one smooth thrust, burted his cock deep mside ber.

Pain and pleaswre exploded as her body struggled to accept
the thick invasion Dfi:u's E'a:i'}'.

“Gemma.”

With the discomfort fading to a dull throb, she could finally
register the shock i bis voice and that be’d gone still mside her.

“You're a virgin?” be choked out.

“Yes. T téaugf:t Yo knew?”® She van ber tongue over ber f:;a:rs
and }stét.ﬁntf_'}r tc.'mpped ber fegs around his waist.

The movement brought him deeper mside her, stretched ber,
and she drew a ragged breath m.

“No, angel, I didn’t know.” He gave a soft langh and low-
ered his bead to lick one of her rigid nipples. “But I will say it’s
@ very nice swrprise.”

Warmth spread all throughout ber body, from ber toes to the
top of her head. She van ber fingers through bis hair and gave a
soft sigh.

“You're so tight. So creamy. God, Gemma, you feel incredi-
ble.” His face pinched, and be began to move mside ber, slow
and gentle at first. She matched bis thrusts, learning the rhythm
be so Pazirnrf_'}r r.:zugf:t her.

Pleasure bualt inside ber, twisting higher and higher still. Her

mind spun with the sensation, her beart beavy with emotion.
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“Hunter, please,” she cried out, not even sure what she was
begging for.

“Yes, .smgef. " His ﬁugm bit into ber ass cheeks as be ﬁﬁfff
ber to move faster inside her. His gaze beld bers, a possessiveness
that seared her to ber soul. “Tell me. Who do you belong to,
Gemmaf”

“I'm yours, Hunter. All yours.”

“Yes, Gemma.” He pressed deeper mside ber. "Mmne forever
Say.”

“Forever,” she agreed wildly. “I'm yours forever, Hunter.”

He pulled owt of her and buried his face between ber legs
again, his tongue seeking ber swollen clit.

The Orgasm n'ppetf rﬁmugf:r ber, mckmg ber all the way to
her core. With her bud}l still quakmg fmm release, be entered
ber again with bis cock, pounding inside ber faster and harder
until be screamed ber name and she felt bim spurt bot and thick
instde ber body.

“You are mune, angel,” be whispered, before bis weight fell

.ﬁeav_'],' o tap Df.f:fr. Forever... "

The van hit a pothole, and Gemma fell backward against
Hunter's chest. His arm tightened around her waist, and his lips
grazed the nape of her neck. Hot shivers raced through her, but
she ground her teeth together and jerked away.

Apparently forever bad the same definition as the next
morning i Hunter's world.

The memory of that last night she’d spent with him faded
back into the dark recess of her mind. The same place she'd
tried uns uccessfull}r to store 1t all these years.

Her stomach churned with the familiar pain and bitterness.
He'd left after that night with a promise to see her the next day,
only she’d never seen or heard from him again.

Thar had been five years ago. Five years.
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And then last week he'd sent her the cold, toneless e-mail.
Her jaw hardened with anger. Certifiable. Because he'd actually
done it.

Mot for the first time, she had to ask herself how well she'd
really known Hunter. She’d known he helped out at his mom’s
deli every now and then and taught martial arts. Yes, they'd
talked about anything and everything. Their fears and dreams.
Fantasies. She'd thought she knew him, but had she?

They'd not even been tnEether for a month and at times he'd
seemed to be hiding scrmething. That somerhing had a|wa}rs
eaten at her. Even today. Was he married? Had he been seeing
another woman? What was he hiding?

It didn’t matter. None of it did. Not anymore, at least. And
she had to stop trying to analyze and solve a puzzle that should
have been put to rest years ago.

Hunter had obviously slipped off the deep end with the
stunt he'd pulled today. Gemma shook her head. She'd find a
way out of this for her and Megan. She had a Ecm-d future with
]effrE}r, and damn Hunter for trying to take that from her.

When Gemma pulled away from him again, this time Hunter
let her go. She moved to the seats behind him and folded her
arms across her chest, her shoulders rigid.

He watched her v;|1:rse|].r, Lrying to gauge just how much she
hated him right about now. The answer wasn’t encouraging.

“We need to put clothes on you two before we reach the
main road,” Joaquin said suddenly from the driver’s seat.

Hunter gave a terse nod. His people had no issue with nu-
dir}r, but humans—tl‘mugh having grown less appr&hensi\-'e and
more tolerant of their kind over the years—weren't comfort-
able with the frequent display of nakedness. And right now,
they couldn't afford to draw extra attention to themselves.

“I have no clothes,” Gemma reminded him acidly. “My dress



His To RECLaM £ 231

is now scattered around the forest in enough tiny pieces to deck
out an entire community of squirrels.”

Hunter bit back a soft laugh, knnwing that she wouldn't ap-
preciate his amusement.

“We brought extra clothes. Figuring Gemma might try and
run.” Brad grinned and glanced closer at Megan. “Fortunately
we got you, little lady, out of there before you got the chance.”

Hunter noted the spra.rk of interest in Brad’s gazeas he stared
at her and made a note to talk to the man later. Megan was off-
limits. She'd Just been in the WrONg place at the wrong time.
Not to mention she was just too young,

Hunter reached behind the seat and grabbed the nylon bag
sitting next to Gemma. He unzipped it and handed her a cotton
dress.

“Put this on.™

For a minute, he thought she’d refuse, but then her eyes nar-
rowed and she tugged the dress over her body, smoothing the
fabric down her curves. She Pmbabl}r appreciat&d the fact that
she didn't have to be naked in front of him anymore,

Hunter changed into the clothes he'd worn earlier—before
he'd gone after Gemma.

A few minutes later, they turned onto the major highway,
putting more distance between themselves and Delmore’s lux-
ury resort.

He glanced behind him again, and the air locked in his lungs.
Even with the dress on, her body still tempted him. The urge to
suck on those soft pink nipples, stoke the fire between her legs,
and bring her pleasure until she begged him to fuck her rode
him hard.

He wanted to hear her promise that she was his again, but he
knew the chances of that were slim to none. Leaning more to-
ward none.

Hunter couldn’t fault her for getting on with her life. And as
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far as he knew, Gemma still had no idea that he worked for the
Elite Shifter Agency. He knew what had happened after that
mind—bh:rwing night the}r’d spent tugether. But he also realized
that from her point of view, she’d given herself to him entirely,
and then he'd vanished from her life. Talk about taking the ass-
hole of the year award.

Regret twisted in his gut. He wished things could have been
different. That he could have found a way to tell her. ..

But he hadn't and she'd moved on. And he knew de&p down
he shouldn't begrudge her for that. He might have even ac-
cepted her new life easier if she hadn’t moved on with Jeffrey
Delmore.

His eyes narrowed, and he ghnced out the window of the
SUV.

It was obvious Gemma had no idea what kind of man she
was marrying, that her future husband was a low-life filth who
headed up a sick underground trafhicking ring that ended in
death. He knew Gemma well enough to realize she'd never
have gotten involved with such blatant evil. And it was evil.

They'd been trying to get the praof on Delmore since the:,r'd
first begun to suspect him, but the man was slick. This week-
end, they were trying a new route, though. Sending in bait. And
hopefully the bastard was stupid enough to take it.

Thank Ged he'd found Gemma before she could marry the

creep. Hunter was determined to see that she never did.



Hunter ran along the river, his paws hitting the earth as he ex-
pelled his frustration and anger. After the morning he'd had
and fighting the temptation of Gemma’s body during the car
ride, he needed this outlet.

Brad had, too, apparently, and joined him now in the run.
Thf_'}r followed the river for a few miles before turning back to-
ward the safe house. Instead of going inside, Hunter dove into
the slow-moving river and swam for a bit in jaguar form before
shifting back to human a few minutes later. He cooled his over-
heated body and washed off the sweat.

A splash next to him was notification that Brad had decided
to swim for a bit, too. His friend emerged from beneath the
water a minute later. He shook his head, sending water droplets
flying.

“Fuck, I needed that,” Brad said, leaning back to float next
to him. “How you hoHing up?”

“Doing fine.”

“Hmm. She’s a feisty one, huh?”

Hunter glanced at him. “Which one?”
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“GGemma.” Brad gave a soft laugh and shook his head. *Not
Megan, that's for sure. She’s too scared. But she sure is a sweet
little thing."

“She’s too young for you,” Hunter warned quietly.

“She’s eighteen.”

“That’s too young. And she didn’t ask for any of this. Don’t
traumatize her more by trying anything.”

Irntation flickered in Brad’s gaze. " You know me better
than that, Hunter. I agree she’s too young. I'm not going to lie
and say | haven't noticed her. But I know where to draw the
line.”

Relief had Hunter easing onto his back, drifting slowly with
the current.

“T have to ask . . . do you?” Brad asked, kicking with his feet
to float another few inches away.

“Do [ what?”

“Know where to draw the line with Gemma?®”

*Gemma’s a different story. We have a hlstnn-r
“She was supposed to be getting married tuda}r I'd say that
history is pretty much—"

“You have no idea what we had,” Hunter snarled, finding
his footing on the bottom of the river again. “And don’t bull-
shit me with pretending her fiancé was some kind of saint. We
both know what kind of scum he is.”

“Look, I'm not going to disagree with you there.” Brad
paused. “But are you sure she doesn’t know about Delmore’s
dealings?”

“She doesn’t know.”

“If she ends up being involved with the ring, you know we
have to bring her in and have her pmsecuted—"

“She doesn't know.”

“But if she & involved—"

“Then yes,” he snapped. “We prosecute her with the rest of
the bastards.”
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Brad watched him steadily and then shook his head. “I hope
you're right about her. We took one helluva risk with this little
abduction today. The bigwigs at ESA aren’t thrilled.”

“I'm right about her. And you know as well I do that having
her out of the way males 1t easier for us to go in and do the
sting.” Hunter dunked his head underwater then emerged,
shoving the wet strands of hair back off his forehead. “Besides,
now [ can question her. Find out if she is involved. Though, like
I've said, [ doubt it.”

“Does she know you work for the ESA?”

“Nao. I plan on telling her tonight.” He hesitated, debating
how much to confide to his friend. “We had a re|at'inns|1ip five
years ago. It was getting pretty serious, and then the McGowan
case hit.”

Brad blinked and then gave a short |augl1. “That’s some
fucked up timing. Did you ever get a chance to explain to her?
Give her 2 message?”

Hunter shot his friend a hard look. *You know the answer
to that. There's no way | could've. My own Ecddamn mother
didn’t even know what happened to me.”

Brad was silent for a moment. “I'm sorry, man. It sounds
like she really meant something to you.”

“She did. 5till does.” He shook his head. “And T'll get her
back.”

“Well ... good luck with that. I've got to say, she didn't
seem too thrilled to see you.”

“No, I don’t think she was.” Hunter laughed softly, a smile
curving his |ips. He swam toward the shore of the riverbank,
Brad following behind him. *I'm going to see her shortly. Talk
with her, explain why I took her today, and tell her who I am.
Wh}r I disappeared five years ago.”

“I don’t envy that conversation, man. I'll say it again. Good

luck.”
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“Thanks. Why don’t you put a feeler out on Megan? See if
she might know anything about Delmore.”

".Mread}r got It covered.” Brad grinned. “I'm re|ieving
Joaquin and having dinner with her in about an hour.”

Hunter cast his friend a warning lock. “Remember what 1
said. Hands off.”

“Hey, I already told you. Any fantasies | may have about
the girl stay right up here.” He tapped his head, and then a de-
vious look crossed his face. “Well, for a few more years at
least.”

Hunter closed his eyes and then shook his head with a soft
laugh. “You're trouble.”

“So I've been told.”

“T'll catch up with you later tnnigl‘lt. We can discuss any-
thing we learn from the women.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Gemma paced the room, no longer searching for a way to
break down the door. Hopefully Megan was faring well
though her poor cousin was probably beside herself with fear.

Hunter wouldn't allow anything to happen to her, though.
She knew him well enough to realize that. Megan was likely
lounging around in perfect comfort, watching television—
while, of course, being guarded b}r one of Hunter’s friends.

She paused in front of the window, looking out over the
mountains that surrounded them and the river rushing by
below. She spotted Hunter and Brad walking back from the
river. They were naked but fortunately too far away for her to
see their bodies 1:|ear|}r.

Still, her body responded to the memory of Hunter's incred-
ible physique. How it had looked, felt, tasted. A warm shiver
ran through her, and she bit her lip, folding her arms across her
chest. She couldn’t go there. Wouldn't go there.
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The past was behind her. Where it belonged. Hunter had
made his choice five years ago.

And now she’d made hers. She would have glven an}rrhing
to be safely wed at this point. It would have been another wall
put up between her and Hunter. And she needed that wall. Es-
pecially now that he was back in her life. Why was be back?

Her gaze lifted to the horizon again. The sun had set mo-
ments ago. If her day had gone as planned, she'd have been
Mrs. Jetfrey Delmore right now.

The window was locked, but even if it hadn’t been, she was
too high off the ground to jump out.

Like a princess in a tower . . .

Dnl}r she wasn't a damn princess, and her prince sure as hell
wasn't going to rescue her. No, if an}rthing, her prince was the
one who'd put her in here.

“He is not your prince,” she whispered fiercely to herself,
knowing she couldn't let herself feel anything but hatred for
Hunter. “You are not a naive virgin anymore. Your prince was
standing at the altar a few hours ago, wondenng where the hell
you were.”

Her stomach rolled, and she pressed her hand against it
Poor Jeffrey. The man had been nothing but patient and toler-
ant with her. He'd pursued her for years before she'd forced
herself o give up on Hunter and move on with her life.

Walking to the bed in the corner of the room, she sank down
onto the plush mattress.

She may have given up on him in her mind, but her heart
never had. As she let herself acknowledge that depressing truth,
her |ips twisted into a bitter smile and her eyes misted.

As if her thoughts had summoned him, the door unlocked,
and Hunter srepped into the room.

Dammit. Of course, he'd have to catch her like this. De-
feated and with tears on her cheeks.
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He closed the door, watching her intimately. “I know you
must hate me a little right now.”

“A little?” She gave a harsh laugh and brushed the tears off
her face. “That's the understatement of the century.”

SDITJEtI'IlI'Ig flickered in his eyes, and for a moment, she
thought it might have been pain. But that wouldn’t have made
any sense. She’d probably just wounded his ego.

*I"ve come here to talk.” His gaze once again turned unread-
able. “I want to explain w}l}r I did what I did.”

“I'm sorry, would that be kidnapping me on my wedding
day? Or the part where you fucked me five years ago and for-
got [ existed.”

He was across the floor, pulling her up from the bed before
she could blink.

“I never forgot you, angel,” he said thickly, his face pressed
close to hers. “Let’s just clear that up right here and now.”

Her heart tripped, but she pushed back the hope that threat-
ened. She couldn’t afford such weakness.

“Forget 1 said an}rthing. It doesn't matter anymore,” She
swallowed hard, forcing herself to say, “I'm in love with an-
other man, or have you forgotten?”

His nostrils ﬂared and he shook his head, mouth rhmmng
“Don’t lie to me, Gemma. I know you better than that.”

Was she reaﬂ}r that transparent? Frustration boiled in her
belly. It wasn’t right that he could read her so eas:ih.r

ﬁpparenﬂ}r vou don't know me that well.” She lifted her
chin, forcing her gaze to be deliberately hard. “You have to let
me go at some point, Hunter. So know this. Once you do, I'm
going straight back to Jeffrey, and there’s not a damn thing you
can do about 1it.”

He blinked, the only indication that she'd gotten to him was
the slight tic in his jaw.

“Angel, what makes you think I'll let you go?” he asked
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softly. His gaze moved over her body. “You promised me for-
ever, and I don't take well to people breaking their promises.”

She stnpped brearhing. Her legs weakened and her mind
spun. He was screwing with her head. Of course she knew it.
There was no possible way he could literally keep her hidden
forever. But it still didn’t stop her gut reaction and desperate
panic.

She clenched her fists. She couldn’t love him again. Wouldn't
love him again. Gemma reloaded with the on|}-' ammunition she
had and then took her shot.

“You were not my only lover, Hunter.”

He flinched, his face tightening as if she’d hit him. But he re-
covered all too soon, saying 5tea|t|1i|}r, “But I was your first,
Gemma. And I intend to be your last.”

The sheer arrogance of his statement had her reacting with-
out thought, swinging her palm toward his cheek.

He caught her wrist, eyes burning.

She finally broke, everything inside her crumbling. There
Wias no ﬁEhtmg him.

“I hate you, Hunter. Do you have any idea what you've
done to my life?” she choked out, tugging at her wrist. *I was
going to start over today with a decent man. I'd put you behind
me. And in one day, you've demolished every step I took to get
over you.”

“First, Jeffrey is not a decent man by any means.”

“Oh! What gives you any right—"

“And, second,” he ground out. “I don’t want you to get over
me. Ever.”

She swung at him with her other hand, but he captured her
second wrist just as easily as the first.

He dragged her body fiercely against his until her curves
were squashed agalnsr every hard inch of his body; his cock
jammed fully erect into her belly.
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Heat flared in every inch of her body, and tingles of aware-
ness seared her blood.

His mouth hovered above hers, his breath hot against her
face. “You haven't forgotten me any more than I've forgotten
you, angel. Admit it.”

“But I deserve to,” she whispered. “I have every right.”

“Yes.” His forehead touched hers, his voice unsteady as he
said, “But thank God you didn"t.”

He crushed her mouth with his, the ruthless invasion of his
tongue |Eﬂvin5 no doubt in her mind that he meant to claim her
again tonight.

She struggled, knowing she had to or else she’d be sucked
into the vortex of familiar passion between them, knnwing she
would lose ever}rthing she'd fougl‘lt to gain b],r trying to love
Jeffrey.

She almost succeeded in overpowering her own emotional
draw to Hunter—almost made it convincing that this kiss was
one-sided. And then he cl‘langed the tide.

His lips softened against hers, moving in a gentle caress. This
time, when his tongue entered her mouth, it was to tease hers
with soft flicks, to coax a response from her.

She gave in all too easily. Her body turned pliant against his;
her nipples tightening into hard points as moisture gathered
heavy between her legs. Hunter caught the cry of surrender
that escaped her mouth.

He released her wrists, but only to slide his hands under the
back of her knees to pick her up.

Cradled in his arms, he never broke the kiss as he crossed to
the bed.

He laid her gentl},r on the marttress, tak_ing off the cotton
dress she'd put on earlier, leaving her once again naked and vul-
nerable to him.

His gaze scoured her from head to toe before he let out a
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strangled groan. He shed his clothes, exposing a body that she
could never forget no matter how much she wanted to.
Golden skin, broad shoulders, wonderfully defined muscles
on his chest and abdomen. And then lower, strong thighs with
a long thick cock between them. He was ready for her. Not that
she’d had any doubt.
“Gemma,” he whispered, crawling onto the bed next to her.
*I need you. You have no idea how much I need you.”

EE"lf"Dﬂd reason ﬂ.l'.l.d ].I\"II'.I.E l'.'ll'.l.l‘lr" 'I'—CII’ T].'.I.IS moment, S].'IE ].IftE'l:I.
].'IEF arms to I’EE.C-I'I fcr I'.I.Il'ﬂ E.EE.II'.I.



Hunter’s chest tightened with emotion. She'd stopped fight-
ing him, if even for just a moment. He hadn’t come here with
the purpose to make love to her. He'd planned to talk. Needed
to make her understand.

But he'd lost it when she'd gosu:led him about Delmore. Had
lost all reason and kissed her. And now, with Gemma giving her
body to him readily, he couldn’t back out. Only a fool wouldn’t
take what she offered.

Not willing to let the mood change again, he claimed her
mouth once more, tasting her sweetness and drawing forth her
fervent response.

Moving his hand off her shoulder, he slid his open palm down-
ward. Cupping a breast, he lifted and jiggled it in his hand, test-
ing the weight.

She was fuller here now than she’d been at the beginning of
her womanhood.

He scraped his thumb over her nipple, and she drew in a
quick gasp, her tongue sparring faster with his.

Lifting his head, he glanced down at her breasts, observing
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the hard, dark pink tips. His mouth watered to taste her. Every-
where, To taste and touch the woman who'd dominated his
thoughts for the last five years.

His head swept down, and he closed his mouth over her nip-
ple, his tongue running over the tiny ridges and sucking on her
soft flesh.

Beneath him, Gemma moaned and dug her fingers into his
hair. Her bnd}r arched.

He transferred his attention to the other breast and closed
his mouth over it, gorging on her tits like a man starved. He
caught her nipple between his teeth, tugging on it just enough
to make her cry out. God, she tasted sweet.

“Hunter,” she gasped and wiggled out from under him,
rolling onto her stomach. She crawled toward the headboard,
pleading, “It’s too much. Wait—"

“It’s not enough.” Her ass was now waving in his face like a
red flag, and he growled and grabbed her hips, stalling her re-
treat.

She groaned, her head falling to the pillow, but made no fur-
ther attempt to escape. In fact, the position she’d just put her-
self in raised her ass and pussy more prominently for his use.

Coming up behind her on his knees, he rubbed his cock
against the slit of her sex. Discovering the slick cream between
her swollen folds.

“Stay like that,” he ordered, his voice rougher than he in-
tended. “Just like that, angel.”

He brought two fingers to his mouth and licked them before
placing them between her legs. He toyed with the slit, parting
the folds and swir|ing around the evidence of her desire for
him.

Gemma let out a ragged moan, and he watched her head
twist on the pillow.

Hunter leaned forward, kissing the middle of her back at the
same time he slipped one ﬁnger deep into her silken heat. His
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cock tightened, and his blood pumped harder. Hot. Wet. 50
snug,

He added a second digit, strerching her and read}ring her
body for when she'd ultimately take him.

“Hunter,” she whispered, clenching the bedspread, thrust-
ing her hips back so he sank deeper. “Please.”

He pulled his hand from her to cup an ass cheek in each
hand, leaning down to kiss the swell of one side.

“You always had the best ass,” he muttered, squeezing her
cheeks and giving hera genﬂe bite on one side.

With his fingers stll wet from her pussy, he pushed one
against the tiny rosebud between her buttocks. Her body went
rigid.

g;l"'l:l‘u&'h:\‘:, ang&[" He pressed with ennugh pressure to sink
deeper into the dry, tight hole. “I'll take you here. Not tonight,
but soon.”

“Hunter . . .” Her muscles clenched around him.

With a soft laugh, he pulled his finger from her body and fo-
cused his gaze lower again.

“But right now, I need to taste your sweet pussy. Remind
myself what I've been deprived of all these years.”

He drew his tongue down the curves of her bottom to lick
the swell of her pussy. She whimpered, her ass clenching in his
hand.

“I know vou like it when I do that, angel. Would you like
me to fuck you with my tongue?”

Not waiting for an answer, he slid his hands down to part
her labia and hold her open to him. Leaning forward, he
breathed in the musky scent of her, let the perfume of her
arousal intoxicate him. His dick pulsed harder for release.

With a hoarse groan, he speared his tongue deep inside her.
Her guttural scream in response sent a surge of triumph
through him. Good. He wanted her to lose control. Wanted her
to be insane with plea.sure.
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Her juices coated his tongue, a combination of tart and
sweet, making him want to taste more. He retreated and licked
his lips, savoring the sl‘lar‘p flavor of her before he went back for
maore,

He moved into her channel deeper this time, and then faster.
Setting a rhythm in which he tongue-fucked her. Knowing it
might not be enough to bring her release—though it was damn
close to brinEing him his—he reached beneath her to find her
clit.

He discovered the little nub hot and swollen. It was the fuse
to her orgasm. The minute he touched it, she went off like a
firecracker.

*Hunter!™

Her thighs shook, and the muscles of her channel clenched
around his tongue.

Not giving her a chance to recover, he came to his knees be-
hind her and gripped his cock. Sucking in a quick breath, he

laced his cock at her entrance and drove himself into her.

The hot spongy walls of her gripped him, still pulsating
from her orgasm. He sank de&per, each inch into her bo-d],r
bringing him closer to nirvana.

“Gemma,” he whispered, closing his eyes to savor the feel of
her. “Oh, God, Gemma.”

Too damn lung. It had been too |crng since he'd been inside
her. The last time being when he'd taken her virginity. His
throat tightened with emotion. With regret. And then with
anger. Anger that the bastard Delmore had touched her.

Never again. Never again would he allow that to happen.

Mine.,

He gripped her ass and slowly pulled back out of her. Poised
at her entrance, he teased her for just a moment, rubbing his
cock against her clit, before plunging back to the hilt.

Gemma pushed against the mattress with her hands, rising
up so she was balanced on her knees.
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Hunter wrapped an arm around her waist and leaned back,
pulling her with him. She almost sat on his lap now, riding him
in a way that gave him access to the front of her body.

He brought his hands up to cup her breasts, squeezing her
nipples as he lifted his hips to impale himself into her again.

“Oh, God, yes,” she breathed on a sigh and reached her arms
behind her, curling them around his neck and pushing her tits
maore ﬁrm|}-’ into his pa|ms.

He pus hed harder into her. Faster. The rh}rthm he'd tried to
set became more uncontrolled and desperate. Each thrust into
her resounded the word mine in his head.

Pinching her nipples now, he kissed the back of her neck. It
grew harder to breathe, to bring in more air than he was ex-
pending. He ga,sped in short breaths, his sac tightening with the
impending climax.

“Hunter,” she whispered, bouncing against his thrusts. “Please.
Please, Hunter.”

He released one of her tits to slide his hand down between
her legs. Finding her clit again, he squeezed it just hard enough
to make her cry out sharply.

Then her body clenched around him again, more of her slick
cream covering his dick as she orgasmed. Her frenzied cry cat-
apulted him to his own release. He buried his cock to the hilt
and grabbed her hips, jerking her hard back against him.

“Gemma.” He clenched his jaw, closing his eyes. His hips
jerked with each spurt of cum he emptied inside her, again and
again, until he was empty, his body weak, and the fog from his
climax began to lift from his mind.

It took a moment to remember his surrnundings. To realize
that he'd Enau}r had Gemma again. And then to understand
that her body had gone completely stll, and she was breathing
in small, short gasps.

"ﬁng&l?" He kissed the back of her neck and cuddled the

one breast still in his hand.
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She jerked away from him, and his cock slid from her body
as she moved to the other side of the bed.

“Don’t,” she whispered raggedly. “Don’t say anything.”

His brows came together, his heart slowing. “Gemma—"

“If you thought I hated vc:u earlier, it's nothing mmpared to
how I feel about you now. " She shook her head. “1 Just be-
trayed the man I was supposed to marry.”

She pulled a pillow in front of her to hide her nakedness. But
though she might hide her body, she couldn’t hide the conflict-
ing emotions in her eyes. The confusion, the guilt, the shock.

He latched on to the one emotion that gave him hope: the
recognition in her eyes of the intimacy they’d just shared, how
Pawerfu| it had been.

Sliding his legs off the bed, he drew in a slow breath. An-
noyance brewed low in his gut.

He walked around to her side of the bed, keeping his voice
firm. “1 didn’t force you to do anything, Gemma. You went
wi”ingl‘y—"

“I didn't accuse you of forv;ing me. 1 let m}rself be seduced.
Yes. But only because you touched me.” She clutched the pil-
low tighter. “When you touch me I just...” Her jaw hardened
and the shutters went down on her expression. “It doesn’t mat-
ter. It happened, but it won't happen again.”

He closed the distance between them. “Like hell it won't,
angel.” He caught her chin, his gaze burning into hers. “And
the sooner you realize you belong to me, the better.”

She drew in a sharp breath, and fire flashed in her eyes.
“You've got gall.“

“No doubt.” His lips curved into a sardonic smile before he
grew serious again. “We need to talk, Gemma. It's what I came
in here to do in the first plac&. "

“Funny how ta|kinE ends up to be fucking in your world.”

She shook her head.
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He bit back another wave of frustration. *Gemma, you can’t
avoid—"

“1 know you want to talk, Hunter. And I know you a|wa}rs
get what you want. But please, give me this time to myself.”
Her voice cracked on the last words.

Watching the raw emotional vulnerability on her face, guilt
stabbed briefly in his gut. Maybe he could give her a brief
respite. Time to compose herself.

“All nght. I'll give you one hour. When I come back, we'll
eat dinner and talk. No more excuses.”

She didn’t answer, just stared at the comforter on the bed.

“Do you understand, Gemma?”

“Yes,” she bit out and raised her heated gaze again. “Now,
plea,se go.”

Unable to resist, he leaned forward and pulled the pillow
away from her body, cupping one breast in his hand.

“I'll be back.” He grazed one nipple with his thumb, and tri-
umph seared thrﬂugh him when 1t tight&ned and she let out a
soft gasp. “And deny it all you want, angel, but you'll be look-
ing forward to 1t.”

She needed to find a way out of here. To get the hell away
from Hunter. Before she did something completely stupid.
Like sleep with him again.

Gemma sat up on the bed, wrapping her arms around her
knees as she stared at the closed door he'd just exited.

God, she hated herself right now. Despised her weakness.
He'd barely had to touch her, and she was a puddle at his feet.
How could she have made such a hornible choice to let him into
her bcd}r again?

Gomg to bed with Hunter didn’t feef horrible.

Even her subconscious betrayed her.

“Shut up,” she whispered to herself, rocking back and forth

o1 [h-E mattress.
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The door clicked, signaling the lock was being undone. Cold
and hot swept thr-:lugh her. Oh, p|ea.se, no. Was he coming back?

A cool breeze rushed in as the door swung inward. Her body
sagged with relief once she saw her cousin enter the room.

“Megan!”

Was her cousin alone? Had she managed to escape the other
two?

Brad stepped into the doorway and gave them both a quick
look. His gaze lingered on Gemma, and his expression turned
knowing.

Gemma flushed, drawing a blanket around her body. It wasn’t
being nude that embarrassed her—he’d already seen her naked
on the drive over—it was his expression. Clearhr he had no illu-
sions about what had happened between her and Hunter.

BErad cleared his throat and looked back at her cousin, saying
softly, “You have half an hour, Megan.”

Megan nodded, tucking a strand of pale blond hair behind
her ear. “Thank you, Brad. | appreciate it.”

Brad? Gemma Elanced sharph.r at her cousin. The],r were on
a first name basis?

The door closed behind him as he left again.

“So-0-0," Megan said brightly. “I'm going to take a wild
guess here and assume you and Hunter had some crazy wild
sex 1 few minutes ago.”

“Megan.”

“Good thing you're not married yet, girl. What a way to
start a marriage, huh?”

Gemma’s jaw ﬂapped, her cheels burning. “MNone of thisis a
joking matter.”

Regret flashed in her cousin’s blue eyes before she sighed
and gave a short nod. “You're riEht. I'msorry. 1 think I was just
trying to |ig|1ren the mood a lietle.”

Gemma was silent for a moment, guilt tearing her apart in-
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side. She finally whispered, “I shouldn’t have let him touch me.
I shouldn't have liked it.”

Megan crossed the room and sat down on the edge of the
bed. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Gem. You love the guy.
And he took advant—"

“I don't love him.” The denial came out quicker than she
would've liked. “I don’t, Megan. Maybe at one point, but now

. now I've got Jeffrey.”

Megan didn’t look convinced. *You know, spealung of Jef—
frey, at dinner Brad was asking me some interesting questions
about him.”

“At dinner? You had dinner with Brad?”

Megan g|anced away, her cheels turning pink.

Gemma shook her head, marveling at the cha.nge in her
cousin. This afternoon after they’d been taken, Megan had been
petrified, pale, and barely able to form a word. Now she was
back to her old self, bubbly and funny. As comfortable as if
they were just spending the weekend at a spa in the mountains.

“Brad’s not a bad guy,” her cousin finally said. "He’s actu-
ally pretty cool. We've been talking a lot. And he agreed to let
me come see you for a while, even though Hunter told him not
to.”

Panic clutched in Gemma's belly, and she leaned forward to
grip her cousin’s hand. *Brad hasn't . .. have you two—"

“No!” Megan laughed and rolled her eyes. “Jeez, Gemma.
He hasn't tried anything. Though I've gotta say, I'm almost dis-
appointed. The man is bot.”

Gemma's mouth tightened. “He's too old for you, Megan.
Besides, have you forgc:rten that part where he kidnapped us?”

Megans expression turned schooled; she suddenly looked
older, wiser than her years. “They have the1r reasons, Gem. I'm
not defendlng what they did, but it sounds like there’s some-
thing going on. Snmethmg with Jeffrey.”

The reminder of _]effre],r had Gemma leaning forward, brows
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drawn together. “You said Brad was asking you questions
about Jeffrey. What kind?”

“He was wnndering how much [ knew about his business.”

“The shelter for runaways?”

“I guess so. I couldn’t tell him much. There’s not a lot I
know about what he does.”

“What else did Brad ask you?”

“Whether I'd ever noticed anything strange about Jeffrey.”
She paused. “And he asked if [ ever gota bad vibe off him.”

Okay, this was weird going on weirder. Gemma frowned
and looked out the window into the dark night. “How bizarre.
You of course told him na.”

"Actualhr," Megan's voice grew more wary. "1 told him
yes.

Gemma’s head whipped back, and she stared at her cousin
incredulously. “What do you mean? Megan, what aren’t you
telling me?”

“Gem, I didn’t want to say anything. But I've always got a
re:11|}r weird vibe frcrm _]effre],r In fact, I'll say it: the guy stra.lght
up freaks me out.”

Gemma flinched as if she'd been slapped. “ Are you serious?
Why didn’t you ever say anything—"

“Because | wanted you to be happy. | knew how important
it was for you to move on with this guy.” Megan cleared her
throat and loeoked down at her hands, which she twisted in her
lap. “But I'm going to be honest now—like I should have been
in the first place. I'm almost glad Hunter took you today. I
don’t think you should marry Jeffrey.”

Shock ripped the breath from Gemma’s lungs. When she fi-
nally recovered, it was only to sputter, “I don’t believe it. This
morning you were all too eager to get me down the aisle. You
came to warn me about Hunter.,”

“I was wrong.”

Gemma stood up, pu"ing the sheet with her to cover her
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body. She swallowed hard against the lump in her throat.
Against the panic that everyone she trusted was turning against
her.

“You were wrong,” she repeated. “What, have they brain-
washed you? You sound just like Hunter. There is nothing—"

“Gemma—"

“Nothing wrong with _]effre],r "

Megan stared at her, expression wary. “Okay. Well, I hope
j.rq:ru re rlghr then, Gemma. I hnpe _]effre],r rea"].r is the prlz.ed
citizen of the community. And once the guys let us go, you can
run back and marry him. Because of course that’s what you
want. Right? To spend the rest of your life with Jeffrey Del-
more. Forget Hunter ever existed.”

MNauseous now, Gemma rushed toward the door, but it
opened before she got there. Brad stepped inside, his gaze tak-
ing in the scene. From Megan’s pale face to Gemma, who
couldn’t control the tremble from the mix of fear and rage
rus hing thrﬂugh her bo-d}r.

“Everything okay, ladies?”

*No.” Gemma didn’t even look at him as she respnnded.

Megan slid off the bed, her face crumbling with disappoint-
ment as she walked toward the door.

“I'm sorry, Gemma,” she whispered and touched Gemma’s
arm lighthr. “But it had to be said.”

Her cousin left the room, but the door didn't close immedi-
ately. Gemma looked up and met Brad’s hard gaze. “Whart?”

“You shouldn’t take out your own uncertainties on your
cousin. She just said what you needed to hear.” Brad closed the
door, pausing long enough to say, “Hunter will return shortly.”



Hunter had just finished his shower when someone entered
the small gym in the safe house. He glanced up to see Brad step
into the hall. Hunter nodded his head in acknowledgment and
passed him, heading to the locker.

“I haven’t had a chance to speak with Gemma,” he admitted
before his friend had the chance to ask.

“1 gathered."

Hunter pulled his stack of clothes from the locker. “What
makes you say that?”

“I just came from her room.”

Hunter went still, icy fu ry rushing thrnugh his blood. Brad
had been in her room? Why? “ And just what the hell were you
doing in her room?”

Brad leaned back against one of the lockers, folding his arms
across his chest. “Megan asked to see her cousin. So I let her.”

*You had no authorization to do that.”

“I don't reall}r think 1 need any. It's not right k&eping
(Gemma isolated up in the south tower. There’s no reason she
can't be with her cousin.”
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“I'll decide what’s right for her,” Hunter shot back, pulling
on his clothes,

"Right. Like you decided it was oka}r to fﬂrgﬂ questioning
her for a good fuck instead?”

Hunter had his hands wrapped around Brad’s T-shirt in sec-
onds, slamming him back against the locker. “Don’t presume to
tell me how to do my job.”

Brad twisted out from under him, forced an arm across
Hunter's shoulders, and reversed their position. The cold metal
from the locker bit into Hunter’s back, and he clenched his jaw.

Brad brought his face in close. “I'm not telling you how to
do your job. I'm reminding you that we don’t have much time
to nail Delmore, and you're busy screwing around. Literaﬂj.r."
He released him and stepped away with a curse. “This wasn’t
supposed to be about getting your girl back, man. I know we
joked about it being a nice bonus, but this is consuming you,
and there're bigger things at stake.”

Hunter stepped away, grinding his teeth together. “I'm on
my way back up to talk to her now.”

Brad was quiet for a moment. “I'm sorry, Hunter. I'm a bit
high strung tonight. Headquarters just got word that another
body was found.”

Hunter stilled, his heart slaimming in his chest. “Another
one of Delmore’s?”

“Yes. She went missing last week. She was found up on a
ranch in Canada this morning. She was in jaguar form when she
died. Shot three times.”

“Frck.” Hunter's throat grew raw with anger, helplessness,
and guih‘. He swallowed hard. Tl‘IE}" needed to shut down Del-
more’s operation. Now. ThE}-’ couldn’t afford to wait—to let
another Eir| die. “What did you get from Megan toniEht? Any-
thing?”

Brad’s shoulders visibly relaxed, his tormented expression
easing some.
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“Nothing tangible. Though she admitted to me that Del-
more has always scared her a bit. That the guy always gave her
a bad vibe. And she said that she rhnught Delmaore might have
hit on her once.”

“She couldn’t tell #”

“I'm getting the impression that she doesn’t have a lot of ex-
perience with men.” Brad’s lips twitched before he cleared his
throat. n‘ﬂ;pp:1rer|'r1‘§|.-r Delmore offered her a backrub when Gemma
was In the shower one da}r. Kept te|1i|1E; her how pretty she was.”

*Hmm.” It wouldn't surprise him in the least if Delmore
had tried to make a move on Gemma's younger cousin. Though
it definitely made him a scumbag, it didn’t give them anything
to convict the guy on.

“Keep me pnsted on whether Megan remembers a.n}rrhing."
Hunter slammed his locker closed again. “I'm heading back up-
stairs. [ think I've been way too soft with Gemma.”

Hunter dropped a plate of food next to Gemma, and it
bounced on the mattress, the roll almost sliding off the plate.

“We're ta|kinE. Now.™

She didn’t glance up at his announcement or look at the food.
Just kept her eyes closed as she lay on the bed, arms folded
above her head.

“T'll start.™ He drew in a slow breath. It was time to tell her
everything. “I haven't been completely honest with you, Gemma.”

That got her to open her eyes—or at least one peeked open.
She regarded him warily.

“I'd like to say I'm surprised,” she said. “But not so much.”

“Five years ago we had a connection that neither of us could
have expected." He sat down on the edge of the bed but didn't
touch her. “You gave ynurse” to me—"

“Can you not remind me of that please?”

“We marked each other.”

Her head snappe«d back to him, both eyes wide DPEen NOw.
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“That means nothing, Marking is an old sentimentality that the
elders believed in. Nobody in our generation actually takes it
seriaushr anymore. It's the equivalenr of a hickie.”

Hunter's blood pounded and he swept his gaze over her—
from the tawny hair that fell around her shoulders to her deep
brown eyes that condemned him to pink compressed lips and
then over each curve and dip of her body that he loved.

“How many times do I need to tell you not to lie to me,
Gemma?” he asked mfﬂ}n *It meant scrmething to us. To me.”

Her gaze flashed with regret and anger. “Well, guess what?
Evenif it did, you left me after that night. You lost any nights to
me the day you walked out of my life.”

His jaw clenched Just before he ground out, “Because I was
dead.”

Gemma's mouth fell open, disbelief rushing through her.
Was he completely delusional? He was dead? Dead?

She gave a slow shake of her head. "Well, once again you
confirmed my tl'leor].-r that you're certifiable.”

A ng&l—“

“You were dead. Oh, right. Well, I have to give you original-
ity for excuses, Hunter. Because that’s certainly one I haven’t
heard before.”

He slid forward on the bed, reaching out to encircle her
wrist. She tugged, but he refused to let her back away from
him.

“I'm not who you think Tam.”

She gave a bitter laugh, her stomach twisting. “Hunter, I fig-
ured that out a long time ago.”

His mouth tightened, but he plunged on. “I'm not a martial
arts instructor. I'm an agent for the Elite Shifter Agency and
have been for the last eight years,”

Gemma blinked and then blinked again. She couldn’t have
formed a word if she tried. Thick silence hung above them as
his words |ac:ped in her head.
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“The ESA?" she finally said in a flat tone. With a forced
laugh, she shook her head. “You. An ESA agent. That's rich,
Hunter.”

He didn’t even look offended, just watched her and then
gave a slow nod. With his free hand, he reached into the pocket
of his jeans and pulled out a badge, flipping it open. Before she
could completely take in what she was looking at, he went on.

“When we first met, I was working on a case that dealt with
a pretty high-profile drug dealer. When our target made an at-
tempt on my life, the agency made the decision to let it appear
that he'd succeeded in killing me.” He flipped his badge closed
and pocketed it again. “I spent the next four years without ex-
chan ging a word with my famihr or anyone [ loved. I was reas-
signed to cases on the other side of the country, even then only
under deep cover. It wasn’t until the dealer and his team were
finally prosecuted, convicted, and locked up that my agency
talt it safe for me to resurface.”

Gemma's pulse raced within his grasp, and she felt strangely
liEht—headed.

Hunter's lips twisted into a smile, but there was no humor
behind it. “To come back from the dead essentially.”

She shook her head slowly. “You're really an ESA agent?
You told me you were a martial arts—"

“I know what I told vou, Gemma.” He stood up with a sigh
and released her, walking to the window to look out over the
night. “The agency encourages us to keep a low profile. To be
careful with whom we divulge our careers to.”

“Right,” she choked on emotion. “And I was just some
WOman you were screwing,”

His fists clenched. “You were so much more than that. You
can't pﬂssibl}r know how much you meant to me. I'm so sorry,
angel. If I could have sent word, I would have. My own parents
didn’t know where [ was....”

“But the],r knew you were an ESA agent.”
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*¥es.” He turned to look at her. “And T would have told
you as well, not long after our night together. I wanted so many
things for us after that night together.”

Something warm sparked inside her. Maybe hope. Maybe
not. She snuffed it out, kno‘wing there was no room for such an
emotion.

“When I was told I could resurface, I went to find you first.”
He paused. “You were already engaged.”

Pain ripped through before the anger overpowered it. “Don’t
turn this on me. I had no clue what happened to you,” her voice
shook. “You have no idea what [ went through—"

“I can guess, angel,” he said gently. “And I'm so sorry. I
would have left you be, let you get on with your life.” His jaw
hardened. “But once I realized who you were marrying, every-
thing changed. I couldn’t let you marry Jeffrey Delmore.”

Gemma stood from the bed, her heart pounding in her chest
now and tears of frustration prickling. Everything he said
sounded Ccrazy. Like snmething out of a bad thrller movie.
Hunter was an ESA agent who'd had wo feig,n his own death?
The fact that he worked for the ESA alone was surreal enough.

And yet not once since the moment he'd shown her his
badge had she doubted him. Her stomach flipped, and a hope
she’d long ago smothered threatened to resurface. No. Never
again.

“You lost any right to interfere in my life, Hunter. Fine,
you've explained where you were the last five years—but let me
be clear. There is no chance of us being together again. Ever.”

Hunter crossed the room in seconds, pu1|ing her flush
against him. When she struggled, he slid his hand into her hair
and tugged to hold her sull.

“Don’t be so quick to say that, angel.” His gaze raked her
face and then her bod y. “MNot after this afternoon.”

Her body stirred to life, moisture already gathered heavy in
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her pussy. Stop. She silently willed herself to be strong. “This
afternoon was a mistake. It won't happen again.”

“And I've told you that it will.” He gave a soft laugh and
moved his other hand down her back to cup her ass. “Many
times.”

“MNever.”

“Always.” His mouth covered hers, gently, almost lovingly,
before his tongue s|ipped inside to explnre.

She pushed at his chest, arched away from him, but he gave
her no leave. Instead, he reached down to hook one of her legs
around his waist,

A second later, his thumb was on her clit, stroking away any
leftover inhibitions. Slow and sread}r, his hand moved on her.
The sounds of her slickness filled the air when he pushed a fin-
ger inside her core. Her hands ceased to push him away, instead
moving over the hard contours of his shoulders as she moaned
softly into his mouth.

Pl‘l}rsical. It was nn|}r a Ph}rsicﬂ reaction her ]:l-crd}r was hav-
ing. He meant nnthing to her anymore. NathinE.

Her heart tripped, calling bullshit on her inner pep talk.

Hunter’s fingers moved faster on her, bringing her closer
and closer to that intense release. His mouth sought the pulse
bearing wi|d|}r in her neck, sucking hard as he marked her in the
same spot he had years ago.

Her body exploded, sending her mind into a zone of colors
and free falling. She gripped his shoulders, holding on for dear
life as she trembled through the aftermath.

Hunter lifted his head and brﬂught his Engers—which had
just brought her release—up to his mouth. He licked the tips
and closed his eyes, desire and pleasure sweeping across his
face.

“I rest my case.”

Her pulse still thundering, Gemma blinked to clear the fog
from her mind. Rest my casef
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“You should eat your dinner. You've got to be hungry, and
we still have some serious things to discuss.”

Oh, God, he'd simphr touched her just to prove that he
could. That she would let him. And dammit, she had. She was
such a complete fool.

My body, not my beart. She repeated the mantra in her head
as she went to pick at the food on the plate. She would need the
energy from the food, because tonight she would escape. She
had to escape.

Already her heart was at risk, not to mention her future.
Guilt twisted in her gut.

“What else do we have to talk about?” she asked quietly,
cutting into the steak on the phre he’d given her.

“Jetfrey Delmore.”

Her knife and fork scratched against the plate as her hands
jerked in surprise.

“What about him?”

Hunter’s gaze clouded, and he sighed deeply, folding his
hands across his chest.

“What do you know about the man you were supposed to
have married, angel?”

She ignored the “supposed to have married "comment and
took another bite of meat. Once she swallowed, she cleared her
throat. “*He’s a very generous man. Runs a nonpmﬁt organiza-
tion for runaways.”

“Is that so?”

Gemma lifted her chin. “Yes. Where are you going with this,
Hunter?™

*How does he help the runaways?"

*He helps send them home—if tI'IEj.f wish. Or if the],r don't
wish to return home. .. he finds another ideal situation for
them. But he gets them off the street.”

*I'm curious about this . . . other ideal situation.”

She ate a bite of roll, eyeing him wa.rilj,r.
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“Have you met any of these girls, angel?”

“I have.”

“Do you follow up with them?”

“Why on earth would 1? Hunter, I don’t run the organiza-
tion. Jeffrey does.”

Hunter answered her question with another one of his.
“How does Jeffrey Delmore make money, if it's nonprofit?”

Gemma drew a slow breath in. He was treating her like she
was on the witness stand. This was ridiculous! “I re:11|}r am
under no obligation to answer your questions, Hunter.”

“I could send Joaquin or Brad to question you if you'd
like.”

"]"-’[a],rbe that would be better.,”

His eyes narrowed. “ Answer me, a.ngel. The].r may not be so
nice in their efforts.”

“This is nice?” She snorted and shook her head. “Jeffrey
comes from a very well-off family, if you must know. Money is
rra.relj,r an issue for him.”

“Have you ever noticed an}rthing suspicious? An}rthinE that
caused you to think samething wasn't riEht?‘M

She opened her mouth to say no and then hesitated as some-
thing flickered in the back of her mind. But just like that, the
thought was gone again.

“No. I've never noticed an}rthing." She set her knife back
down. “Now it's my turn to do some questioning. What's your
deal with Jeffrey?”

“Besides the fact he took my woman?” Hunter raised an
eyebrow, his lips twitching. Then his expression sobered again.
“The ESA has been investigating Jeffrey Delmore for several
years now. We have reason to believe his organization to help
runaways is a front for sumething entirehr more sinister.”

“Sinister?” she sputtered. “Like what?”

“Like trafhicking women in the billion dollar industry of
underground fuck hunts.”
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“Fuck hunts?” Gemma stared at him, not sure what a fuck
hunt was and not sure she wanted to know. But she was certain
Jeffrey had nothing to do with it.

“I'm not surprised that you've never heard of them. In fact,
it relieves me. Some of the men at the agency were convinced
you were in on it.”

“In on what? Hunter, you're not nmking any sense to me.
Tell me what a fuck hunt is and why you think Jeffrey has
snmething to do with it.”

Hunter's jaw flexed. “Shifter women have been di&appea:ing for
years now, turning up dead from being shot in their animal form.
We got a lead a few years back from one woman, a werefalcon,
who escaped. The story she told was that she had been driven
to a farm and handed off to a man who savagely raped her. Then
she was injected with a drug that forced her to shift into her
were side, after which she was set free on the expansive prop-
erty. Set free and hunted.”

Gemma gripped the EdEe of the bedspread, her blood chill-
Ing as nausea threatened. Being mped in human form and then
hunted and killed in shifter? Who would do such a thing? The
idea was too horrific to even be believable,

“You can’t be serious. Surely nobedy would—"

“Listen.” Hunter sat down on the bed and held her gaze.
“The woman was a runaway, Gemma. She told us it was one of
Delmore’s employees who'd taken her to the ranch.”

“Ne. You'd say anything to keep me from marrying him.
You lie, Hunter!™

“Maot about this, Gemma.”

“Get out.” She scurried off the bed and away from him.
“Get out!™

He stood and gave a slight nod. “Don’t believe me, angel?
Fine, let’s watch a little movie. Maybe you'll change your mind
after watching the recorded statement of the woman who sur-

vived.”
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She ground her teeth together, watching him move to the
door. It was a farce. It had to be. Was Hunter framing Jeffrey
to get her back? The idea was ludicrous, but she couldn’t dis-
count it.

The door shut behind him and locked.

When he came back, she’d be prepared for him. She’d find a
way to escape and get back to Jeffrey and discover for herself
just what was going on.

A twinge of unease kicked in her gut, and she rubbed the
back of her neck. A little voice in her head argued, What of
Hunter's right? Jeffrey was a wonderful man. For God'’s sake,
the city had given him an award for being an outstanding citi-
zen last year.

There was no way he could be involved. This was just
Hunter being ultrapossessive and doing anything he could to
get what he wanted. He'd probably even suckered in a few of
his friends at the ESA to help.

She paced the room and clenched her teeth. Well, this time,
Hunter wouldn't get her.



G’ripping the film that would hopefully persuade Gemma,
Hunter made his way back to her room. Frustration ate at his
belly—that she didn’t believe him, that she’d be so quick to
even dismiss the possibility.

Unlocking the door, he pushed it open and frowned. It was
dark. Shit, what the hell was she trying to pull? He crouched on
the defense, moving inside, looking for the light switch.

“Ummph!”

He staggered under the weight of whatever she smashed
across his back. The pounding of her feet echoed as she shot
past him and through the open door.

“Dammit!” He stumbled after her as broken glass fell from
his clothes.

Up ahead he could hear Gemma thundering down the stairs,
putting more distance between them as she made a run for the
front of the buiHinE. And chances were she'd get there before
him.

Shit! He’d been an idiot, treating her too soft, giving her too
much damn freedom. Reaching the bottom of the stairwell, he
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turned just in time to see the front door swing open and
Gemma sprint out it—shifting midleap. And then she was off—
running to God knew where. Hell, she pmbablj,r didn’t even
know where she was going,

Joaquin appeared in the hall, eyebrows raised. “Who just
went out the front door?”

“Gemma.”

“Well, that’s not a good sign,” Joaquin drawled and fol-
lowed him onto the Porch; tl‘lE}" both Elanced around. “You
want me to he|P you search?®”

Seeing a flicker in the moonlight to the north, Hunter shook
his head.

“I've got this.” His low response trembled with bareh.-' re-
strained anger.

Hunter leapt down the few stairs and headed out after her.
His body stretched and popped in a smooth transformation to
jaguar. The clothes he'd changed into earlier exploded from his
bad}r—which was the reason he preferred beinE naked. He'd
only put on clothes tonight to make Gemma feel more com-
fortable. Smpiri

She’d pushed him too far this time. And when he found her,
she’d know just how foolish it had been to run—to run from
the house, but, even worse, to run from what they had together.

He Ercrw|ed and picked up speed. Tﬂnight ever}rrhing would
change. Tonight he would take her full submission.

His paws slapped the earth as he let out a frustrated growl.
His temper spiked as he jumped over a large rock along the
riverside. Who was he kidding, though? He wasn’t just angry
with Gemma; he was angry at himself. He'd ignored all his
training and instincts and let his guard down. Dammit, he knew
better. But she did that to him, made him lose all sensibility.

He slipped in the rocky banks, trying to find purchase as he
kept his speed.

One gcnd piece of luck was that he’d picked up her scent.
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She had indeed gone this way. His gaze flickered out over the
water, and he pushed aside the brief stab of unease. He highly
doubted she’d have tried to cross the river. Not at nighr.

Hunter slowed his run; the fur on his back lifted in a warn-
ing that something had changed.

The surface of the shoreline narrowed, merging into the hill-
side. He glanced at the ground, sniffing to keep her scent.
That's when he noticed. The paw prints had changed to foot-
prints. She'd sﬁ:{fmd back to human.

He hesitated, debating whether to continue in jaguar form
or shift back as well. With his dark fur he'd be more stealth in
the moonlight, but he knew the terrain well and could ac-
knawledge that manipu|ating it in human form might be easier
at this point.

Knowing he had already lost too much time, he shifted back
and a moment later ran with quick intent across the hill—fol-
lowing the trail of her footprints in the moonlight.

She'd turned away from the river. Interesting. Was she head-
ing up toward the hills? But wh}r? That would be the mmplete
opposite direction of the road back to the city.

He froze as something blocked out the moonlight to his left.
Hunter spun and dodged to the right, barely missing getting
smashed in the head with a fist-sized rock.

“Are you insane?” He stepped toward her, but she danced
backward.

“I won’t go back, Hunter. I won't listen to your lies.” Her
shoulders quaked, her pale skin luminescent in the moonlight.

“Gemma.” He put out his hand to calm her.

She lunged at him again, but he grabbed her wrist. Spinning
her away from him, he wrapped his arm around her waist and
sque&zed her slight bones unul she cried out and clrnpped the
rock.

She struggled against him, groaning with frustration.

*“You'd hit me over the head with that?” he ra,sped ha.r5|1|}r,
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his fury hardly abating. “Do you realize it could kill some-
one?”

Gemma stilled, her breathing uneven, before she let out a
choked sob and crumpled against him.

He tightened his arm around her, pulling her body harder
against his. His cock ground against her back, just above her
ass.
“Why, Gemma?" he asked again, his voice hoarse. Incredulity
still rolled th raugh him. And yet his bcd}r reacted to being s0
close to her softness, to her scent, and to the sound of her rapid
breathing.

Releasing her wrist, he moved his hand to cup her breast,
squeezing the soft flesh unnl she whinupered.

Against his rough palm, her nipple hardened.

His voice cracked. “ Answer me, angel.”

He needed to know. Needed to hear her admit that she’d been
willing to use such violence against him. If she said the words,
she wouldn't need the rock. The realization alone would kill
him.

Gemma’s heart thudded so loud in her chest she was certain
he could hear it. Realization at what she'd almost done sunk in.
She'd tried to bash Hunter’s head in with a rock. Her throat
tightened with emotion, and she choked out a gasp.

How had it gotten to this point? What was she doing? Fac-
ing the truth and her fear with viclence? She hadn't wanted to
believe what Hunter had said about Jeffrey, but deep in her gut,
she knew he was telling the truth. And each mile she put be-
tween herself and the house had compounded her suspicion
that it wasn't a lie. Especially when she’d started to remember
things. . ..

“Gemma?”

“No,” she whispered, her words barely audible. “I could

never hurt you, Hunter.”
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Hunter’s relief was evident as he buried his face against her
neck.

“Then tell me wh],r," he demanded mughh.r and moved the
arm that was around her stomach, sliding his palm downward
to tease his fingers into the curls between her legs. “Why do
you continue to fight me? To fight us? When your body makes
no such pretenses.”

Her head fell back against his chest, tossing from side to
side. “Because I have to.”

“But you don’t, angel. Not anymore.” He turned her
around in his arms, his gaze fervently seeking hers. “Do you
love him? Forget everything I told you about Jeffrey earlier and
just answer me that. Are you in love with him?”

Did she love Jeffrey? Her heart skipped a beat. And then it
was so damn clear, She didn’t love him. God, not even a little
bit. Probably never had. The implications of what that meant
rocked her entire foundation. It was all she could do to answer
Hunter with a tiny shake of her head to indicate no.

His breath released on a whoosh. “Stop fighting us, Gemma.
Please.”

A tear spilled down her cheek as she blinked. She didn’t
want to fight anymore. Couldn’t. Her heart rebelled against the
idea of pushing away the man she just wanted to hold her. “No
more ﬁgl‘lting, Hunter.”

He pressed his forehead against hers and whispered, “Thank
God.”

Her heart slammed against her rib cage. Once again her life
had just changed course. And this time, she knew it was head-
ingin the right direction.

When Hunter lifted his head, the mood had shifted, crack-
linE with awareness and tension. The possessiveness and deter-
mination in his gaze took her breath away.

“You shouldn’t have run tonight, Gemma.”

“I know.” She swallowed hard. It was just too much.”



His To RECLAaM F 269

He touched her cheek, and his expression softened just a bit.
“You are my mate, angel. You belong to me. You will deny it
no more?”

She swallowed hard, her knees going weak. “I will deny it
no more,”

Then the significance of what she'd just done hit her. She'd
verbally agreed to be his mate. And she knew what was about
to come; every part of her body responded at the idea. Her
breasts swelled, the tips tightening. Cream flooded her pussy,
and she squeezed her thighs together to ease the ache.

His gaze darkened, moving over her. “Tonight your body
and mind will know and accept me completely.” He ran a finger
across her bottom lip then slipped it inside to find wet warmth.
*“You will show your ln}rah}r."

“Yes,” she whispered.

Hunter curled a hand over her shoulder and gently pressed
down, urging her to her knees before him.

The dirt on the ground bit into her knees, but she barely no-
ticed the slight discomfort; her attention was already focused
on Hunter’s cock, thick and erect, the tip almost red in the
moonlight.

She knew this was about dominance, that Hunter wanted
her to prove her devotion by being submissive tonight. It was
common after shifters mated. After how hard she'd fnught him
today, she could understand his need for her total surrender.
The idea of giving into his every demand and want aroused her
more than she could ever have realized.

“Take me in your mouth, angel.”

His soft command left no room to argue, not that she had
any inclination to.

She wrapped her ﬁngers around his flesh. He felt like hot
silk wrapped over the hardest of steel. When her finger caught
the tip, she found a drop of fluid.

“Taste it.”
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Gemma leaned forward, her hair falling around her face, and
let her tongue flick out to capture the precum. Salty and warm.
All male. All Hunter.

His breath caught, and she licked the tip again, watching his
thighs tighten in response.

Hunter took her hair in his hand and held her in a grip that
kept her clase. He pressed her head forward, until his cock slid
past her |ips.

Gemma's eyelids fluttered shut, and she relaxed her jaw,

bringing him fully into her mouth. He plunged deep, until the

head of his cock hit the back of her throat, then he eased backa
bit.

She sucked on his flesh, |ic|£ing over the lengtl'l of him.
When he relaxed his grip on her hair, she took the freedom to
move on him again, bringing him deep and then sliding her lips
back off so she could suck on the plump head.

“(GGemma,” he rasped, his hips bucking in response.

Awareness zinged through her. She knew he was in control,
but when his cock was in her mouth, there deﬁnitel}r seemed to
be a shift in who held the power.

She slid back down the length of him again, reaching a hand
up to caress his sac.

“Yes.” He groaned and pulled her mouth from him, pushing
her lower, until the softness of his balls brushed her lips.

She opened, obeying his silent command as she sucked and
licked over his flesh. Wrapping her hand around his cock, she
slid her fingers up and down, still paying extra attention to his
sac with her mouth.

“Shit.” He gasped and pulled her head up again, plunging
his cock back deep into her mouth.

He held her still, not giving her much room to move as he
began to fuck her mouth. Faster. Deeper. Harder.

Gemma relaxed her mouth around him, knowing he was
close to his release. She continued a soft massage of his sac
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while he plundered her mouth. He tightened in her hand and
his thighs clenched.

“Gemma.” He choked out her name and then came in her
mouth.

She drank from him everything he gave, enjoying the feel
and taste of his salty release on her tongue, loving the intimacy
and trust required for her to have let 2 man come in her mouth
for the first time.

His hand slipped from her hair and he cupped her face, his
thrusts nowhere near as strong as they had been. When he was
finally spent, he slid out past her lips a moment later, rubbing
the head of his cock against her cheek as he groaned.

Gemma licked her lips and swallowed the last dmp of him
before lifring her head to look at him.

His gaze was smoky, his chest rising with each ragged breath
he drew in.

In an instant, he was on his knees next to her on the ground.
This time when his hand cupped her shoulder it was to prnpe|
her backward onto the dirt.

Confusion swept through her, and she tried to sit up. Surely
he needed her to bring him to arousal again before he joined
them.

“Hunter—"

“First | need to taste you.”

With her back against the earth and grass, she trembled at his
ardent admission.

His large rough hands wrapped around her legs, pushing
them wide and forcing her knees up toward her chest.

Her heart pnunded as he la}r down between her thighs. A
second later his mouth was on her. His tongue found her |1],.r—
persensitive clit; he licked at it and rubbed, showing no mercy
before he slid lower to plunge his tongue into the depths of her
pussy.

A guttural moan ripped through her, and her hips ground
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against his face. He ate at her without pause, so aggressive and
fervent in his purpose she could barely keep a thought in her
head.

Lifting her head, she watched him. Watched his dark head
move between her legs as his mouth made love to her.

She dug her fingers into the earth beneath her, letting the dirt
and rocks sift through her hands while she rode Hunter's tongue,
letting the sensation of his mouth brinE her higher and higher.

“Fuck, you taste good,” he muttered and caught her clit be-
tween his teeth, tugging lightly.

“Hunter.” She gasped, her ass clenching at the exquisite stab
of pleasure and pain.

He released the tiny nub, snothing it again with his tongue
before dmwing it into his mouth to suckle. R.elea,sing her |egs,
he slid his hands under her bottom, lifting her.

His mouth found a closer fit against her pussy, and the in-
tensity of pleasure skyrocketed. She twisted her head back and

forth, digging her hands deeper into the earth
“Oooh. Yes.” Her hips jerked, her body arching against and

then away from him. *Oh. Oh, Hunter!”

“Mmm.” Hunter buried his tongue deep into her slick chan-
nel once more, and she exploded.

Her legs fell to the ground on either side of his head, and she
lifted her ass into the air, riding his face as the spasms of p|f_'a—
sure assailed her.

Thinking wasn’t even an option, so many sensations and
emotions rushed through her. She struggled to breathe as her
heart slammed hard against her rib cage. And Hunter'’s tongue,
wet and rough, continued to move over and around her pussy.

She reached down to stroke his hair, her pulse slowing as she
fell back against the dirt. Watching the moon, she heaved an un-
steady sigh. It was almost terrifying how quickly she had fallen
back in love with him. But then, had she ever fallen out?
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Hunter kissed the inside of each thigh before returning to
press his mouth gently against her clit.

She felt him grab her ass again, lift her lower b-crd}r off the
ground, and then without any warning, he'd plunged his cock
into her swollen channel.

Gemma gasped, her body arching at the sudden invasion.
He was erect so soon? She blinked in surprise as he moved to
lie on top of her, his arms braced on each side of her head, his
biceps bulgin g

She met Hunter's fiery gaze as he sank deeper, stretching her
and invading each inch of her body.

“You're mine, angel,” he said vehemently. “Never forget it.”
He looked down to where they were joined. “Never forget
who owns this pussy.”

Heat flooded her body, staining her cheeks and breasts. His
possessive claim on her sent another rush of heavy arousal be-
tween her legs. Softened her heart a bit. Because behind his
words, she heard the desperation, the fear that he might lose her
again.

“I'm yours,” she whispered and wrapped her arms around
his neck, pulling his mouth down to hers. “All yours, Hunter.”



Hunter plunged his tongue between her lips, the blood rush-
ing through his veins. The fear he might be too rough with her
disintegrated. She understood his right to dominate tonight.
That he was traditional in so many aspects of their culture. And
he even suspected the little viven was enjoying being submis-
sive.

God, she was an amazing woman.

Her flesh hugged him, wet and hot, dragging his cock
deeper into her body until he was nestled at her womb and she
squirmed beneath him.

He lifted his head again to look down at his cock buried in-
side her. Pulling out a bit, he was captivated by the shimmer of
her slick juices on his dick. He pressed back into her, harder
this time, unable to hold back a strangled groan.

Leaning down, he caught her mouth once more. Her tongue
met his halfway, tangling in a frantic dance while his plunges
turned savage.

His thoughts grew jumbled and he slowed again, pulling
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fully from her body. No. He couldn’t finish this way. He
needed to have her complete submission. In every way.

Her eye“ds fluttered open, confusion in her gaze.

“Turn over, angel. On your hands and knees.”

She inhaled sharply and her breasts rose, hard nipples scrap-
ing his chest. Understanding flickered in her eyes and then a
mix of excitement and maybe panic. But wordlessly she obeyed,
moving to the position he'd requested.

Her smooth back g|1:rwecl in the mo-cmlight, the curves of her
ass an 1nvitation he had no p|ar|s of declining. The cleft of her
sex just below her derriere was already slick with the lubricant
he'd need.

He moved forward on his knees, pressing two ﬁngers against
her pussy and then inside. Gathering the cream there, he bruught
it back to the tight rosebud of her ass and pressed inside with
one finger.

Her body went rigid, and he heard her small whimper.

Pausing, he asked, “Have you ever done this with anyone,
anEe|?"

“No. Besides you, there’s been only Jeffrey, but we never. ..
not there . . .” She trailed off, her voice soft.

At the mention of Delmore, Hunter's jaw hardened. He hated
the bastard. Hated even more to think he'd touched Gemma.
Never again.

He leaned down to brush a kiss against the small of her
back, adding a second finger into her tight little asshole.

“T'll go slow, Gemma,” he promised.

Warking the two fingers inside her, he stretched her and pre-
pared her for his cock. Reaching his other hand in front of her,
he found her clit and began a slow pressure rub.

When she began to relax again, made those sexy little moans,
he added a third finger, forming a triangle out of the three to
penetrate with.
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He pulled his three fingers free and gripped his cock, quickly
placing it at the rosebud entrance between her cheeks, pushing
in just enough to keep the momentum.

Gathering more moisture with his finger, he continued the
steady massage of her clit and pushed in past the first tight ring
in her ass.

Gemma moaned and her thighs trembled slightly.

“Am I hurting you?” he asked, stilling in his progression in-
side her.

“No,” she shook her head and rotated her hips. “It feels . . .
not bad. Different.”

“Different good?” He pulled his finger from her clit and
licked it, lmring the brief taste of herjuices again. With the pad
of his finger dampened, he brought it back to the swollen nub
between her legs.

“Oooh, Hunter. Yes, good.” She let out a ragged breath. “But
I'll let you know if that changes when you're all the way in.”

He gave a soft laugh, helping ease some of the tension in his
body. He was strung like a damn violin, resisting the urge to
just plunge into her and take his own pleasure. His balls hurt;
his cock was hard encugh to pound nails.

Slowly now, he eased farther into her until he hit the second
tight ring in her ass. He rubbed her clit steadily as he pushed
past it. Her bcd}r stiffened.

“Relax, angel. Just relax.” He clenched his teeth, slowing
even more in his advance.

He eased past the second ring and all the way into her. She
let out a sharp gasp, her thighs trembling.

“(Gemma, fuck you feel so good.”

Hunter almost came on the spot. Her body squeezed around
his dick so tight, so hot. He used his free hand to rub her ass
cheek, giving her a second to adjust to him.

She drew in a big breath and then exhaled loudly.

It was all the go-ahead he needed. He began a slow penetra-
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tion, making sure she wasn’t too uncomfortable. But the longer
he rubbed her clit and slid his cock in and out of her ass, the
more her pussy got wet. He felt her slickness on his ﬁnger,
heard her arousal in the panting breaths. And then she began to
move, pushing back to meet his thrusts.

“Hunter.” The channel of her ass tightened around him as
she came, more cream coating his finger.

“Gemma. Sweet Gemma,” he moved faster in her, rubbing
at her clit b|ind|}r. His sac tightened. “Not...going...to last
much . . .ﬁtc.’c.“

The climax slammed him. His vision blurred as cum ex-
ploded from his cock, again and again, until he couldn’t breathe
and his grip on her hips was the Onl}’ rhing ke&ping him from
falling OVEL,

His blood slowed again and clarity returned. Gemma had
slid forward, half-lying, but her ass was still in the air.

He pulled his cock from her, wiping the sticky remains of
his spend off with a nearby leaf.

“Gemma?” He came to his feet, surpnsed to find his leEs
still a bit unsteady. He glanced down at her, hoping she wasn't
hurt. Or more so, that she wasn’t ashamed at what had hap-
pened between them like she had been last time.

He crouched down and touched her shoulder, asking gently,
“How are you?”

She rolled over and came to her knees, a tiny smile on her
full lips. “I'm okay.”

Her response was soft, almost uncertain. He touched her
cheek, concern flaring. “ Are you sure, Gemma? Did [ push you
too—"

“Not at all, Hunter. I promise,” she assured him before her
lashes lowered. “Itwas . . . notatall what Ithcughr it would be.”

Did you maybe even ... . like it?”

She made a noise that was a cross between a sigh and a laugh.

"I think ma}rbe L 1 did”
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Hunter tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled.
“Good.” Because he had serious plans to take her ass again in
the future.

She stifled a yawn and pushed her way into standing posi-
tion. “I'm also a little tired.”

A wave of tenderness swept through him. She looked every
bit as exhausted as she sounded. He'd put her through hell
mda}r. Damn. Had it nn|}r been this morning that he'd seen her
again, come back into her life after five years?

He stepped forward and puﬂed her against his bnd}r. Her
head nestled against his shoulder, and her arms moved around
his waist.

Hunter brushed a kiss across her forehead and closed his
eyes. His heart twisted, expa.nding with love for her. Never
again would he lose her. Never.

“Let’s head back to the house, angel. We'll get some sleep.”

Hunter slipped from the bed and went to the window, look-
ing out at the moon that had sunk lower in the sk}r. Sunrise
would be upon them in a few hours. And then not long after
that, the sting on Delmore would be set into action.

His blood pumped quicker with excitement. They would
nail the guy this time. He was certain of it.

Hunter thrust a hand through his hair and glanced back at
the bed. Beneath the tangled blankets, Gemma slept, her body
curled up on her side and her hands beneath one cheek. Tawny
hair spilled over the white pillowcase, pink lips parted in an
endless sigh. One round breast peeked out from beneath the
sheet, the pink tip hard from the cool night air.

His cock jerked at the image, but he snuffed out the urge to
roll her onto her back and take her again.

She’d barely made it through the long shower they’d taken
together. More than once, he'd had to kiss her back into alert-
ness. The moment her head hit the pi"q:rw, she'd been out. It
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was obvious the day had been both a physical and emotional
drain for her.

Damn. Though she'd pa.ssed out, he couldn’t sle«ep for shit.
He pulled a pair of jeans on and headed downstairs to grab a
snack.

The kitchen wasn’t empty though. His eyebrows rose when
he spotted Joaquin and Brad sitting around the small round
table in the kitchen.

“What the hell? You guys got a Pﬂker party going in the
middle of the night or sametl'ling?"

Brad scowled and tock another swig on a bottle of beer he
was nursing. He muttered something under his breath about
sleeping with a hard-on, but Hunter didn't catch it all. Proba-
|:||j.r a gacd thing.

Joaquin leaned back in his chair and sighed. “I can’t stop
thinking about tomorrow and the sting.”

“Yeah?” Hunter glanced down the hall. I forgot all about
the rookie arrving tanight. Sorry. Got a little distracted with
Gemma trying to run.”

“She cool now?” Brad asked.

“She’s cool. We . .. worked things out.”

Brad guffawed. “Worked things out. Is that what they’re
calling it nowadays?”

Hunter shot him a Warning Elance even as his |ips twitched.
“So did the rookie get in okay?”

“Her name is Kimiko. And yes, she got here a few hours
ago. She's sleeping now. Gearing up for tomorrow.” Joaquin
shook his head and rubbed the stubble on his jaw, his expres-
slon tight. “I don’t know. [ think she's too green. This 1s a hel-
luva assignment to be her first.”

Hunter pau sed. “She graduated from the acad emy with ﬂ}r—
ing colors.”

“She’s young.”

"Twent}r—m'c:,“ Hunter argued, turning around a chair and
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sitting backward on it. “She just looks young—which is why
we need to use her.”

Kimiko Foberts was new to their team. With her shifter
blood a mix of Japanese and Caucasian, she easily passed for an
older teenager. She was the perfect agent to go undercover into
Delmore’s supposed sanctuary for runaways.

“She’s the best fit for t|115, Brad agreed and set his beer
down. “Tomorrow we send her in there. Hopefully Delmore
takes the bait and tries to send her out.”

Joaquin grunted but didn’t lock convinced. “If T see any-
thing that indicates she’s not ready, I'm pulling her.”

Hunter clenched his jaw, wanting to argue but knowing he
couldn’t. Joaquin ran this operation.

Brad set the empty beer bottle down on the table and stood.
“I'm going to try and grab a couple hours’ sleep.”

Joaquin sat the chair back down on all four legs and nodded.
“Yeah, [ should, too.”

Once the two men had left and Hunter was again alone, he
headed to the fridge to get the snack he'd initia"}r come down-
stairs for. He'd fed Gemma tnnigl‘lt but hadn't had time to eat.
Mot after she'd run.

He hurried through the leftover steak then headed back up-
stairs, He was already itching to spend those last few hours be-
fore dawn with Gemma back in his arms.

The hint of sunlight trickling through the window woke her.
Gemma blinked and adjusted her eyes to the room. What time
was it? She'd slept hard, which was unusual for her. Maybe it
was because she'd been so exhausted. She yawned and stretched
beneath the sheets; her |eg brushed against Hunter's hairj.r IEE
and she flushed. Or ma_'}rbe it was becanse Hunter had been
with her

She rolled onto her side and propped herself up on an elbow,
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gazing down at him. His face was relaxed in sleep, those sexy
lips full and curved into a slight smile. Maybe something in his
dream was amusing.

Not wanting to disturb him, she slipped silently from the
bed. She’d woken to find him gone at some point in the night,
and he hadn’t returned too long ago to fall asleep.

Pulling on the dress he'd given her yesterday, she left the
room to go downstairs. The house was dark, and she searched
for a 1i511t switch, but a noise from where she Euessed the
kitchen would be gave her pause.

She bit her lip and crept the last few steps to the landing then
peeked around the corner into the lit up room. It was the
kitchen, and her cousin and Brad were standing near the stove
arguing.

She slipped back before they could hear her. She could go
back upstairs, but they'd probably creak again and maybe this
time announce her presence.

“I told you, Megan, it's not you,” Brad’s voice sounded
strained, a little harsh.

“How can it not be me? Yesterda}r I the ught We Were re:;.|1],r
getting along. And then last night you kind of just wigged out.
Didn't talk to me. Didn’t want to see me.”

“Megan—"

“I just want to know what I did to make you pass me off to
Joaquin to deal with.”

“You didn't do anything, okay?” he rasped. “It's what I
wanted to do.”

“What? What did you want to do?”

Brad gave a defeated laugh. “God, how you push me, girl. I
wanted to do this.”

There were footsteps, and then her cousin gasped. A second
later she made a soft moan.

Gemma frowned. What the hell? She peeked her head around
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the corner and her eyes widened. Brad had Megan in his arms
and seemed to be doing a thorough exploration of her mouth
with his.

Jerking her head back again, Gemma bit her lip and shook
her head. Not a good idea. So not a good idea.

“Shit,” Brad said raggedly, obviously having come up for air.
“I'm sorry, Megan. That wasn't a good idea.”

Gemma nodded. Hmm. Well at least he agreed with her on
that.

“1 don’t think it was a bad idea.” Her cousin's voice had
turned breathy, wondrous. “At all, actually. Brad? Where are
you going?”

“Chut for a run. Go back to bed, Megan.”

“Brad...”

“What just happened; didn’t happen. Got it?”

“Uh, not really.”

Brad didn’t answer, and a few moments later, the front door
opened and shut.

Gemma winced. Damn. She didn't like the idea of Brad
putting the moves on her cousin; she was barel}r eighteen and
leaving for college next month. She didn’t need to get into a
complex relationship with an ESA agent. But he could have at
least let her down a little gentler.

After counting to ten, Gemma took a deep breath and
trudged loudly into the kitchen to announce her presence.

“Wow, vou're up early,” she said brightly, noting Megan’s
pink cheeks and swollen mouth.

“Yeah ... I couldn’t sleep. Heard Brad out here and just got
up.” Megan lowered her gaze. “He's out running.”

“Probably a good thing,” Gemma said quietly.

Megan's head snapped up, and Gemma held her gaze. Real-
1zation flared in her cousin’s eyes, showing that she knew Gemma

knew what had happened. She sigh&d and looked away, her ex-

pression more than a little disappainted.
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“I suppose.” Megan crossed the room and poured herself a
glass of water. “You're up pretty early yourself. Everything
nka}r with lover bo}r this morning? Have you realized that re-
sistance is futile and you need to stop the fighting and work on
the lovin'#”

Gemma gave a soft laugh. “Something along those lines.”
She paused. “And you were right about Jeffrey.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. There’s something up with him, Meg. Hunter told
me about it earlier. And...there were signs, when I think
about it. I just can’t believe I couldn’t put them together.”

“They were out of context. Besides, Jeffrey is a charming
bastard—as much as I hate to say It Brad kind of filled me in on
the situation. It's pretty horrific, Gem.”

Diown the hall, a door slammed shut, followed by the sound
of someone being sick. A moment later, the toilet flushed.

“Yikes,” Megan lifted an eyebrow. “Somebody’s dinner didn’t
agree with them.”

Another door opened, and Joaquin strode out wearing
natl‘linE but pajama bottoms. His expression Pinched.

When the bathroom door opened, a girl stepped out, pale,
her entire body rigid.

Joagquin approached her, shaking his head. “I'm pulling you
from the operation, Agent Roberts.”



Agﬂnt Roberts? Gemma's gaze darted back to the girl—
woman rather, though she looked so young. The agent flinched
and paled even further before her almond-shaped eyes nar-
rowed.
Wh}r would you do that? I'm fine. I'm read}r for this—"
*“You haven't slept I heard you pamng your room. And that’s
the second time you've thrown up since dinner last night.”
Her chin lifted. “So I drank some bad milk.”
“Bullshit.”
“Look, a lot of agents go thmugh this. A mild case of nerves
1S commaon.
He shook his head. *You got little, if any, sleep last night.
And it doesn’t appear to be a mild case of nerves, Roberts.”
“What's going on here?” Hunter appeared in the hallway di-
rectly between the kitchen and bedrooms, fully dressed, and
glanced bath ways.
“I'm pulling her from the operation.” Joaquin walked past
her, his jaw tght.
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The agent hurried after him, desperation in her gaze. “You
can’t do this to me. I'm read}r."

Joaquin spun around, snapping harshly, “You're not ready,
Kimiko.”

Hunter folded his arms across his chest. “*Someone want to
tell me what's going on?"

“She’s been puking all night. Hasn’t been to sleep.”

“I'm not going to choke. [ promise.” Kimiko’s face finally
gained some color back, but the red stain on her cheeks didn’t
help her case much.

Gemma's stomach twisted, and she felt a stab of sympathy
for the younger woman.

“Shit.” Hunter sighed and turned, shoving a hand through
his hair. “She’ll probably be fine, Joaquin.”

“It’s my operation. don’t think she can be convincing under-
cover right now, so I'm pulling her.”

Hunter paused. “Can we get another agent up here to re-
P|ace her?”

“Don’t replace me,” Kimiko pleaded, though her shoulders
remained suff, her expression stoic. “I can do this. I'm ready.”

Joaguin and Hunter exchanged a long glance, and then
Hunter shook his head.

“I'm sorry, Agent Roberts. I don’t make the final call. If he
says you're not read}r, you're out.”

She let out a ragged breath and then her |ips Pursed. Casting
a hard look at Joaquin, she turned and walked back to her
room. The door closed a second later.

Gemma g|a.nced at Megan, who looked just as puzz.led |:r],r
the encounter. That poor female agent—though she’d tried to
keep a professional appearance—had obviously been devas-
tated. What was her part suppused to be in the sting anyway ?

“Fuck.” Joaquin crossed the room and opened the fridge.
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“It’ll take us days to get a replacement up here and briefed on
the operation. Roberts has been stud}ring this case for weeks.”

“At least.”

“Maybe I could help.” Gemma cleared her throat. “What
was she supposed to do?”

Hunter gave a harsh laugh. “Be the bait. Pose as a runaway
to get into Delmore's ring.”

The color drained from her face, and Gemma let the air out
of her |ungs on a hiss.

“Do you realize how dangerous that is?” she asked when
she could finally speak.

“Danger is all part of the job for an ESA agent,” Joaquin
murmured and glanced down the hall toward the closed door.
“But we don’t send someone into a situation they’re not ready
for.”

Gemma bit the inside of her cheek, casting furtive glances
around the room at everyone. So they’d just send up another
agent to fill in as bait? Ask another g;irl to risk her life |:r],.r get-
ting thrust into the world of fuck hunting?

Her stomach clenched and she swallowed hard. MNo. She
couldn’t let them do it. There was another way. And even
though it sent a small stab of terror through her, she knew it
was the answer.

“I have another suggestion,” she said quietly, and all eyes
turned toward her. “Send me instead.”

There was a moment's silence before both men laughed.

“Just one problem with that, sweetheart,” Joaquin said, with
a sardonic smile. “Since you were suppﬂsed to be Delmore's
wife, you can’t exactly pose as a runaway.”

"Nao..." she began s|nw|}r. “But since [ was suppuse:f to be
Delmore’s wife, | do have access and knowledge to where he
keeps information regarding his . . . business.”

Hunter straightened from the counter, his brows drawn to-
gether. *You told me you didn’t know an}rthing."
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“Ididn’t... or I thought I didn’t. It all started to come back
to me last night. There were men who would come by for par-
ties . . . discussing recent hunting successes. When I asked what
they hunted, they would never respond, just laugh.” And stare
at her like she was a plece of prime rib. She drew in a deep
breath and pushed a wave of hair back over her head. “And
when Jeffrey and I first got engaged last year, we threw a party.
The invitation list was saved on his computer, and I needed it.
So when he wasn’t home, I went to print it out.”

She licked her lips, visualizing the document in her head. “I
opened the list, but . . . it took me a few minutes to realize [ was
looking at the wrong t|11ng The only names were of men.
and there were dates on it, followed by dollar figures.” She
swallowed hard, guilt stabbing in her gut. “I closed it out and
brushed it off, Egu ring it was nmhing. Then I forgot all about
it. Until last night.”

Joaquin approached her. “Do you think you could get ac-
cess to his computer again if we sent you back?*”

“No,” Hunter said vehemently.

Gemma nodded. “Probably. I'd find a way. He trusts me. I'd
just slip in when he wasn't in the room and transfer some files
to a jump drive.”

“We're not sending her back to that bastard,” Hunter
snarled, straightening to his full height, shoulders quaking.
“He'll prababl}r be SUSPICIOUS as all hell the minute she walks in
the door™

“Maybe not ... hang on for a second.” Joaquin disappeared
down the hall, reappearing moments later with a folder in his
hand. He dropped it on the table and smacked his palm on top
of the thin file. “These are the transcripts of all the phone calls
going in and out of Delmore’s estate in the last twenty-four
hours. Several of the calls are from _]effrev Delmore himself.”

Gemma's pulse jumped, and her gaze dropped to the file.
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“Did he give you anything that could be used against him? Ev-
idence®”

Hunter’s harsh laugh expladed in the room. “He’s not that
stupid. He knows there’s always a possibility of us bugging
him.”

“Does he know he's bugged?” Gemma asked.

“Ma. Not that we're aware of.”

Joaquin scratched the back of his head. “Signs indicate he
doesn't. He's even said a few tmes his campnund 15 too alr
ﬁght for anyone to get a bug mn.”

“But you did.”

“We did,” Joaquin agreed. “Anyway, the last few calls—
same old stuff as usual, except one call with his father. The],r
talked about you.”

“About me?” Gemma backed away from the table, not sure
she even wanted to know.

“He doesn't seem suspicious. He seems distraught. Worried
snmething happened to you. He's had Pecrple |aoking for you
since }resterda}r morning.”

The idea took root inside her head. *So this could work. .. .
I could call him, explain I had cold feet, and ask him if he’ll take
me back.”

Hunter snarled and paced the room. “It won't work.”

“It might,” Joaquin argued.

“Hunter, you don’t have a choice. I'm the best option you
have.” Gemma touched his shoulder, feeling how rigid his mus-
cles had become. His eyes now glinted with panic.

Joaquin cleared his throat. “She’s right, Hunter. She can go
in and be under the radar. If we sense sametl'ling c:ha.nEes, we
can pu" her.”

Hunter shook his head. “I don’t like the idea of putting her
safety at nisk.”

“Jeffrey adores her,” Megan spoke up. “Obviously those
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transcripts prove it. [ don’t like this any more than you do,
Hunter. But if anyone can pu" this off, Gemma can.”

The front door opened, and they all looked up to see Brad
returning from his run. His gaze immediately sought out
Megan, who cleared her throat and excused herself, walking
quickly from the room.

Brad’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t say anything. Instead he
just glanced at the other men.

“Pull whart off?”

“Agent Roberts isn't ready. We pulled her and we're sending
in Gemma,” Joaquin said then proceeded to explain their rea-
soning.

“Ilike it. Let’s do it,” Brad immediately agreed.

“Fuck.” Hunter pushed away from Gemma and slammed a
fist into a wall. *This is a bad idea.”

“I'm in charge of this operation,” Joaquin said resolutely.
“I'm sorry, Hunter. But if Gemma agrees to do this, I think
we'd be stupid not to.” He turned and looked at her. *Gemma?”

Her Pu|se jumped and she swallowed hard. Her gaze darted
to Hunter. His eyes were locked on her, and it was hard to miss
the blatant plea for her to say no.

She thought of the shifter women who’d been killed, who'd
died such horrible deaths. How long had it been going on?
Would it continue to go on? Her stomach rolled with revul-
sion. It made her sick to think that she'd been engaged to the
man behind their deaths—that she’d slept with him.

Licking her lips, she gave a slight nod. “T'll do it.”

Fear and pain flickered across Hunter’s face before he turned
and left the room.

“Great. Thank you, Gemma.” Joaquin touched her arm. “Go

talk to him. You've got two hours before we leave.”
T & %
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Hunter paced the bedroom, wanting to throw or hit some-
thing. Most of all, he just wanted to show up at Jeffrey’s estate
and kill the bastard on the spot. Screw a trial.

Sweat beaded on the back of his neck, and his head pounded
with the beginning of a headache. He groaned and slapped his
palm against the wall. What was she thinking? To volunteer to
go back to Delmore’s and get the evidence. It was too damn
risk}r.

What iof scrmething happened? What if—

“Hunter.” His name was a soft caress on her voice.

He turned, his heart in his throat.

Gemma stood in the doorway, her body leaning to one side
of the frame, her hip thrust out against the cotton dress she
wore, her breasts hugged b}r the fabric. She looked feminine.
Entirely too delicate. An easy target if Delmore were to turn on
her. His gut clenched.

His gaze moved up her body again, and he met her eyes,
ﬁnding her expression imp|oring.

“Please, Gemma.” He shook his head. “Don’t do this.”

“Hunter.” She said his name on a sigh, closed the door, and
then crossed the room to him. T have to.”

*We can find someone else, There's—"

“I have two hours.” She touched a finger to his lips before
sliding her hands to his shoulders. *Two hours before T leave.
You can spend it arguing with me, and I'll warn you that I
won't change my mind, or we can do other things....”

He knew by the determination on her face that she meant
what she said. There would be no changing her mind. He hesi-
tated for only a moment and then slid his arms around her
waist, pulling her hard against the contours of his body.

She buried her head against his shoulder, her arms wrapping
around his back. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I want you.
Need you before I do this.”

“You're crazy,” he muttered and lifted the dress from her
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body, tossing it across the room. “And so brave. I don’t know
what you're thinking.“

He cupped her breasts, thumbing her nipples into tight
points.

“Right now? I'm thinking about you,” she admitted with a
gasp.

“Good.” He unbuttoned his jeans and adjusted them enough
to free his cock. He sprung free, erect and aching. “Because
vou've got me.”

Without any preliminaries, he grabbed her ass and lifted her,
impaling her down onto his dick.

“Hunter!” Gemma choked out his name, gripping his shoul-
ders.

Drespite her obvious surprise, her pussy was already soaked
and read],r for him. The soft walls gripped his cock, massaging
him as he sank deeper inside her body.

He backed her up against the wall, pinning her against it to
hold her sull for his thrusts and to give him better 1evemge.

“Gemma,” he whispered her name, his fingers biting into her
ass cheeks as he pounded harder into her. “What if something
happens to you?”

“No. Please, Hunter, don’t think like that.” She angled her
head, her mouth finding his.

His lips crushed against hers before he slid his tongue deep
to plunder her mouth. He slammed his cock harder up into her,
faster. Almost blind with need and fear.

Gemma cried out, and he knew by the way her nails broke
the skin on his back he was using her rougher than she was used
to. But she didn't protest, just gave him her mouth again and
hugged him tighter with her inner muscles.

He pounded into her pussy, making her body slide up far-
ther against the wall. Gripping her ass, he pulled her back down

onto his cocl until his vision blurred and his sac tight&ned.
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“Hunter!” She ripped her mouth from his, clenching her
eyes shut, her whole bc:d}-' shaking in her climax.

“Yes.” He buried himself to the hilt and exploded, letting
everything, including a bit of his soul, empty inside her.

Gemma pressed her hands against his shoulders and lifted
her head, a small smile of regret on her face. “I think I really
needed that.”

“You and me both, angel.”

She kissed the side of his neck. “Mmm. We should shower. 1
can’t go to Jeffrey’s smelling like sex.”

At the mention of her mission, he stiffened. He didn’t want
her to go at all. Unfortu natel}r he had no choice in the matter.
Lowering her to the floor, he bit his tongue and led her to the
shower.

Hunter remained quiet the entire drive to the drop-off point.
The team had agreed to release Gemma several miles from Del-
more’s estate, in case he was monitoring the grounds.

“How are you feeling about all this, Gemma?” Joaquin
asked, glancing back from the driver's seat.

“Good. I feel real good about it.” She gave a confident nod
and glanced over at Hunter.

Hunter tightened his grip on her hand, his mouth curling
downward. His stomach clenched, and he forced a steady
breath. He still hated that she was putting herself in this situa-
tion, but he had ceased trying to dissuade her. Knew it was
pointless.

The vehicle slowed, pu"ing to the side of the road at the
edge of the forest.

“This iz it.” Joaquin turned in his seat. “If you have any hes-
itation, tell me now.”

“Mone at all.” She unfastened her seat belt and npened the
door, climbing out.
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Hunter followed her before she could close the door again.
She turned, surprise registering on her face.

“Be careful.” He cupped the back of her head and closed his
mouth over hers. Brushing her lips once, then twice. “I'll be
nearby.”

“I thought you were going back to the safe house?”

He shook his head. “If shit hits the fan, I'll be nearby. I'll be
your first response.”

She gavea soft siEh and then kissed his cheek. "Notl'ling will
go wrong, Hunter.”

“I know. But just in case.” He gave her hand a reassuring
squeeze.

“Good. Jeffrey thinks I'm running back from the coast. So
he'll expect me to arrive just shifted.” Gemma gave a rueful
smile and pulled her dress from her body and tossed it back
into the SUV. “He's going to be waiting for me. And before
you say it again—yes, I'll be careful.”

With a wink at Hunter and a wave to Joaquin, she sprinted
off into the forest, the sleek curves of her bo-dj,r alreacl}r shifting
into jaguar form.

Hunter’s throat ughtened with fear, and tension radiated
from every muscle in his body. He didn’t like this. Dammit, he
didn’t like this. She’d made the call earlier this morning to Del-
more, and it had gone surprisinghr well. Her fiancé had held
only a small amount of suspicion, but overall he had seemed re-
lieved to have her returning.

“Hang in there, Hunter.” Joaquin jerked his head at him in a
reassuring nod. “She’ll be fine. I need to head back.”

Hunter gave a terse nod and shut the door to the SUV, slap—
ping the door good-bye as Joaquin pulled a U-turn and headed
back to the safe house.

Turning, he focused on the forest Gemma had just taken off
into, hoping everything would be okay but unable to shake the
dark premonition in his blood.
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“Can [ offer you a drink, darling?”

Gemma fastened the last button on her dress, relieved to
once again have her flesh hidden from Jeffrey's gaze.

He'd been waiting in the front hall, a dress in hand for her to
put on. She’d barely managed to sneak the tiny monitoring de-
vice Joaquin had given her out from under her tongue and stick
if between her breasts before slipping the dress on.

Turning, she offered him a rueful smile. *I could certainly
use one. I'll have a dirr].-r marting.”

His gaze, already lingering on her body, flared with heat.
“Of course. Stedman, please bring us a dirty martini and glass
of white wine.”

The butler, who'd been lingering in the hall, nodded and dis-
appeared.

Jeffrey’s eyes narrowed, and he took a few steps toward her.
“A dirty martini for a dirty girl.” His hands slid out to cup her
hips, pulling her firmly against his body. He was shorter than
Hunter—skinnier. Pale, with light blue eyes and almost white
blond hair.

His cock, thin, long and already erect, brushed her hip. Re-
vulsion swept through her, though she tried her best not to
react. Instead, she let her fingers trail over the collar on his crisp
white shirt.

“I know I've already apologized.” She licked her lips and
looked at him through her lashes. “But I'm so sorry about yes-
terday, honey. I panicked.”

“Did you now?” he asked in a lazy tone. Cupping her chin,
he forced her head up so she had to look at him.

Giving a delicate shrug, she let her lower lip protrude into a
seductive pout. “Yes. The idea of marriage just seemed so over-
whelming. So. .. committed.”

“And is that not the point, Gemma?” He gave a soft laugh.
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“To commit yourself to me...and only me, for the rest of
your life?”

“Yes. And yesterda}r—"

He cupped her breast, his hand squeezing her flesh almost to
the point of pain. Swallowing back her disgust, she wrapped
her arms around his neck and pressed her body tighter to his.

“Yesterday?” he prodded, the expression in his eyes unread-
able.

“As I just said .. .1 panicked. I bolted from my cabin and
shifted, ru nning all the way to the coast. I spent the da}r at my
favorite lighthouse. Thinking.”

“And your decision?”

She gave a husk}r laugh. “1 was being a spoiled foal. I...
love you, Jeffrey.”

She’d been proud of her acting abilities until she’d choked
on the word love. Damn. That had been hard to force out. This
man, whom she'd once thought she cared for—had shared a
bed with—now made her want to hurl up her breakfast.

“*Hmm.” His ﬁngers moved inward on her breast until the],r
caught her nipple and pinched. *You ruined your dress, dar-
ling., And if [ recall, it was very expensive.”

She winced in pain but forced another light smile. “I’ll pur-
chase a new one.”

“And all the money that went into a ceremony that never
occurred.”

“Please, Jeffrey, I already feel awful.” She forced herself to
brush her mouth across his then whisper, “I'll make it up to
you. Any way you want.”

“Any way, darling?” His expression relaxed, and a shimmer
of lust filled his eyes. His hand moved down her body before
grabbing her crudelj,r between her legs

She jerked away before she cnuld censure herself, Before she
could rouse his suspicions, she gave a husky laugh and stepped
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close to him again, pressing a kiss against the side of his neck.
“I'm in dire need of a shower, honey. You wouldn’t want me
now. My skin and hair are salr].r from the sea water. Tnnight,
though. Anything you wish.”

“Hmm. You are right. I prefer you clean. Although...
there’s no reason you couldn’t pleasure me.”

His zipper went down and Gemma about fainted.

*Your drinks, sir.”

The butler’s sudden reappearance had Jeffrey pulling his fly
back up.

“Tonight it 1s,” he murmured with a grimace and turned to
greet the butler. A moment later, he handed Gemma her drink.

Gemma wrapped her fingers around the thin stem on the
ghss and took a quick swallow, needing the |iquid courage.

“Come, let’s make ourselves comfortable in my study.” Jef-
frey caught her hand and escorted her down the hall into the
other room, then shut the door, locking it firmly. He gestured
to the leather couch for her to take a seat.

She sat down, crossing her |egs and ghncing over at the lap—
top on his desk. Now she just needed a chance o get on there
and grab the information.

Jeffrey went to his desk, pulling something out and fiddling
with it. But with his back to her, she couldn’t see what.

“I'm Elad Vou came back, darling. You have no idea the dis-
tress [ was under when you simply disappeared.”

“I...can’t imagine.”

He crossed the room and sat down beside her, catching her
chin in a ruthless grip. “Tell me, Gemma. How was the coast?”

She swallowed hard. “Breezy.”

*Hmm." He leaned his face toward her and gmbbed a hand-
ful of hair, nuzzling it. Then he turned his head, and she felt his
tongue graze across her cheek.

A shudder ran through her body, and she closed her eyes.

*You don’t taste like sea air, dar|ing," he said safﬂ}r. “In fact
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your skin tastes clean. .. your hair smells like shampoo. But
not your normal shampoo . .."

Cold sweat broke out on the back of Gemma's neck, and she
talt the blood drain from her face. She'd showered with Hunter.
God, she’d walked right into that one.

“Oh, that's right. I.. .. showered at the beach.”

“Gemma, my darling.” His grip tightened on her chin, and
he gave a soft laugh. “Just how fucking stupid do you think I
am?”

She srcrpped breathing. “What do you mean?”

“I have cameras in every cabin, including the one you used
to prepare for the wedding.” He rubbed his thumb across her
mouth. “I saw those vile ESA agents take you.”

Gemma’s head spun as panic slammed into her full force.
She hadn’t foreseen this. She knew he monitored various parts
of his property, but each cabin that guests stayed in? Oh, God.

“I trust no one,” he went on as if reading her thoughts. “I
watch ever}rthing."

*Then you knew th&}r took me?” she whispered. *And did
natl‘ling?"

“Why did you lie to me, Gemma? Tell me you went to the
coast?” He answered her question with a question. *If you had
truly been an innocent victim, then when you returned to my
estate, surely you would have told me the horrors you en-
dured.”

Shit! Twice now she’d walked right into his verbal traps.

“But I don't think you endured horrors, darling. You let
that man fuck you, didn’t you?”

She licked her lips, her heart pounding against her rib cage.
“You knew your phone was bugged, didn’t you?”

“Of course I did.”

*“You weren't at all worried about me.”

“Answer me, darling. You enjoyed having that filthy ESA
agent'’s hands all over you.”
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Her chest rose and fell as she held his cold gaze. It didn’t
matter what she said. In Jeffrey’s mind, she was already tried
and convicted. By now the ESA was pmbabhr making p|ans to
come in and rescue her. And they'd never have—would be
lucky to ever get—solid proof on Jeffrey's organization.

Taking a deep breath, she made an impulse decision and
hoped it wouldn't cost her her life.

“Yes,” she replied quietly. “He did have his hands all over
me. And to say | enjoyed it would be an understatement. He is
my mate, and I love him with all my heart.”

The sound of Delmore slapping Gemma came through loud
and clear. At her startled gasp, rage exphded inside Hunter,
blurring his vision and sending his pulse into overdrive,

“Fuck this, I'm going in,” Hunter rasped and charged through
the forest on foot.

Unlike Gemma, he hadn’t thought to use one of the oral
communication devices that could be P]aced in his mouth. He'd
settled for the head unit, which wouldn’t hold up if he shifted.
And he needed to be able to hear what was going on.

“Careful, Hunter,” Brad came through on the radio. *We're
sending in backup.”

Hunter barely heard him, his body too tense as he listened
for further conversation on Gemma’s end.

What was she thinking, goading him like this? God, you'd
think she wanted Delmore to kill her.

“He told me all about this fuck hunt ring you run, Jeffrey.”
Gemma's voice was harsh. “What kind of man are you?”

“It provides me with an absurd amount of money. Besides,
what 15 the world with a few less freakish shifter girls?"

*Freakish?”

*Yes, Gemma. Your kind is an abomination. You're not nor-
mal.”

*I'm more normal than a sick fuck like you could ever be.”
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Another slap resounded. And Hunter’s stomach rolled.
Stop, Gemma. Stop goading him. At least until he could get
there and kill the bastard.

“1 suppose you came here today to find evidence. Perhaps
find something on my computer?” He laughed. “What, you
think I didn’t notice you'd been looking at my files? I've been
watching you, darling. For months now. That's why I'm not really
surprised to be havinE this conversation.

“I spared you, Gemma. I could have made a nice coin on
your sweet ass. But I kept you for m}rself. And this is how you
repay me?” His voice grew louder, and Hunter new Delmore
must have gotten closer to her.

“Get off me, vou bastard.” The sound of her struggling was
clear. “I would have turned you in sooner, had I known. You
make me sick.”

“I don’t participate in the pleasures, I just arrange them.”
Delmore paused, and when he spoke again, his tone was silky.
*Unul tadaj.r. I think 1 shall part:;.lte in my very first fuck hunt.
Of course, my darling, I'm going to need your participation.
I'm sure you understand.”

Hunter stumbled, his blood turning to ice. No. Oh, Gaod,
no!

“No!” Gemma's scream came shrill after 2 moment’s silence.
*Stop, get off me!”

The sound of fabric ripping could be clearly heard.

“Shit!” Hunter picked up the pace, plunging through the
trees. “Joaquin, Brad, you guys almost there? You hearing this?”

“We're hearing,” Joaquin confirmed. “Owr location is about
ten minutes out. How far are you?”

“Tust a few minutes.”

“Get there, Hunter. Get there in time, because we may not.”

“Jeffrey, please don’t do this,” Gemma begged, the sounds
of a struggle in the background.

“A little late for . .. what thefufk is this?” Delmore roared.
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“You're bugged? But I watched you when you came in naked.
It wasn't there.”

“Should™ve checked my mouth, asshole.”

“Goddamn it. You fucking bitch. I'll show you what you
can do with your mouth.”

Gemma screamed before everything went silent.

Hunter’s knees almost buckled, fear paralyzing him. And
then he snapped. Delmore had Just sealed his own death war-
rant. With a ferocious war cry, he pulled the communication
device from his head and ran. Shifting into jaguar form, he let
his primal side take control. He ran. Ran to try and save Gemma,
and ran to satisfy the bloodlust that now consumed him.

Gemma hit the floor hard, lsmding on her hands and knees.
She gasped in a breath in an attempt to fill her lungs again. Her
dress hung from her body in shreds, ripped down the middle.

The punch Jeffrey had landed on her diaphragm—just after
grabbing the buE from her chest and smashing it—had left her
dazed and winded.

“Get up.” He gripped her elbow, jerking her to her feet. The
next moment, she felt a sharp sting in her arm.

She pulled away, but a moment too late. He'd already in-
jected her with a hvpo-dermlc needle. Ob, God. What had he

done?

She backed away from him, her stomach rolling with terror.
“What . .. what did you inject in me?”

“It appears we don’t have time to fuck, darling. But no wor-
ries, ['ve done that before.” Delmore’s face contorted into a
sneer as he crossed the room again. “We'll just have to skip to
the hunt part.”

Hunt? Her mind froze on the word. Oh, no. She could
barely form a thought. What had been in that needle? A spasm
rocked her body, and realization dawned with horror. She was
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shifting without trying. Even now fur spread across her hands
and her nails turned to claws. He'd forced her to shift.

Her gaze jerked up, and she watched Jeffrey unlock a cabi-
net in the corner of his office; behind the glass was a rifle clearly
on display. He was going to shoot her.

Run! Her instincts kicked in, and she ran for the door, un-
locking it and throwing it open before she sprinted outside.

Jeffrey’s ominous laugh followed her. “That's right, run,
Gemma. But you won't get far.”

Heart pcunding in her throat, she stumbled down the front
steps of his house. With her body only half-shifted, her move-
ments were awkward and sluggish as she attempted to put
some distance between him.

She charged into the forest, wi|1ing her bud}r to finish the
transition. But even if it did, thinking was still difficult. Her
head seemed to be filled with cotton, everything seemed de-
layed, like she'd had a few drinks. This was how the women
had died? Drugged and bare|}-’ functicrning? Running for their
lives?

Hunter. Please, where are you?

The first shot rang out, and she roared with a mix of terror
and rage. He'd missed. But she could hear him . .. and he was
close.

A whimper escaped her, and she plunged on, her body al-
most fully changed into jaguar form now. But it probably didn’t
matter . . . she was as good as dead.

Hunter froze at the sound of a rifle being fired. Son of a
bitch. The bastard was alread}r hunting her.

He ran faster, harder, using all his senses to find them. He
Picked up Gemma's scent first then Delmore's.

A second shot rang out, and he heard Gemma’s terrified

grnwl in response. Thank God. He hadn’t hit her vet.
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Spotting a flash of orange off in the distance, his blood
warmed. Delmore was a fool for not making an effort to blend
in with his environment. And it would cost him his life. Just as
long as he could get to her in time.

The second shot pinged off a tree next to Gemma, and she
screamed inside, trying to increase her pace. It wasn’t easy. Her
bo-dj,r was pretty much refusing to ob&}r her mind’s orders.
Whatever he'd shot in her was a pnwerful substance.

She dove between two trees, seeing the road up ahead. Relief
spread quickly, and she lunged forward.

“Here kitty, kitty.”

Her chest rightened; she couldn’t breathe. And Just like that,
the relief was exﬁnguished and defeat rode her soul hard. Del-
more was right behind her; she could hear his unhurried foot-
steps.

Hunter had been right, she was a fool for going in here alone
today. But at least the ESA had Jeffrey’s confession on tape.
Tears pricked at the back of her eyes. She hated |e:awng this
earth when she’d only just found Hunter again. It wasn't fair

*Turn around.”

He was literally right behind her.

“Turn around,” he ordered again, amusement in his tone. “I
want to see the pretty pussy I'm about o kill.”

She drew in a slow breath. He could kill her, but not before
she made an attempt on his life.

Gemma turned, and the long barrel of the rifle filled her
gaze. With a growl, she leapt at him.

The rifle fired at the same moment he fell to the side. There
Was an enraged roar as dark fur mixed with the orange of Jef-
fre].r’s jacket.

She moved to the side, heart pounding as she watched
Hunter struggle with Jeffrey. Jeffrey raised the rifle between
them, brushing the underside of Hunter's bo-dj.r.
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No! Her world tilted, and she waited for the shot, but it
NEVEr Carme,

The rifle fell to the ground and Jeffrey’s body went limp,
blood seeping into the dirt beside him.

Hunter unwrapped his jaws from the dead man's neck and
stepped back, shifting back to human form, wiping the blood
trom his mouth.

“Gemma,” he knelt down beside her, brows drawn together.
“Angel, are you okay?”

Her head spun, relief weakening her. Or maybe it was the
drug. She whimpered, wanting to shift, but not able to force her
body to. Crawling toward him, more dizziness assailed her.

Her IEES E’bel&d, E.Ild ThE'Il blﬂCkH-E:SS rushed up to claim her.



Gemma stirred, realizing right away she was back in human
form. Her legs moved against soft silk, and she blinked her eyes
open.

A cream-colored ceiling was above her. Shifting her gaze,
she took in the unfamiliar room. Inhaling the scent deeply, she
twisted her head on the pilh:rw. Relief washed thmugh her. This
was Hunter's room.

*You're awake.”

Pushing herself up in bed, the sheet fell away from her body,
exposing one breast before she could grab it again.

“Please, my love, don't cover ].rc:urse|f on my account.”
Hunter laughed softly and crossed the room to sit beside her.
He pulled the sheet from her grasp, easing it back down so he
could again look at her. “I'm sorry he hurt you.”

Hunter cupped a breast, tracing a finger over the scratch
mark across her chest from when Jeffrey had ripped her dress
from her body.

The tenderness in his soft words flooded her eyes with tears.
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“He didn’t get to... he would have forced me, but then he
found the bug.”

“I know.”

She swallowed hard, emotion forming a thick lump in her
throat. “I shouldnt have . . . I didn't—"

“Shh, angel.” He brushed a kiss across her lips and her eyes
closed. “It’s over now. Delmore is dead, and the ESA is putting
together a case against all those involved in the ring as we
speak."

“You saved my life,” she whispered and moved her body so
her breast fit tighter in his hand. The need to have him touch
her consumed her, burning white hot in her center. “Remind
me I'm alive, Hunter. . . ."

Dresire flickered in his gaze, and he pushed her back gently
on the mattress, dragging the sheet all the way off her body.

Straddling her body, he leaned down to close his mouth over
one of her breasts, suckling the nipple deep.

She buried her fingers into his hair, her boady twisting on the
bed beneath him.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, transferring his attention to her
other breast. “So beautiful. I don’t deserve you, angel.”

“You do.” She Easped when he bit down |ig|1t1],r on her nip-
ple. “And you have me.”

He lifted his head, and possessiveness flared in his gaze.
*Yes. | do. And thank God you're alive.”

His hand shid over her b&ll}r to cup the mound of her sex.
Sparks shot through her body, and she bit her lip.

“So0 hot. Warm.” He slid down the bed to lie between her
legs, his warm breath feathering on her inner thighs.

Gemma gripped the bedspread and let her head fall back
against the pillow. Closing her eyes, she waited for the first
stroke of his tongue.
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It didn’t come. Instead the rough pad of his finger found her
clit and began moving in slow circles.

Her chest rose with a slow breath, and her ass clenched
against his knowing touch. Only he could make her body re-
spond like this, turn her brain to mush.

“I love watching you get creamy for me,” he murmured, and
she felt him probe the entrance of her pussy with two fingers.

She squeez.ed her eyes closed ﬁghter, her breathing more er-
ratic. Inside. Oh, God, she wanted those fingers inside her.

He teased her for a moment, running his digits up and down
her slit and spreading her moisture while continuing the ago-
nizing assault on her clit.

A frustrated gasp escaped her, rhough she tried to hold it
back. Her hips lifted against his hand.

“Easy, angel. I'll take care of you, but first I want to enjoy
you.

He probed her entrance again and then slid the two fingers
slowlj.r inside her.

She released a shuddering breath. He pressed deeper, sliding
over the walls of her vagina while his thumb continued its mad-
dening rotations.

The sounds of her wetness filled the room when he began to
sreadily thrust his Engers in and out of her.

“You feel so good.” He kissed her thigh again. “And your
pussy tastes even better.”

His tongue found her clit, teasing the swollen flesh and
causing her hips to buck in response.

“Mmm. Yeah, just like that, angel.” He flicked her clit again,
faster this time.

The ache between her legs increased, and she could feel her-
self grow wetter against his fingers.

He closed his mouth over her clit and suckled her, moving
his fingers deeper and harder inside her now.

“Yes. Oh, God.” Gemma reached blindhr for his hair, clutch-
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ing at the strands while rocking her body against his mouth.
“Oh...oh...please.”

His tongue flicked over her again. Faster and harder. Her
stomach clenched, and she gasped, her ass lifting off the bed.

He followed the bucking of her body, his mouth and fingers
never leaving her.

Behind her closed lids, the light spiraled upward with her
growing pleasure.

“Oh!” She tugged at his hair as her world exploded, clench-
ing her thighs around his head while her bod}r trembled.

His fingers slowed to a tender exploration, his mouth suck-
ling her gently through the orgasm.

Sweaty and weak, she sank boneless into the mattress, gasp-
ing, her eyes still closed.

Hunter moved to lie between her thighs, nudging her legs
open wider.

She opened her eyes again and found him watching her with
stead}r intensity.

“You told Delmore you loved me,” he said quietly. “Did
you mean it?"”

Her throat tightened with emotion, and her pulse slowed
before quickening again. She licked her lips and shook her
head. “Never doubt it, Hunter. You've not only claimed my
bad}r, but my heart. My soul.”

His mouth tightened, pain and regret in his gaze. “From day
one, [ knew you were my mate. If I could change the past five
years—"

“But we can't. We're together now, and that's all that mat-
ters.” Her heart ached for the years he'd been gone and the fact
that he couldn’t seem to forEi\-'e himself.

He gripped her hips, his cock probing her entrance. “Be
more than my mate, Gemma. Be my wife.”

Tears flooded her eyes, and she managed to choke out a wa-
tery, “Yes.”
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His eyes closed. “I came home from being dead a year ago.
But having you in my life is the only way I truly feel alive.” He
pressed his forehead to hers and plunged deep into her bo-d],r. “1
love you, Gemma.”

“I know,” she sighed. Gripping his shoulders, she |ifted to
meet his thrusts, whispering, “I'm yours, Hunter. Always.”
“Always,” he repeated and laid claim to her mouth,
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“Y ou look deficions in moonlight. More wine?”

Rachel gazed up into the dark eyes of her unusual host and
smiled. “Sure.”

At something like six-four and amazingly handsome, Max’s
high cheekbones, firm jaw, and thick, dark, shoulder-length
hair gave him an exotic air. She'd never seen anyone quite so at-
tractive.

She’d certainly never spent the evening with anyone so at-
tractive.

He filled her gh.ss with cabernet.

She turned to watch the full moon shatter on the gulf’s sur-
face, trying her best to appear mysterious, and enjoyed the
tropical breeze as she sipped. Warm, salty air sighed across her
skin.

The wine was good. Probably expensive, like everything
else—the hotel room on the beach, the food, his clothes. Max
was wealthy, good-looking, and sexy as hell.

Yes, this was a date no one back at camp or at school would
believe,
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“You, my dear, have wonderful lines.”

He spoke from right behind her, and a shiver tripped up
Rachel’s spine.

“Lines?”

“Yes.” The tips of his fingers slid across her shoulder and up
the side of her neck. “Quite classic, like Aphrodite.”

His touch did strange things to her skin, leaving behind tin-
g|es that sizzled deeper into her ]:l-crd}r. She closed her eyes to
enjoy the erotic sensations.

“Tell me, dear Rachel, what are you doing so far from home?”

She swallowed hard. I was, uh, working a dig. For school.”

“A dig?” His fingers blazed trails down the outsides of her
arms.

“Yeah. ﬁrchamlagv You know, Maya ruins and all.”

“Ah, I see.” He spoke directly into her ear in a quiet voice
full of lust and danger. “Looking for secrets perhaps?”

Rachel grabbed the railing with her free hand to stabilize her
spinning world. “Yeah, secrets.” She hadn’t had enough alcohol
to be drunk, but she felt intoxicated nonetheless. “Legends.”

“Hmm, legends.” His palms grazed her hips, and then slid
up to the tender sides of her breasts. “I know several legends
from this place. Which is it you seek?”

Even through her cotton blouse, his touch felt incredibly in-
timate, as if she were standing before him naked, unable to
move. When his lips brushed the top of her shoulder, her
breasts swelled with desire and her nipples puckered.

She tried to focus. Although she'd accepted Max’s invitation
to his room knowing she'd likely end up in his bed, she didn’t
want to appear too eager. Stanley, her ex, had told her that men
enjo}red a chaﬂenge, just before he left her for her Prudisl‘l for-
mer roommate.

Focus.

Worls, What was it he'd asked about work?

"Legend," he whispered, as if answering her silent question.
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“In Mutankah, near Chichen Itza, a priest created a talisman
that was supposed to be magical or something. Probably ...
worth a lot.”

His fingers traced a line around the top of her jeans, grazing
bare flesh, and his mouth moved to a tender spot at the side of
her neck. He kissed and gently sucked, and her knees began to
tremble. His hands moved around her waist and he eased her
back against him as he unsnapped her pants.

She drew in a breath of surprise at the size of the erection
pressing into her lower back.

“Ah, yes, the Mutankah talisman,” he said. “And have you
found ic?”

“No.” She rested her head against his solid chest, man-‘eling
at the scent of cloves and strange herbs. Wild aftershave, unlike
anything she’d encountered before. Ancient and enticing. “We,
uh, don't even know . . . if it exists. No proof.”

“But you will continue to search?”

“MNot me. I'm going . .. home. Others will.”

He caressed her breasts with an expert touch, teasing the
sensitive nipples through the cotton, and desire tightened her
crotch. She wondered how long it would be before he removed
her clothing. Would he take her gently, as he now seduced her,
or would he throw her onto his bed and fuck her brains out?
Just the thought brought juices that soaked her panties.

“Max,” she whispered, “you’re good.”

“Hmm,” he said, his chest vibrating against her. “And you
are quite lovely.”

One hand slid down her belly and into the front of her
pants.

A strange fog invaded her thoughts, making it hard to decide
what to do, as if he had total control over her. She couldn't
move away from him, and wasn’t even sure if she wanted to.

She wondered if anyone stood on the beach, watching them,
and surprised herself when she realized she didn’t care. Let them
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watch. At the moment, she just wanted to come in this man’s
arms. As his cool fingers slid between the folds of her wet pussy
and across her swel“ng clit, she IIE’.H.rlj.f did.

She pushed back against him, and then rocked her hips for-
ward, and his fingers hinted at entering her. Muscles tightened
and she groaned at the promise of ecstasy.

“Oh, ves,” he said. “Delicious.” He kissed the side of her
neck.

She moved her head to one side to give him access to more,
as she pushed back and forward again, drawing his fingers in-
side.

He sucked on her neck, and her pussy tightened.

He slid out and back in, deeper, and again.

Her back arched at the imp&nding release, and her world
narrowed to just his touch.

“Yes,” she breathed, “yes.”

He slid deeper still as her climax started with hard, urgent
Pu|ses. She cried out and her entire ]:l-crd}r convulsed from the
inside out. His arm tightened around her waist, holding her close.

A scream froze in her throat when he pierced the flesh of her
neck, and the wineglass tumbled from her hand.
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