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Chapter One

“Shannon! Shannon! Where the hell are you?”

The door closed with such force, it rattled the whole house. Shannon rolled her eyes
and kept logging figures into her spreadsheet. He’d find her soon enough. She was in the
same spot every day.

Her brother, Rory, stormed into the office. “I just spoke to MacDougal. He said you
turned him down. That’s the third one this week!”

She didn’t even glance away from the computer screen. “If you would stop setting them
up for failure, we wouldn’t keep having this problem.”

He pounded his hand on the desk, causing the monitor to shake. “I have to do
something. If I left it up to you, you'd never take a mate. You're twenty-nine. Most females
your age are mated and have several cubs.”

OAh, great. Time for another one of those discussions.

Shannon sighed, saved her spreadsheet, and finally turned to face him. “I'm not most
females my age. If I decide to take a mate, it will be one of my own choosing. Stop shoving
men at me. All you're doing is pissing me off.”

Rory growled in frustration and began to pace. “Shannon, you have a responsibility to
mate and produce pups. It’s for the continuation of our species. As the alpha-fem, you have
to set an example for rest of the females, no matter how few of them there are.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Cut the crap, Rory. You could care less about ‘the continuation of
our species.” Don’t you mean the continuation of our family line? God, I never thought I'd
hear myself say this, but you're starting to sound just like Dad.”

“Well, he was right about this at least. We are the last of the McFelans. If we don’t
have pups, the line will die with us. Then who’s going to lead the pack? Do you want that to



2 Zena Wynn

happen, Shannon? Do you?” He planted his hands on the desk and leaned forward
aggressively, getting into her space.

God, he is laying it on thick. Shannon relaxed back into her chair and crossed her arms
over her chest.

“Rory, quit trying to lay a guilt trip on me. It’s not going to work. If you don’t want the
McFelan name to die out, produce your own pups.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she
inwardly winced.

Her brother had been spreading his seed around like water since he was old enough to
know what to do with it. As far as she knew, there wasn’t a female in the pack over the age
of consent he hadn’t fucked. None of it had taken root. He had to be thinking he was the first
infertile McFelan in generations. Maybe that’s why he was becoming obsessed with her lack
of a love life.

Rory grew completely still, and his face turned red, then white. Supernatural power
spiked, raising the hair on her arms. His flesh rippled, and his eyes turned golden. Crap/His
wolf was rising to the surface.

Shannon eased away from the computer, calling forth her wolf as she did. She didn’t let
it out but held it ready, waiting to see what he would do next. She didn’t want to fight with
Rory, but she would if his wolf attacked. She wouldn’t be dominated by anyone, not even
her beloved big brother.

Minutes passed as he visibly struggled with his beast, trying to push it back down.
Finally, he regained control of his temper. “I don’t want to fight with you. You wil// take a
mate. I've called a gathering for tonight. Be there, and for once in your life, try to remember
that you're supposed to be a bitch, not butch.”

The door slammed behind him as he left.

* k k k k

A big, bright, and full yellow moon dominated the night sky. Despite making her best
effort to get there on time, Shannon was one of the last to arrive. The gathering place, little
more than a large clearing in the woods a couple of miles outside of town, was already
packed.

The minute she joined the others waiting, her gaze connected with Rory’s. Oh shit,
he’s planning something. Something she knew in her bones she wasn’t going to like. A
glance at the other members of the pack showed they sensed it as well. They stood in groups,
talking quietly, throwing uneasy glances at the alpha.

As Rory climbed to the raised natural platform in the center of the clearing, his red
hair glowed in the moonlight, and his power flowed outward like waves. All around him the
silence grew and swelled with expectancy.
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No longer was he her brother. The McFelan, alpha of the Sparrowhawks, stood before
them. Allowing his power to continue to rise and surround him like an aura, Rory began to
speak. “Tonight, we hAund”

There were gasps and murmurs all around. Shannon stood still as shock waves rippled
through her body. He’d called a hunt. Sneaking, conniving, manipulative bastard.

He waited for the pack to settle down before he continued. “All of the eligible,
unmated she-wolves will be given a five-minute lead. Unmated males will begin hunting on
my say. Once you've captured and subdued your mate, bring her before the council for
formal recognition. All challenges will be settled by combat. In the case of a draw, the female
will decide. No killing.”

He waited, giving the rules a chance to sink in. “Let the hunt begin!”

Shannon took off running, cursing Rory with every step. Hunts were archaic, even for
packs as locked into the past as the Sparrowhawks. He said he was trying to bring the pack
forward. Damn it/ What was he thinking?

In ancient times, once a year she-wolves of a certain age were gathered on the night of
a full moon. They were given a head start and then the unmated males of the pack were set
loose. If two or more males trapped the same female, the decision of which male claimed her
was settled by combat and most often resulted in death. Once the male subdued his female --
and by that, they meant fucked into submission -- the couple was brought before the council
to have their mating formally recognized.

There were only two ways to avoid being claimed. The first was to make it to daybreak
without being caught. Sunrise ended the hunt. The second was to keep from being subdued.
Shannon hoped not to be captured, but if she was, it was a bet that she wasn’t going to be
mounted. She’d fight the whole damned pack before she’d allow a mate to be chosen for her
this way.

She ran as fast as she could with the rest of the fleeing females, then veered off in the
opposite direction. There were ten unmated females who fit the age requirements, and about
thirty unmated males. Those were three-to-one odds, at best. Because she was the alpha-fem,
none of the omegas -- the weakest of the wolves -- would give chase. Unfortunately, that still
left the betas. Get enough of them on her tail, and she’d have a serious fight on her hands.

She ran uphill, through the toughest terrain she could find, hoping to slow her
pursuers. When she’d gained a comfortable lead, she stopped and stripped, knowing she’d
make better time in her wolf form. Unfortunately, her scent would also be stronger, but she
couldn’t afford not to shift. She needed all the help she could get.

She backtracked a bit and threw her pants in one direction, then came forward and
threw her shirt in the opposite direction, hoping it would confuse them and buy her more
time.

Rory howled. A chorus sounded with him, echoing through the night. The males were
coming. If she could just make it to the ridge, there were places to hide and water to cover
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her scent. Damn, why hadn’t she figured out ahead of time that he would do something like
this? She’d been caught flat-footed and off guard, never good when dealing with Rory.

When she began, the wind had been in her favor, carrying her scent away from the
pack. Now, she was running into the wind, her scent trailing like a beacon behind her,
announcing her whereabouts to any shifter who wanted to know.

She could hear them behind her, gaining on her. She couldn’t tell how many, but it
was definitely more than one. Crap, she wasn’t going to be able to outrun them. That meant
she had to fight.

Shannon altered her course, already knowing the perfect place to make her stand.
According to the rules, if more than one male cornered her, they had to fight with each
other to determine who got to claim her. She couldn’t escape while they were fighting, but it
would give her time to catch her breath and gather her strength while she studied her
opponents.

She rushed into the small clearing and turned to face her pursuers, hackles raised. At
her back was a rock-faced wall where the mountain soared above them. It was surrounded
by dense forest on three sides, forming a natural arena.

As they entered the clearing, she wasn’t surprised to see Caleb Jones and Michael
MacDougal, Rory’s second and third. What absolutely floored her was the sight of her
brother with them. What kind of trickery was this?

MacDougal was a big, burly bear of a man who’d made no secret of his ambition to one
day be alpha. He would have challenged her father if it hadn’t been for Rory. MacDougal
was all right, but she knew he didn’t see her as a person, just a means to the end. Mating her
would automatically boost his position and prestige within the pack. She would be no man’s
stepladder to success.

Besides, MacDougal was old-fashioned and dominant as hell. With her petite build and
small stature, he was sure to try to intimidate her, just like her father had her mother. The
first time he tried to forcefully bend her to his will, she’d kill him. There was no way he
would be her mate.

Caleb, she actually liked. He was a good man and a strong wolf, not to mention
extremely attractive with his dark skin, lean, muscular build, and long, carefully maintained
dreadlocks. He would have been a consideration, except he didn’t move her. The thought of
mating with him left the woman in her cold. There was no spark of attraction, no passion,
nothing. She didn’t want to fight him and risk damaging their friendship, but she would if
necessary. This was Aer life they were messing with. She couldn’t afford to throw away her
future because her soft nature got in the way. There was no choice. No matter which man
won, she would face off with the winner.

She sat back on her haunches and rested. She studied them as they trod into the
clearing. Rory was the massive red wolf with a large barrel chest. In wolf form, he was the
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size of a small pony. As a man, he was short, standing only five-nine, but stocky, thick with
muscle.

Michael was equally large. His fur was a dull grayish black that reminded her of mud.
She’d seen him fight before and knew he used sheer brute strength in combat. Caleb was the
smaller of the two suitors. His coat was the gray of a timber wolf, complete with all the
traditional markings. Of the three, he was the only one who could pass as a regular wolf. He
was also the most vicious. He never quit, and he didn’t give an inch. A fight between
Michael and Caleb should be interesting. Maybe they’d kill each other and save her the
trouble. On second thought, that’s probably why Rory was there -- to make sure no one died.

Instead of confronting each other as she expected, her brother and Caleb sat down on
their haunches on the side of the clearing, out of the way. Michael approached with his head
and tail high, his steps oozing confidence. The fool actually thought she’d submit. She
crouched in challenge, ears straight, and growled. Something was wrong. This wasn’t the
way things were done. Even her wolf knew and was angry.

Her brother’s words about acting like a bitch came back to mind. It was suddenly
obvious. He had handpicked one of these men to be her mate. These were the two he had
thrown at her most often. Tonight, he was hoping one of these men would leave the clearing
victorious.

She looked at Rory and snarled again, low in her throat, expressing her displeasure.
Michael growled in return. She knew her refusal to simply drop and present herself for
mounting would infuriate him. He would see it as a challenge to his manhood. They circled
each other warily, watching to see what the other would do. She waited, knowing Michael
would use his size to try to overpower her.

Suddenly, he sprang. Agile on her feet, she rolled out of the way. In the process, she
caught him with a quick nip to his sensitive underbelly, drawing first blood. Spinning
around, she crouched, already waiting when he landed and turned.

She’d surprised him. No one, with the exception of Rory, knew how well she could
fight. MacDougal thought she’d be an easy victory. Now he was pissed. Although with his
ego, he more than likely thought she got in a lucky blow.

He came at her again, using the same attack, confirming her low opinion of his
cognitive ability. Wanting this over, she pulled every dirty trick her brother had ever taught
her and defeated him quickly with only a few scratches to show for it.

Michael would have continued to fight, no doubt unable to believe that a woman
defeated him, but her brother called him off. It was either stop as commanded or face the
McFelan.

As MacDougal skulked away, Caleb entered the clearing. She felt like a wrestler being
tag-teamed by her opponents.
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Caleb was closer to her size. He was also fast and could think on his feet, which was
why he was Rory’s second. She watched Caleb closely, knowing he’d had time to sit and
study her fighting techniques. She wouldn’t catch him off guard like she had Michael.

He stalked slowly into the clearing, giving her time to submit. When she didn’t turn
and present herself, he growled, low and vicious. She’d hoped when he realized she wasn’t
interested that he would let it go. But for some unknown reason, he seemed to want her just
as badly as MacDougal did.

She was tired, and Caleb was fresh. She couldn’t let him draw this thing out or her
weariness would work against her. She took the initiative and charged. The only thing she
had working for her right now was that he wasn’t trying to kill her. She wasn’t in a fight for
her life, just her virtue. Of course, being mated to a man she didn’t want could be deemed as
fighting for her life.

Caleb was ready for her and only sheer determination got her away from him without
being pinned when his jaw locked around her throat. He was patient, toying with her,
waiting her out. He knew time was on his side. He harassed her just enough to keep her on
the move and from catching her breath. Sheer desperation gave her the strength she needed
to defeat him, that and timely interference from her brother. Rory must have realized how
determined she was not to submit, and called Caleb off.

As she stood there with her tongue hanging out and her sides heaving, Rory
approached her. By this time she was ready to drop from pain and exhaustion as the
adrenaline began to wear off. There were deep gouges in several places where she hadn’t
moved quickly enough. Had Caleb actually been trying to kill her, no doubt she’d be dead.
She wanted to shift back and heal herself, but she refused to be naked in front of these two,
especially after tonight.

She needed to close her eyes and rest, but that would have to wait until this entire
fiasco was over. She couldn’t afford to show any weakness, not now. She waited uncertainly
to see what would happen, for the rules as she knew them had seemingly been thrown out
the proverbial window. She felt like she was playing a game where she was the only player
who didn’t have a copy of the rule book. She’d always hated being left in the dark.

Rory was pissed. This was not going as planned. Shannon was too strong and stubborn
for her own good. No shifter in the pack would have her now, not after she’d defeated two of
their strongest males. She would never find a mate.

Look at her, bleeding and exhausted, but still proud.

When he came toward her, he did so as the McFelan. She should show him proper
respect -- ears, tail, and head down -- especially in front of others. Though she knew how
important it was to him to maintain a proper image, she stood there tall and proud,
unconsciously issuing a silent challenge he couldn’t afford to ignore now that his men knew
just how strong Shannon really was.



Nikolai’s Wolf 7

The Sparrowhawks weren’t ready to deal with an alpha she-wolf. Their way of
thinking was too backward. He was trying to bring them out of the dark ages, but it would
take time. Time, thanks to Shannon, he no longer had.

For the well-being of the pack, he knew what he had to do. Rory attacked.

Though he’d caught her by surprise, she responded instinctively, just the way he’d
taught her. Had this been a real dominance fight, he’d have shown no mercy, but this was
about teaching his baby sister a lesson -- to show her alpha the proper respect.

As they circled each other, another plan came to his mind that was so genius in its
simplicity, he didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of it before. Shannon needed a mate, one
who was strong enough to tame her wolf, yet gentle enough to treat her with the love and
respect she deserved. His wolves had already proven themselves too weak, but his was not
the only pack in the area.

Just a few short miles away as the crow -- or bird shifter -- flew was another pack full
of strong, unmated males, including Alex Wolfe, their alpha. The Ravens had twice as many
unmated males as the Sparrowhawks, including some alphas.

He needed to get his sister to the Raven pack.

Concentrating on Shannon once more, he attacked with a controlled savagery. He
knew just where to bite to inflict the most pain but the least amount of permanent physical
damage, and he used that knowledge ruthlessly.

Shannon didn’t have much fight left. He lashed at her until her wolf took control,
turned, and ran. With his betas at his back, he herded her east toward the Raven pack,
nipping at her heels whenever she tried to retreat to the safety of their home.

He kept her fleeing until she reached the Raven pack’s territory. To ensure she stayed
there, he took a chunk out of the tendon in one of her hind legs. By now, she was bleeding
profusely. He ran her until she collapsed. Then he backed off, letting her think he’d gone
away. She immediately dragged herself until she could go no farther.

When she was down, Rory sent his betas back to the gathering place. He let out a howl
of triumph, one guaranteed to be heard, hoping Alex Wolfe came to investigate. Then he sat
and watched her from a distance, protecting her from predators and any human seeking to
do her harm.

Hearing a sound, he backed into the shadows. He was upwind so he had no fear of his
presence being detected. He watched carefully as an unfamiliar male approached his sister.
Rory sniffed the air. The male smelled like a wolf-shifter and was moving slowly, so as not to
alarm or startle her.

Once he was sure the shifter was there to help Shannon, he headed home. He would
miss having his baby sister around, but it was for her own good. After tonight’s events, the
council would have made her life a living hell. They were already saying she was unnaturally
strong, and they hadn’t even seen the true extent of her power. By defeating two of the
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highest-ranking males in the pack, she’d done the unforgivable. As the alpha-fem, her
actions would set an undesirable precedent with the other females, one which the council,
with their outdated ways, would not tolerate.

The Raven pack was run the way a pack should be. Their alpha was an honorable man
and a strong wolf. Alex Wolfe was one of the few alphas Rory’s father had respected. If
Shannon had to go to another pack, he couldn’t have picked a better alpha to entrust her to.
They would be good to her, or he would truly become his father’s son and kill them all.
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Chapter Two

The strong scent of shifter blood hit Nikolai Taranosky’s nostrils. Normally he kept to
himself, but something about the smell called to him, and his beast rose in response. Giving
in to impulse, he shape-shifted into a raven and went to investigate the source of that divine
smell.

After circling the area, he found the injured shifter on the ridge overlooking the river.
He landed out of sight a few feet away and shifted back into his natural form. Before stepping
into the clearing and revealing himself, he disguised his appearance and scent to that of a
shifter from the Raven pack, just in case any of the wolf’s brethren were close.

Nikolai approached carefully. Though it appeared to be half-dead, he knew
appearances could be deceiving. As he drew closer, he tried scanning the creature’s mind but
was blocked. This shifter was strong and possessed a natural barrier, making it difficult for
him to connect with it, even in wolf form.

When he was close enough to touch it, he slowly lowered to the ground to see how
badly it was injured. At its most vulnerable, the wolf launched at him, aiming for his throat.
Nikolai was caught off guard. He reflexively threw up an arm to protect his face.

The enraged wolf locked down on his arm, its bite savage as it attempted to snap the
bone in two. He sensed the moment the wolf swallowed some of his blood. The protective
barrier vanished. Nikolai instantly seized control.

“Be at peace. Sleep.” He buried every ounce of compulsion he could within the
commands.

The wolf immediately lost consciousness. Nikolai gently pried its mouth open and
removed his arm, examining it to see the extent of the damage. It was nasty looking and
painful, but the wound would heal quickly.
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He turned his attention to the sleeping wolf, their minds still firmly linked. The she-
wolf bled profusely from several wounds, which appeared to be fairly recent. She should be
healing or at least shape-shifting back into her normal state to speed the process. That she
hadn’t revealed the seriousness of her condition.

Knowing he couldn’t just leave her, Nikolai picked her up and flew with her to the one
place where he knew she would receive the medical attention she needed. Alex Wolfe lived
nearby. Not only was Alex the Raven pack’s alpha, he was the doctor all local shape-shifters
used. Nikolai wouldn’t say that they were friends. They shared the natural wariness of two
predators residing within the same territory. They each recognized the other’s power and
had no desire to test to see which one of them was stronger.

He landed in the yard and walked slowly, in a nonthreatening manner, to the door.
From the looks of things, Alex was entertaining. No telling how many shifters were inside.
They should be alerted to his presence any minute now.

He was surprised when he made it as far as the porch without being noticed. The smell
of blood was overpowering. Both he and the she-wolf were covered in it. Though her
bleeding seemed to be lessening, it hadn’t completely stopped. He walked up onto the porch
and called out, “Alex, it’s Nikolai. Open up.”

The door opened immediately. With one all-encompassing glance, Alex took in the
sight of Nikolai and the bloody, wounded wolf in his arms. “Please enter, Nikolai.”

Pushing the door open with his shoulder, Nikolai strode past Alex. He barely
acknowledged the other people in the room. “I found her down by the ridge. She must have
been attacked. She’s lost a lot of blood.”

“Place her over here. Carol, go get my supplies while I take a look at her.” Sweeping
the throw off the back of the couch, Alex laid it on the floor in front of the fireplace.

“You say you found her out by the ridge?” The question came from the other male
wolf.

“Yes. You won't find any sign of her attackers there now. I checked before bringing her
to you. From what I could see, she must have dragged herself quite a distance before her
strength gave out.” Nikolai’s gaze never left the wolf being examined on the floor. He had
been strangely reluctant to put her down. His body was tense, waiting, for what he didn’t
know.

The female wolf that must be Carol came back with the requested supplies. As Alex
moved to clean her wounds, Nikolai gave warning. “Be careful. I had to place her under
compulsion before I could get close enough to her to help. She was very defensive and half-
crazed with pain.” He watched closely as Alex tended to her injuries, ready to snatch her
away should the doctor make a wrong move.

“While many of her wounds are severe and need stitching, none are life-threatening.
She’s already beginning to heal,” Alex informed them.
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“Do you recognize her? She doesn’t smell like pack,” the other wolf asked Alex.

“Yes, I know who she is,” Alex said. “She’s not one of ours. Her name is Shannon. She
belongs to the Sparrowhawks. Her brother’s the alpha.”

“Are you going to contact him? Tell him what’s happened?” Carol questioned.

Alex shook his head. “We don’t know what happened, but until I do, this stays
between us. We’ll keep an eye on her and protect her while she’s healing. She would heal
faster if she could shift, but she’s lost too much blood.”

Nikolai approved of Alex’s answer. Any brother who would allow something like this
to happen to his sister didn’t deserve to be contacted.

“We have got to keep this from getting out,” Alex continued. “The pack wouldn’t
normally be a problem, but this is a small area and news travels fast. We can’t take a chance
on word getting back to the wrong ears.”

Alex stitched up the worst of her injuries and poured some kind of liquid on them.
Then he injected her with a shot of something. Finally finished, he removed his gloves as
Carol quietly began to clean up. “She needs to be watched for a few hours.”

Putting what was left of the supplies back in the bag, Carol responded, “She can come
home with us. She’ll need clothes and stuff. If we’re keeping her presence a secret, we won'’t
be able to send someone to her home to pick up her things. If necessary, I'll tell the pack I
need some more items for Kiesha. Let them believe you got her size wrong.”

“Do whatever you think best.” Alex turned to Nikolai. “Is there any way that she could
be tracked here?”

“No, but I'll backtrack and make sure.”

“Thank you. You have the gratitude of the Raven pack for bringing her to us.” It was a
formal way of saying that the pack was now indebted to him.

Nikolai nodded, not particularly concerned with vamp/shifter politics and shifter
protocol at the moment. He took one more lingering glaze at the she-wolf he’d rescued
before striding out the door.

Outside, Nikolai breathed in deeply of the night air. Opening his senses, he gathered
information from the wind. The evening was quiet, the animals of the forest still as if they
recognized the predator in their midst. Other than himself and the people in the house, the
woods were empty.

He shape-shifted into a large raven, flew back to the spot by the ridge where he’d
found the she-wolf, and made sure her whereabouts couldn’t be traced to Alex. Then,
compelled beyond all reason, he tracked the she-wolf to the home where she was resting,
using her mental signature as a guide. Masking his presence from her caretakers, he turned
into mist and entered the home, reforming himself at her bedside.

He gazed at the she-wolf who’d managed to spark his interest after all these years of
ennui and wondered what she looked like in human form. Not one to deny himself anything
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he truly desired, he fully connected to her mentally and commanded her to shift. She flowed
seamlessly from a wolf into a beautiful redhead. He studied her naked form, surprised to
realize that his penis was hard. It had been so long since he’d felt real physical desire, it took
him a moment to recognize the sensation.

While he luxuriated in the forgotten pleasure of arousal running through his veins, he
tried to figure out what it was about her that called to him. He’d seen beautiful women
before, ones with better figures. She was a bit too petite for his taste. He liked tall women to
complement his own six-four stature. He’d be lucky if this one came to his chest. She had to
be five-two, maybe five-three if she stretched herself.

The word “pixie” came to mind.

His gaze followed the slight curve of her stomach to the apex of her thighs. The sight of
the red curls there caused his cock to jerk in his pants. How interesting/

As he stared at those curls, he imagined himself parting them with his tongue and
tasting her essence. Lost in his fantasy, he didn’t immediately notice her breathing had sped
up. Nikolai glanced at her face. Seeing that she was still asleep, he let his gaze wander again.
Her breasts caught his attention. Where before they’d been lax in her drug-induced sleep,
her nipples were now pointed little beads, proclaiming her arousal. He could smell her
desire. It amazed him that she was so attuned to him.

Nikolai closed his mental link with her, stepped away from the bed, and backed
himself into a corner of the room. He wanted to determine if it was his thoughts or his
presence to which she was responding. He looked away and willed his body to cool down.
He thought of the mundane and kept his gaze off the bed until he was in control again.

As his arousal subsided, he glanced once more at the woman. Her nipples were still
peaked, and the curls between her legs glistened as the juice of her arousal dampened them.
The beast within him rose, and he lost a good deal of the control he’d just attained.

Unable to resist the temptation, he crossed to the bed and dipped his finger in her
honey-dampened curls, being careful not to touch the flesh below. Once his finger was
coated in her juice, he brought it to his mouth. The taste of her caused his fangs to explode in
his mouth as his beast jerked on its leash. In this instance, retreat was the better part of valor.

Nikolai quickly streamed out of the house and headed home, tightening the leash on
his beast as he left. His sense of fair play wouldn’t allow him to take an unconscious woman.
Had he stayed any longer, he’d have taken her, right or wrong. It didn’t help knowing that
on some level of her consciousness, she’d been aware of his presence and her body had
responded, welcoming his. He needed to research what that meant.

* k k k k
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Rory took his time returning to the pack, not wanting to face them just yet. Sometimes
being their leader was a real pain in the ass. All around him, the sounds of howling, yipping,
and growling could be heard as males found and subdued their mates.

He entered the clearing as others began returning from the hunt. First, the unsuccessful
males filed in. Then, little by little, the newly mated pairs arrived. He was glad to see some of
the troublemaking females had been mated. Those females were cock-teasers. Having so
many males to choose from had made them prima donnas, holding out, always waiting to see
if someone better was going to come along.

One female, Yana, was a particular thorn in his side. She’d made sure everyone knew
she had her sights set on being his mate, as if he’d have her or any other female in this pack
that kept throwing herself at him, trying to attract his attention. He hadn’t touched any of
them since his father died. He hoped all of them had been claimed. It would be one less
headache for him.

As he’d expected, Rory was immediately confronted by the members of the council.
The council was made up of three of the older men in the pack. Their job was to advise him
and to help enforce pack law. Among them were Graham, the pack’s historian; Bertram, a
former alpha of one of the packs his father had taken over who had been allowed to step
down, a rarity since his father normally killed them; and Wesley, newest to the council and
the most arrogant.

“Where’s Shannon?” Graham demanded.

“What do you plan to do about her? This can’t be tolerated. A female that refuses to do
her duty and submit? What if word gets out?” Bertram added.

“The problem’s been dealt with.” Rory hoped his tone told them this discussion was
closed.

Wesley was unwise enough to push the issue. “How do we know it’s been sufficiently
dealt with? She should be brought before the council. We’ll make sure a suitable punishment
is devised. After all, Shannon’s your sister, and you’ve always been protective of her.”

“Are you questioning me?” All the anger and pain that he was feeling burst loose. Rory
shifted and attacked. Quicker than a blink, he had Wesley on the ground, his teeth locked
down on his throat.

“No, alpha. Forgive me.” Wesley pleaded for his life while the acrid scent of his fear
rose.

Having sufficiently made his point, Rory released Wesley and shifted back to his
human form. His power swelled until it filled the air around him, and he angrily demanded,
“Does anyone else have any more questions?”

People dropped to their knees, assuming a submissive position before him until only he
was left standing. No one said a word.
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“Then I suggest we turn our attention to formally recognizing the newly mated pairs.
Let the ceremony commence.”

* k k k k

Shannon paced her room, waiting to speak with Alex for the second time that day.
When they’d talked earlier, she’d been reluctant to share the private details of her battle
with Rory. At the time, she’d only known he was alpha of one of the most feared and
respected packs around. She’d also believed the man was looking for a mate.

Now, she knew better. She’d met Kiesha, Alex’s true mate. According to Kiesha, Alex
hadn’t settled for just any female but was willing to wait however long it took for the right
one. Not only that, but his second-in-command was a female beta named Carol, who was
also mated to her true mate. This gave Shannon hope he’d understand her stance on not
mating with anyone because it was expected, and her refusal to submit during the hunt.

Unlike Rory.

As she paced, she noticed she was feeling better and stronger than she had last night.
She wondered what was in the shot Alex had given her. Whatever it was, it had sped up her
healing process. She’d never healed this fast in her life.

A knock sounded at the door. “Shannon, it’s Alex.”
“Come in.”

Since she knew Alex wasn’t interested in her, she allowed herself to study him. He was
a very handsome man. He had the kind of rugged good looks that you expected in action-
adventure movie stars, with his deep brown eyes and his cropped black hair with just a touch
of gray at the sides. He was in his early forties, about the same age as Rory.

“Kiesha said you wanted to speak with me?”

“Yes, there’s been a misunderstanding. I didn’t know you were mated when we spoke
earlier.”

He looked puzzled. “I fail to see why that would make a difference.”
“Rory’s been pressuring me to take a mate. Last night, he called a hunt.”

Shannon could see Alex’s mind working as all the pieces fell together. “I think you'd
better start from the beginning. You mind if I sit down?”

“No, go right ahead.” They both sat on the bed, and Shannon told him everything
about the hunt and the events that led up to it.

When she was finished, Alex asked, “Will there be any repercussions for your actions
within your pack?”

Shannon shrugged. “I don’t know. There might be some tension. Until the other night,
no one except Rory really knew how strong my wolf was. Rory’s trying to bring the pack
into the twenty-first century. It’s been an uphill battle all the way. There are a lot of males
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that took issue with what I did and how strong I am. It’s okay for me to be the strongest
female; that just means my cubs have a better chance of being alphas. But to be the strongest
wolf, second only to Rory?” She shook her head.

“Then there’s Caleb and Michael. I'm sure they’re not too happy with me right now. If
our pack was more progressive, MacDougal would be right to fear for his position. He’s
always been power hungry.” The more she considered it, the more she began to dread going
back home.

“Don’t be afraid.”
She knew then that Alex could smell her fear.

“I know from the dealings my father had with yours, and my own when I became
alpha, that your father was archaic. Magnus followed the old ways faithfully. I still can’t
believe he forced his own son to kill him to prove he was strong enough to lead. If your
brother’s trying to bring the pack forward, he’s got his work cut out for him.” Alex paused,
then asked, “How familiar are you with the inner workings of the Raven pack?”

“I know the Raven pack doesn’t have dominance struggles that most packs do. You
have several alphas in your pack that have no desire to lead. Rory said he admired the way
that the Ravens operate more like a corporation than a pack of wolves.”

She leaned back against the headboard. While the Raven pack wasn’t an enemy of the
Sparrowhawks, neither were they allies. Alex Aad helped her. She needed to consider her
words carefully. “The first thing Rory did was change the way omegas were treated. When
my father was alive, omegas were little more than slaves to the rest of the pack. Now they’re
treated with much more respect. He appointed the two strongest shifters as his second and
third to help run things. They meet regularly to discuss leadership issues.”

“That was smart, giving his closest contenders positions of power and then using their
skills. Cuts down on discontent.”

Thinking of MacDougal, Shannon wasn’t sure how correct Alex’s analysis of the
situation was. “Rory’s opened several business enterprises and put the pack to work, for the
betterment of us all. He gave the elders a voice, banned dominance fights to the death, and
got rid of the hunt. Well...until the other night,” she finished ruefully. “He also wants to
garner equal opportunity for the women, but the males of the pack, particularly the council,
aren’t ready for it. In their narrow minds, women are for mating and breeding, nothing
more.

“The council watches Rory like a hawk. They’ve always been a thorn in his side, but he
can’t simply disband them. A lot of them feel he’s much too lenient with me. That he should
have put his foot down and put me in my place a long time ago,” she finished tiredly.

Alex questioned her further about the Sparrowhawks, the council, and the men she’d
fought, asking what type of reception she thought she’d receive when she returned. Then he
explained how the Raven pack operated, its hierarchy, and the duties of the various pack
members.
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In an effort to reassure herself and Alex, she questioned, “How bad can it get? I'm the
alpha-fem. Magnus was my father. I'm supposed to be strong. The alpha’s my brother. He
won't let them do anything to me.”

“Don’t worry about it. I hereby formally offer you the protection of the Raven pack. No
one knows that you're here, and if you want to stay, you'll be more than welcome.”

He raised his right foot and propped it on the bed rail, then linked his hands around his
knee, studying the floor as he continued. “I've never agreed with the practice of forcing our
women to take mates. It’s archaic and distasteful. It sounds like your brother picked up the
practice from your father. If you decide to accept our protection, I'll make sure you have an
escort when you go home to pack your things. I'm not asking you to pledge your allegiance
to the pack. I would offer the same protection to anyone in your situation. By going back,
you may be returning to a potentially life-threatening situation, depending on how much of
an example your pack’s council wants to make of you and on which side of the issue your
brother falls. At the very least, your life is going to become extremely difficult.”

It’s one thing to think she might have FUBAR’d the situation. It was totally different to
have someone else confirm it. Damn it, she didn’t want to stay here. She wanted to go home
but highly suspected that was no longer possible.

“You don’t have to decide now,” Alex said, almost like he’d read her thoughts. “Take
your time. If someone comes looking for you, we’ll assure them you are safe but only allow
them to see you on your say-so, and that includes your brother.”

Shannon didn’t need time to think about it. She’d already made her decision. With the
Ravens, she wouldn’t have to hide how strong her wolf was. It wouldn’t be an issue.

She hated being the alpha-fem, hated the responsibilities and restrictions it placed on
her life. She would be happy to be one of the pack. There would be no one looking up to her,
no one holding her responsible for setting an example, and no one judging her because of her
position. She would be giving up all that was familiar to her, but that could be a good thing.
After all, she was almost thirty years old and still lived at home with her brother.

Maybe it was time for a change.

“Staying here was not the course of action I was seeking, but a clean break is probably
for the best. Consider me the newest member of the Raven pack.”

They ironed out the rest of the details, and then Alex took her into the kitchen where
Kiesha, Carol, and her mate, Mark, were waiting. Carol was tasked with providing Shannon
with an escort when she went to retrieve her belongings. Kiesha just happened to need a
CPA to handle the accounts for her consignment stores, which was fortunate since Shannon
doubted she’d be allowed to continue to handle her former pack’s accounts.

As Alex and Kiesha were leaving, Kiesha pulled Shannon to the side. “T'll get with you
tomorrow with more information about the job.” Then she followed Alex out the door.



Nikolai’s Wolf 17

Within a couple of days, Shannon moved into his parents’ house, which lay on the
outer edge of the property. As far as she knew, there was only one other house farther up the
mountain, though she didn’t know to whom it belonged.

Alex refused rent. He argued that the place needed a live-in caretaker. Since her new
home was also the pack’s safe house, she could expect to occasionally share it with fellow
pack members as the need arose. For the most part, she’d have the place to herself. That was
fine by her.

When Shannon went home to get her belongings, some of the Raven pack, including a
deputy sheriff, went with her. Rory watched the proceedings. He didn’t say a word the
entire time she was there, nor did he offer to help. She knew this wasn’t over between them.
Sooner or later, they were going to have to work out their differences. She was willing to do
a lot of things, but spending the rest of her life estranged from her brother was not one of
them.
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Chapter Three

For the last hour, Shannon had been poked and prodded by Alex and now sat in his
office waiting for the results of her tests. She knew what they would reveal. Both she and her
wolf were losing their collective minds.

A whole month had passed since the night of the hunt, and she still couldn’t remember
what happened after she’d run from Rory. Neither Alex nor Carol would tell her who'd
found her. Hell, she’d even asked Kiesha. They were mum on the subject, saying it was better
that she remembered on her own.

Tired of pacing, Shannon began leafing through one of the health and fitness magazines
when Alex breezed in. He dropped into the chair behind his desk and tossed her chart on
top. “Have you ever heard of a condition called polycythemia vera?”

“No. What is it? Is this poly -- whatever you called it -- what’s wrong with me?” She
was vaguely alarmed, and she didn’t even know what it was yet.

“PV is a blood disorder in which the body produces too many red blood cells,
thickening your blood. It’s extremely rare, but it explains a lot of the symptoms you are
experiencing.”

“Are you sure? I mean, if it’s so rare, how would I have it?” This was not what she was
expecting. Shape-shifters didn’t get sick. Their rapid healing prevented everything from
paper cuts to the common cold.

“I'm not a hundred percent sure. I would need to run more tests. Your red blood cell
count is higher than normal, which caused your blood to thicken. I noticed it when I drew
blood. In conjunction with your other symptoms, and after a little research, this is the
diagnosis I settled on.”
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“So I have PV and that explains the problems I'm having,” she slowly repeated, trying
to let it sink in that she wasn’t actually crazy. There was a medical explanation for what was
going on inside her body.

“Not entirely. This is only a part of it. It would explain the tingling in your legs, itchy
skin, and your lack of sleep. Insomnia wouldn’t normally be a major issue, not in its milder
stages like what you have, but there are complications. Something has thrown your body
into a second heat. You're not mistaken. You are going into heat, and that’s going to create a
problem.”

“Ya think?” Once a year was bad enough. Twice was mind-boggling.

“There’s more. Do you take birth control of any kind?” Alex looked downright grim as
he asked the question. She suddenly had a bad feeling about where this was headed.

Many she-wolves took birth control to regulate their heat. That was when a female was
most vulnerable. The instinct to mate and reproduce could have her, literally, acting like a
bitch in heat, accepting any and all comers.

“Yes, I'm on the Pill.”
“You have to come off of them.”

Her mouth dropped open, and she bit back the urge to rail at him. Did he understand
what he was asking her to do? “Alex, you know I can’t do that, especially not now.” If she
did, she might as well lie down in the street naked and hang a sign around her neck that said
FUCK ME.

“Shannon, I'm sorry, but you really don’t have a choice in the matter. I hate to sound
melodramatic. It really is a choice between your virtue and your life. With the extra blood
your body is producing, the Pill can dramatically increase your chances of forming a blood
clot, which I don’t have to tell you is deadly. That’s not a chance I'm willing to take with
your life. You need to come off the Pill and any other natural substances you're taking. All of
them have the same threat potential.”

She had never gone without some type of buffer. She didn’t know how. Only mated
females went through the heat unmedicated. Wouldn’t Rory get a kick out of this? “If I can’t
control the heat, I could end up mated to any wolf that was cunning enough to get to me,
whether I want to be or not.”

“I know the risk, but would death be preferable? I don’t want your choices taken away
from you any more than you do. This is serious business. Look, this is the problem: The
thickening blood in your veins, the hormones in your birth control pills, and the surging
hormones in your body caused by the heat all exponentially increase the likelihood of blood
clots forming in your body. I can’t control the PV because there is no treatment or cure. All
we can do is monitor it and take measures as needed. I can’t stop the heat because I don’t
know what’s causing it. Of the three, the only factor in this equation that is in our power is
the birth control pills you take. Anything we can do to decrease the potential for clotting
needs to be done.”
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“Is there anything you can do about the pack? Make the unmated males leave me alone
or something?”

He looked at her sorrowfully and shook his head. “Under normal circumstances, I
could try, but your season is scheduled to hit its peak during the week of the blue moon.”

She stared at him as the implications set in.
Oh shit!

A blue moon was a second full moon falling within the same month. It only happened
once every two years. Weak shifters had little to no control over their beasts during a regular
full moon. Blue moons were worse because they triggered a sexual frenzy. Males referred to
the week of the blue moon as the fuckfest because the urge to mate was all-consuming.
Everyone was affected, even the alphas. There were always more pregnancies after a blue
moon phase.

“It will be all right, Shannon. We'll figure something out, okay? I promise. In the
meantime, let me give you something to help you sleep at night.”

“Thanks, Alex,” she said as she took the bottle of pills. “I appreciate your help. Do me a
favor. Don’t say anything to anyone about this, please?”

“I couldn’t. It would violate doctor-patient confidentiality. Try not to worry. The last
thing you need right now is stress. At least now you know you’re not going crazy.” He smiled
at her, but it wasn’t much of one. Shannon could tell he was worried.

“I would prefer crazy. I'd probably handle it better. I'll see you later. Thanks for the
sleeping pills.”

Shannon left Alex’s office and sat in the truck, trying to get herself together. 7hink,
Shannon, think. This is no time to panic. She had a brain. She was an intelligent woman.
There had to be something she could do.

What was that serenity prayer? Something about not worrying about the things she
can’t change. To focus on what she could. All right, what about this messed-up situation did
she have power over?

She couldn’t do anything about her blood. Ditto the heat. The PV whatever took away
any control she might have had over it. If she didn’t want to jump on the first penis she saw,
she was going to have to make it difficult for the penises to get to her.

Leaving was out of the question. Shape-shifters were everywhere, and the last thing
she wanted to do was be surprised by some out-of-area wolf-shifter. What she needed was a
way to keep the males from getting to her. She might not be able to control them, but she
could limit or prevent their access to her body.

Realizing she was on to something, she let that thought play out in her mind. If she
could make it difficult enough to get to her, she might just make it out of this heat unmated
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and in one piece. She needed a secure place, like a panic room, ’cause Lord knew she was
going to be in a panic when the blue moon rose.

She backed out of the parking lot and drove to the house. She was sure Alex wouldn’t
mind. He’d probably help out if she told him what she was about to do. Now she needed to
find a room that suited her purpose. She was grateful she’d spent so much time helping Rory
with his construction business. Every bit of knowledge she’d gained was going to come in
handy.

%k %k ok k k

That night, Nikolai materialized next to the bed of the she-wolf he’d rescued after
scanning first to make sure she was asleep. Fascination was quickly becoming an obsession. It
was increasingly difficult to stay away from his wolf.

Just the mere thought of her essence was enough to cause his fangs to throb. He wanted

to devour her, to gorge himself in her feminine cream, and then satiate himself with her
blood.

Every night he came to see her, sometimes more than once. With each visit, he pushed
the limits of his control. Merging deeply with her mind, he would psychically stroke and
caress her body, arousing her mercilessly. He couldn’t seem to help himself. Every time she
was close to the edge, her wolf took control. She’d start to shift, and he’d have to leave.
While the blood bond he’d formed with her gave him some control over her mind, he
couldn’t control her beast. It was too strong.

Nikolai psychically pulled down the bedsheet, baring her naked body to his view.
Though he’d scrutinized her thoroughly many times before, he still could not determine
what fascinated him so.

There was something different about her tonight. Something wrong.

He expanded his senses until he found the source of the problem. There was a faint
metallic scent of medicine emanating from her body. With their mental link engaged, he
searched deep. Whatever she took, it didn’t hinder his ability to connect with her
subconscious mind, but it rendered her beast defenseless.

A wicked smile slowly crossed Nikolai’s face.

Her beast sensed him and tried to stir, but the medication was too powerful. It knew he
was there but couldn’t do a thing about it. Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, he took
advantage of the opportunity Shannon had unknowingly provided him with.

Using phantom fingers, he gently stroked the brow of her eye, gliding his hand down
her cheek. Her full lips parted beneath his touch. He ignored her obvious invitation in favor
of exploring elsewhere. His fingernail ghosted down her neck, causing her to arch in
response. Goose bumps pebbled her flesh.
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He continued his exploration to her ample breasts. Her flesh cried out to him,
demanding that he cease with the mind games and touch her for real. For a second, he
considered giving in to temptation.

He toyed with her breasts, and her nipples puckered. Using his mind, he played her
body like a master musician, touching her all over simultaneously. Multiple mouths suckled
on her nipples and between her legs while ghostly hands stroked and caressed the rest of her
body. He kept a firm grip on her mind, having no fear she would awaken and catch him
toying with her.

Her body began to undulate. She opened completely to him, legs spread wide as her
fingers gripped the sheet. Her heartbeat raced. The heat of her excitement caused her blood
to cry out to him, begging him to taste it.

His beast stirred as bloodlust rose. His gaze traveled over her, noting every detail: the
rapid rise and fall of her chest; her tightly puckered nipples; the rosy flush of her skin as the
blood rushed through her veins and arteries; the glistening red curls covering her mound.
Her swollen clit begged to be touched. He could see the clutch and release of vaginal muscles
as invisible fingers thrust relentlessly in and out of her foaming pussy.

The more he stared, the more he hungered. A taste, temptation whispered, just a
nibble. What can it hurt?

Yes, he thought, just one small taste. Maybe if he tasted her this one time, he could
discover just what her hold over him was.

He planted a knee on the bed, followed by one hand and then the other, like a great big
cat stalking prey. His gaze was completely focused on his target -- the glistening flesh
between her legs. A fog of lust covered his mind. One sample. That’s all he wanted. One
taste, then he could leave and never return.

Bracing himself above her undulating body, he timed his movement just right. Quick as
a cat, he swiped at her slit with his tongue. The flavor of her caused his fangs to burst out of
his gums and lock into place as his vision bled to red.

Unable to resist, he went back for more and more until his face was mashed against
her, his nose buried in her pubic hair, mouth wide open against her flesh. His lethal teeth
nicked the fragile skin of her outer labia, drawing forth a bead of blood.

His bloodlust took control.

Like a snake he struck, sinking his fangs deep into the femoral artery running beneath
the skin of her inner thigh. He drew strongly, her rich blood rushing through his body and
bringing a surge of power with it.

He was barely aware of her convulsing beneath him as orgasm after orgasm streaked
through her body.

Her blood was addictive -- thick, rich, and powerful. He wanted to gorge. Some small
part of his mind screamed at him to pull back. He was taking too much.
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He closed the wound and yanked himself away from her. Then licked the last bit of
blood smeared on his mouth. His chest fell and rose sharply as he fought against the urge to
take her, mark her, and claim her as his own for all eternity.

He stood rigid beside the bed, eyes closed, hands balled into fists as he struggled to rein
in his body, fighting his instincts. He broke the link between them, knowing the distance
was necessary, but hated losing contact with every fiber of his being.

After a period of quiet meditation, he was able to gain control. His fangs retracted, and
his eyes returned to their natural black color. His fists loosened. His breathing evened out to
a slow and steady rate. When he was ready, he opened his eyes and focused on the woman
lying before him. Steely determination entered his gaze. He wanted her, and he would have
her. No one would stand in his way.

Nikolai walked around the bed until he was closer to her head. Once more linking his
mind with hers, he placed her under compulsion as he brought his wrist to his mouth and
ripped a hole in his skin with his fangs, causing the blood to flow. Pressing his wrist against
her mouth, he compelled her to drink.

When she’d drunk enough of his blood, he commanded her to stop, then licked the
wound closed. Instinctively, he started a mating ritual so old it was imprinted on his DNA.
Two more blood exchanges, and she would be his. Giving her one last lingering look, he
dematerialized and left the house.

Soon. Very soon, he would claim her.

%k %k ok k k

Rory wanted to know how Shannon was doing. He hadn’t heard from her since she’d
left, which was understandable under the circumstances. Still, he was used to watching over
her, making sure she was safe and sound. He knew he needed to let go and let her be her
own person, but it was hard to turn off his protective instincts. He was her big brother,
although he felt more like her father.

He swiveled his chair around to look out the office window. She’d only been gone a
month. It was too soon to go and check on her, not without a valid reason. While he was
wondering what excuse he could concoct that she would believe, his phone rang.

“McFelan Construction. McFelan speaking. How can I help you?”
“Mr. McFelan, this is Kyle Wilson. I used to work for you.”
Rory remembered him. He’d been a good worker. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, sir, I was just calling you to let you know that I ran into your sister over in
Colbyville. It seems she’s moved to Refuge and needs someone to help her with some
remodeling. I still do odd jobs from time to time, so I told her I would help. The thing is, sir,
I was just wondering why your sister would need to hire anyone when her brother owned a
construction company and did stuff like this for a living. I don’t mean to pry, but Miss
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Shannon was real nice to me when I worked for you, and I liked her a lot. I just wondered if
you knew what was going on.”

“No, I didn’t know that she needed help. Thanks for letting me know. You know how
independent little sisters can be. Did she say what she wanted done?”

“She didn’t go into a lot of details. I'm supposed to meet her at her house tomorrow
morning around ten. She has a truck scheduled to deliver the supplies she purchased around
that time. I know she ordered a lot of studs and drywall, and a couple of steel doors. That’s
really all I can tell you.”

“Tell you what, Kyle. You go ahead and show up. Whatever Shannon offered to pay
you, I'll double it. I'll meet you at her house, and you can work with me to accomplish
whatever it is she’s trying to do. I appreciate you calling me to tell me what was going on. I
love my sister, but sometimes she takes this independence thing a little too far, you know
what [ mean?”

“Yes, sir, Mr. McFelan. I sure do. I have a baby sister too. Drives me crazy.”

They worked out the rest of the details before ending the call. Rory sat with his hands
steepled underneath his chin. This was just the excuse he was looking for.

* % k ¥ %k

Shannon rolled over and stretched. What she wanted was another hour or two of sleep,
but one look at the clock assured her that she wouldn’t get it, at least not today. She rolled
out of bed on legs that wobbled before getting her equilibrium. Then she made her way into
the bathroom, stretching in a yawn as she went.

There was a strange taste in her mouth. It was probably from the medicine, but it
tasted like blood. She wondered if she bit the inside of her mouth while she slept. As for the
medicine, it had worked wonders. This was the most rested she’d felt in weeks; even her legs
were relaxed. Usually she woke several times during the night, her wolf agitated, never able
to determine the cause. Last night it hadn’t happened. She didn’t intend to make the pills a
habit, but it was nice knowing she had them to fall back on whenever necessary.

The delivery truck would be here in about an hour. Certainly enough time to cook
breakfast. As she headed into the kitchen, she heard a familiar vehicle in the drive. What did
he want?

She opened the door and stepped onto the porch. Rory exited the blue crew-cab truck
he used for business.

“To what do I owe this pleasure?” She was a little wary, considering all the unfinished
business between them.

He walked up to the porch like he owned the place, sliding his shades on top of his
curly red head. He nailed her with a hard look. “If you'’re needing help, why didn’t you call
me? I'm still your brother, aren’t I?”
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Oh hell. Kyle had blabbed. “I take it you ran into Kyle.”

“You could say that, but you’d be wrong. Man called, wanting to know why my sister
had to hire help when her brother owned a construction company. Same thing I'd like to
know. Any reason why you didn’t call me?”

Hell, he was pissed. His accent was showing. Come on, Shannon. Think fast. “This is
Raven pack business. It doesn’t concern the alpha of the Sparrowhawks.” Maybe that would

make him back off.

“As long as it affects my baby sister, it affects me. I'm here as your big brother. I ask
you again, why didn’t you come to me if you needed help?”

Because I didn’t know if I could trust you, Shannon thought. Despite their differences,
he was blood, and she’d never do or say anything to deliberately hurt him. In the heat of an
argument was different. They both tended to be a little loose with the lips when angry. But
to deliberately say words she knew would cut? She couldn’t do that. She had to find a reason
to give him that wasn’t the full truth. He would smell a lie.

As much as she loved Rory, this was one thing she couldn’t tell him. There was no
telling what he’d do, what level he’d sink to “for her own good.” They already fought over
his interpretation of what was good for her. She wasn’t giving him ammunition to use against
her. “I'm building a safe room for Alex. The Raven pack doesn’t have one. The alpha’s mate is
human and hasn’t gone through her first full change yet. The beta just had a cub. A place
will be needed for his first time as well. Since I'm living here rent free, I volunteered to
create one for the pack.”

It was logical, and Rory couldn’t fault her reasoning, but it didn’t make sense, not with
who he knew her to be. While every pack had a safe house or room, Shannon had never
liked the idea of them. She thought they were little more than nicely decorated jail cells.

No, there was something else going on. Something to do with the change in her scent.
She stood before him, defensive and defiant, daring him to say something. “Then it’s a good
thing I brought my tools. I'll assume you made all the necessary measurements, and you
ordered everything that we’ll need?”

Defiance gave way to confusion. Rory almost smiled.

“Yes, I took measurements. The supplies should be arriving in about an hour. Since
you're here, and you don’t appear to be leaving anytime soon, come on in. I was just about to
fix breakfast.” Shannon turned and walked into the house.

“Sounds like I arrived just in time.” He entered behind her and looked around with
interest. So this is where Alex placed her. Not bad, even though he knew it was only
temporary. As he helped Shannon cook, he updated her on what had been happening within
the pack since she’d been gone, such as the newly mated pairs, but didn’t mention the
council. They were his problem, not hers.
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While she was relaxed and off guard, he made his move. “You know, things are starting
to back up since you've been gone. Vendors aren’t getting paid, money’s not being posted to
the account, or it’s posted incorrectly. No one else has your level of expertise, and I don’t
have time to go looking for another accountant. Think you can help your brother out? You
know how much of a mess I make when [ try tangle with them.” It was a patent lie. He was
more than capable of handling both his own and the pack’s business accounts.

“I won’t come to Sparta. You’ll have to bring the books to me.” The hint of temper in
her voice said she knew she was being manipulated.

“That’s fine. Whatever paperwork we have that can’t be transmitted electronically will
be hand delivered or mailed.” Until things settled down, her being in Sparta wasn’t a good
idea anyway. He could tell his agreement made her suspicious. Before she could ask the
question he knew was forming in her mind, he said, “Show me the room.”

“Actually, it’s the basement. I think it’s perfect for what we’ve planned.”

“I'll let you know how perfect it is after I've seen it.” He followed her to the door off
the kitchen that led below. “What are you going to do about this door?”

“I ordered a steel-reinforced one to replace it. Actually, I purchased two. I plan to put
one here and the other one at the bottom of the stairs.”

She opened the door and led the way down. “Right now this is open, but I intend to
close in this stairway and put the second door right here for extra security.”

“So if someone gets past the first door, they’ll still have to get past the second one.”
“Yes, that’s exactly what I was thinking.”

He walked around the basement. “There’s a bathroom down here. That’s good. It looks
like someone started remodeling this area and then stopped midway. The walls need
finishing. What about these windows?”

“They’re relatively small. I bought some steel netting to cover them. I don’t think they
are big enough for anything to get through, but you never know.”

“The netting won’t keep anything in unless you spray it with silver. It’s not sturdy
enough. A shifter’s claws will go right through it. You need to install bars on the outside.”

“Wouldn’t anything trying to get in simply pull the bars off of the window?”

She’d told him they were trying to keep something from getting out. If that were the
case, she shouldn’t be worried about something getting in. He gave her a look that spoke
volumes, but didn’t comment on her slip. “We’ll put the netting on first, then put the bars
over the netting and spray both down with silver paint. The smell alone should be enough to
deter any shifter from using the window. By putting everything on the outside, you'll still be
able to open the windows. You don’t want to cut off your air supply.”

While she was studying the windows with a worried look on her face, he continued
looking around. “Have you located the breaker box?”
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“Yes, it’s over by the washer and dryer. The shut-off valve for the water is down here
too, along with the furnace.”

“Good. This would be a good location for a panic room. It can also work as a safe room,
but it will function better at keeping people out.”

She looked at him sharply. He stared at her knowingly. She neither confirmed nor
denied his suspicion, and he didn’t push the issue. He knew what she was doing, just not
why, but he was determined to find out.

His sharp ears picked up the sound of an approaching vehicle. “Your supplies are here.”
“I hear them. Did Kyle say if he was still coming?”

“Yes, he’ll be here. I changed the time of his arrival. When he gets here, he’ll be
working for me. I've already set up payment arrangements.”

Kyle showed up just in time to help with the truck. They unloaded it, piling everything
in the basement for easy access. Under Rory’s direction, they removed the basement door
and framed the stairway first. Then Rory and Kyle drywalled the interior while Shannon
prepared lunch.

After eating, Rory had Shannon prep the wall for painting while they installed the first
steel door. He worked like a man possessed. He didn’t know what the threat to Shannon was,
but he wasn’t leaving until he had done all that he could do to ensure her safety.

If he hadn’t known it would piss her off, he’d put a guard on her and assign some of the
pack to watch over her, day and night. Problem was, if she caught on, she’d rip them a new
asshole, then come looking for him to do the same, or at least give it a good try. The last time
he and Shannon had seriously tangled, it had taken them both a week to recover.

Because he’d made her wolf so strong, she was past the age when most she-wolves
mated. It wouldn’t bother him so much if she were happy. Despite what she said, he could
see the loneliness in her eyes. He saw the way she watched the cubs in the pack.

His sister wanted a mate, but her stubbornness wouldn’t allow her to admit it.

For the last year he’d been pressuring her to find a mate for herself and the cubs he
knew she wanted. He’d hoped she would become so sick of his matchmaking that she would
get out there and look for her own man, if only to get him off her back. He’d pushed hard.
Maybe too hard. It was the only thing he knew to do. His actions had created a wall between
them, and he knew it. He’'d rather have her mad at him and doing something about changing
her situation than wallowing in her loneliness.

Maybe here with the Raven pack she could find a mate. He hoped so because otherwise
all his hard work would have been for nothing. Surely one of them would be strong enough
for her.

By the time he left late that night both doors were installed, the studs had drywall on
them, and the windows were secured. Though she hadn’t asked, he’d be back tomorrow to
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install motion sensors and security cameras. By the time he was finished, this room would be
tougher to get into than Fort Knox.

As he drove away, he decided it was time he and Alex had a little talk. If the man was
going to be his baby sister’s alpha, Rory was going to make sure she was being well taken
care of. The first thing they were going to discuss was whatever the hell it was that scared
her so much.
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Chapter Four

Shannon walked into the diner and paused, her gaze scanning past the occupied seats at
the counter and searching the tables beyond, looking for her friends. When she’d arrived at
Kiesha’s store this morning, there’d been a note on the door directing her to come to Moe’s.
Spotting Kiesha and Mary Elizabeth in the back corner, she started forward only to stop as an
attractive young wolf with a lecherous expression on his face stepped directly in front of her,
blocking her path. He had to be drawn to the scent of her burgeoning heat.

Eyes narrow, Shannon told him, “Move out of my way.”

The young wolf smiled confidently, secure in his irresistibility. It might have been
charming, had she been in the mood. When he still didn’t move, choosing instead to allow
his gaze to wander over her body, she snapped.

Allowing her wolf to show, she looked him dead in his eyes and allowed her power to
flare. She was an alpha, and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with his crap today. “Move out of
my way before I rip out your throat,” she said in a low growl.

The acrid scent of fear rose in the air as the young wolf realized his mistake. As an
omega, he should have known he didn’t stand a chance against an alpha, even if that alpha
was a small female. Especially when said female was in the early stages of the heat. Alpha-
fems tended to be ferocious on a good day. Add the heat to the equation and they became
downright vicious. He quickly lowered his eyes in a sign of submission and mumbled an
apology as he slunk away.

Shannon’s gaze skimmed over the rest of the diner’s male patrons, lingering on those
her nose identified as unmated wolves. She issued out a silent challenge that went
unanswered. Even those who'd previously been interested turned away, directing their
attention elsewhere. Others actually got up and left the diner. When Shannon was satisfied
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she’d gotten her point across, she turned off the flow of power and called back her wolf
before continuing to the table where Kiesha and Mary Elizabeth were waiting.

“What?” she snapped defensively when she saw how her friends were staring at her.

Holding her hands up high in front of herself, Mary Elizabeth looked at her innocently.
“Nothing. I like my throat just where it is. I've had enough trouble lately.”

Kiesha fanned herself with her hand. “Whew, you’ve got some serious mojo going on.
What was that all about? As soon as you walked in the door, half of the guys in this place
stared at you like you were sex on a stick and they couldn’t wait to get a lick. I swear I saw
one guy drool. I don’t remember you getting that kind of reaction at the party two weeks
ago.”

Shannon slid into the booth next to Kiesha and grimaced. “I'm going into heat,” she
mumbled under her breath.

Kiesha and Mary Elizabeth exchanged puzzled looks. “Pardon me?” Kiesha asked. “I
didn’t quite catch what you said.”

Shannon huffed and then said a little louder, and with a lot more attitude, “I said, I'm
going into heat.”

Mary Elizabeth’s mouth dropped open. “You mean the way dogs... Ouch!” She glared
at Kiesha. “What did you kick me for?”

“You were being rude. Shannon is not a dog, and I'm sure she doesn’t appreciate you
calling her one.”

Mary Elizabeth vehemently protested. “I didn’t call Aera dog. I only mentioned them
as a frame of reference so that I could understand what she was talking about. I swear, you
better hurry up and have that baby because it’s eating your brain cells.”

When Kiesha opened her mouth to retaliate, Shannon cut her off. “Ladies, please! This
is difficult enough as it is. Yes, Mary Elizabeth, to answer your question, it is similar to when
female dogs go into heat.”

Turning to include Kiesha, she briefly explained what the heat was like and the impact
it was having on her body. Her friends sat in stunned silence as they absorbed the impact of
her words.

Mary Elizabeth was the first to recover. “Isn’t there anything you can do to prevent
that from happening? Any medicine you can take that will control it and not leave you so...”
She floundered, obviously searching for a word that fit.

“Helpless,” Kiesha finished for her.

“Normally, yes, there would be, but your mate just pulled me off of everything I
usually take to help get me through this,” Shannon told them glumly, still a bit pissed about
the whole situation.

Fire flared in Kiesha’s golden brown eyes. “Why in the hell did Alex do that? Didn’t he
know how it would affect you?”
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Mary Elizabeth echoed her.

Shannon, who’d thought she’d never find anything about this situation funny, was
amused and touched that they were so firmly on her side, considering the short time they’d
all known each other. “Don’t blame Alex. There’s other stuff going on that literally meant I
was taking my life into my own hands were I to continue taking them.”

“Man, that sucks,” Mary Elizabeth said sympathetically.

“Damn,” Kiesha said. “Since he had a good reason, I guess I don’t have to rip into him as
soon as I see him. What are you going to do? I know you’re not going to just sit back and
hope for the best.”

“Don’t worry. I have a plan,” Shannon assured them before changing the subject. She’d
come here to get her mind off her problems. Talking about them was just bringing her down.

)

“How is Hugh? I haven’t seen him since you left on your ‘business trip.”” Business trip was a
euphemism for Mary Elizabeth’s freak-out when she discovered she was mated to Hugh and
not just having an affair as she’d originally believed.

Mary Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “The man hasn’t let me out of his sight since I returned.
If he knew I was in the diner, he’d be over here right now. I had to talk fast to keep him
from driving me to work this morning.”

Shannon laughed because “work” was only two blocks away.

Kiesha smirked. “I'm surprised the man let you out of bed. You took off for five days
without a word to him. You’re lucky he lets you out of his sight.”

Shannon nodded her agreement. Shape-shifters were extremely possessive, especially
when newly mated.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Mary Elizabeth told them. “When I got home
Saturday, there was a surprise waiting, and not a good one.”

Interest piqued, Shannon said, “Well, don’t hold back. Tell us what happened.”

Mary Elizabeth looked around to see if anyone was listening and then motioned them
closer. Quietly, she stated, “Charles came to visit.”

Kiesha sucked in her breath sharply. “Are you serious? Why didn’t you tell me about
this before?”

“Isn’t Charles your brother-in-law?” Shannon asked.

“Mary Elizabeth’s needy brother-in-law who’s been trying to get her to move back
home,” Kiesha explained.

“How did Hugh react?” That’s what Shannon wanted to know. You do not mess with a
shape-shifter’s mate. Trying to convince Mary Elizabeth to leave Refuge, and subsequently
Hugh, qualified.
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Mary Elizabeth looked at them both, obviously trying to decide which question to
answer first. “I haven’t had the opportunity. And Hugh’s still pissed, so please don’t mention
this in front of him. By the way, Charles is dead. Oh, and I shifted into a bear.”

Shannon and Kiesha stared at her, eyes and mouths wide open.

Mary Elizabeth looked around awkwardly, then tucked her long brown hair with
blonde highlights nervously behind her ear. “How long do we have to sit here before we get
any service? Someone should have been over by now to take our order. They could have at
least asked if we wanted coffee. I'll go and get us some.” She slid out of the booth.

“Move another inch, and I'll sic Shannon on you,” Kiesha threatened.

Shannon nodded. If Mary Elizabeth thought they’d be satisfied with the tiny piece of
information she’d thrown at them, she deserved to be bit. She growled at her for good
measure, flashing a glimpse of her canines. Mary Elizabeth narrowed her brown eyes at
Shannon but sat back down as directed.

“Okay, now start again from the beginning,” Kiesha commanded.

“And this time, don’t leave anything out,” Shannon added.

“And what was that bit about shifting into a bear? You shifted?” Kiesha’s voice rose.
“I've been mated for over a month now, and I haven’t fully shifted.”

Mary Elizabeth shushed them, waving her hands for silence as she looked uneasily
around the diner. “Keep your voice down. I don’t want everyone knowing what happened.”

“Start talking, or it’s going to get ugly,” Kiesha threatened.

Mary Elizabeth relented and explained in greater detail. She finished with, “I got so
mad at the things Charles was saying that I saw red. I didn’t know I'd shifted until Hugh told
me. Apparently strong emotions bring on the change. I don’t know how Charles went from
being in jail to crashing his van on the road out of town. And to be frank, I don’t want to
know. I'm just glad the man’s finally out of my life.”

“I always knew there was something wrong with that man.” Kiesha nodded her head in
an “I told you so” manner. “How did he find out where you were living? I thought you
hadn’t given the folks your address.”

Mary Elizabeth sighed. “I hadn’t. He used my mother against me. She called begging
me to come home for a visit. When [ said I couldn’t, she guilted me into giving her my home
address. Charles must have been sitting right there with her when she called.”

Shannon looked at her. “Aw man, that’s deep.”
“You're telling me.”

“I can’t believe your mother helped Charles like that. Then again, knowing her and the
way she’s always treated you, I shouldn’t be surprised,” Kiesha acknowledged. “Sorry, but
you know it’s the truth.”
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Mary Elizabeth gave her a smile of understanding. “I know, and it’s okay. I've made my
peace with Mother. She is who she is. She couldn’t have gotten away with half of the things
she did if I hadn’t enabled her. I could have broken free a long time ago. I guess that I
wanted to feel needed and connected to my family, no matter what form that connection
took. With Hugh, I'm finally starting to understand what a real family is supposed to be like.
Coming here was one of the best decisions I've ever made. I don’t know about anyone else,
but I'm getting hungry. Since we can’t seem to get any service, I'll go and get us some coffee.
Does anyone need a menu, or do you know what you want to eat?”

Both Kiesha and Shannon knew so Mary Elizabeth got one of the order pads, wrote
down their orders, and stuck them in the window. While she was standing there, the
swinging door that led into the kitchen opened, and Hugh came out. He grabbed Mary
Elizabeth by the hand and tugged her back through the door.

Kiesha gave Shannon a knowing look. “Think we’ll get our food anytime today?”
Shannon smiled. “Only if there’s another cook back there.”

They laughed as Kiesha got up to get the coffeepot and some cups. When she returned
to the table and they’d both fixed their coffee, she asked, “How’s things going with your
brother? He still driving you crazy?”

Shannon rolled her eyes. “Is he still breathing? ’Cause the only way he couldn’t make
me crazy was if he were dead, and even then I'm sure Rory would find a way.”

“Why has he suddenly begun hanging around so much? That’s what I don’t
understand. You've been here for almost a month with no contact, and suddenly he’s here
every day.”

“He knows something is going on with me, but I won'’t tell him what it is. It’s put him
into full-blown big brother role, which for Rory is taking protectiveness to the nth degree.”

Kiesha winced. “While I never had any siblings, I'm learning through Alex that a male
shifter in protective mode was no little thing. It has the power to drive any self-respecting,
independently thinking, mature woman positively batty. Do you think he’d let up off of you
if he had something else to do?”

“He has other things to do. The man owns a construction company, for God’s sake.
You'd think he has enough to do without bothering me all the time. I can’t even work in my
own home because he’s always underfoot. I didn’t see this much of him when we lived in the
same house.”

Kiesha pounced on her statement, eyes gleaming with excitement. “He owns a
construction company? You think you could get him to do some finishing work for me at the
store? The contractor I hired went to another project he’d committed to prior to his
accepting my bid. I knew it was a possibility, but I was hoping we’d be done by now so that
it wouldn’t be an issue.”
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“All you can do is ask. I'm sure he won’t turn you down, if for no other reason than
that it gives him the opportunity to check you out,” Shannon said ironically.

Mary Elizabeth came back to the table with her lips swollen and a glow on her face.
Neither Kiesha nor Shannon mentioned the scent of arousal that lingered around her. She
heaved a sigh of relief and motioned to the coffee cups in front of them. “Oh, good, you
already got coffee. Sorry, I got...detained. The food will be out in a few minutes. What did I
miss?”

Kiesha rolled her eyes. “We were discussing overprotective men of the shifter variety.”
Shannon nodded in agreement.

“Are we referring to your brother? Or are you complaining about the way Alex has
been hovering since you became pregnant?”

“Don’t even get me started about Alex,” Kiesha said with a groan. “The man makes me
crazy. He’s a doctor. There’s no telling how many babies he’s delivered over the course of his
career. You'd think this child I'm carrying was the first baby in all of creation with the way
he’s been carrying on.”

Shannon laughed. “It may not be the first child of all creation, but it is Ais first. From
what you told me, he’s been waiting a long time for you and this baby. Cut the man some
slack. At least you're still leaving the house and going to work every day. Some women can’t
even do that much.”

Kiesha narrowed her eyes. “If you only knew what a battle zhar was. I had to put my
foot down. He wasn’t against my working, but he wanted to have one of the wolves in the
pack follow me around when he couldn’t be with me.”

“How did you convince him otherwise?” Mary Elizabeth asked. “Hugh threatened me
with the very same thing. I need all of the pointers on dealing with stubborn males I can
get.

»

Kiesha’s smile was smug. “I told him if he did so it would make me extremely unhappy.
It would place unnecessary stress on me, and stress wasn’t good for the baby.”

“You played the baby card,” Shannon said, feeling a bit envious of the loving
relationships her two friends had found, despite their complaining.

Mary Elizabeth laughed. “You better use it sparingly. Only pull it out for the big

arguments, the ones you feel yourself losing. Lord knows, I lose more than my fair share of
arguments with Hugh. Almost makes me wish I had a baby card of my own to play.”

Kiesha winked at them. “Don’t worry. I only use it in times of extreme emergency. The
rest of the time, [ play the sex card. It’s amazing what an alpha male will agree to when he’s
sated and relaxed after a good round of sex.”

“Hear! Hear!” Mary Elizabeth said in agreement, and the three ladies laughed.
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Hugh brought their food out to the table while they were still laughing. “Do I even
want to know what you ladies find so amusing?” He placed the tray on a nearby table so that
he could distribute their food.

They looked at him and then at each other, and they laughed again, harder. Hugh
smiled ruefully. “I'll take that as a no.” Shannon noted he’d brought food for himself as well.
Nudging Mary Elizabeth over, he slid his huge body into the booth beside her. All
conversation ceased as they focused on satisfying their hunger.

When they were finished, Hugh cleared the table and returned with more coffee.
Seated once more, he placed his arm on the back of the seat and began playing with Mary
Elizabeth’s hair as she leaned against him. “How’s Alex? I haven’t seen nor spoken to him
since the night I came to your house looking for Mary Elizabeth.”

“He’s made it his mission in life to see how crazy he can make me before this baby is
born, but other than that, he’s doing fine. He should be here soon. He had a meeting this
morning that must have been pretty important. He was very hush-hush about it. I told him
we would be meeting here at the diner before going over to the store.”

While Kiesha was still speaking, the door opened, and Alex walked into the diner with
Rory trailing close behind. It was apparent from their manner that the two were together.

Shannon took one look at them and muttered under her breath. “He didn’t. He
wouldn't”

But it was obvious that he had.

Rory had gone to Alex looking for answers to his questions that Shannon refused to
give.
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Chapter Five

The two men crossed the diner headed for the back table where the women and Hugh
were sitting. They were a study in contrasts, in appearance and personality. Though they
were both alphas, their backgrounds and upbringings vastly differed. Alex, with his dark eyes
rimmed with gold, black hair splashed with gray at the temples, and his long, lean, muscular
body, was the more laid-back of the two. Then there was Rory and his hazel eyes that were
constantly changing color. He was shorter in height, but much bigger by comparison with
his barrel chest and stocky build topped off with his head of fiery red hair and a temper to
match. Both men were attractive enough to star in any female’s fantasies. Definitely drool
worthy, and not just because of their looks. If any of the males Rory had thrown at her had
been like these two, or even Hugh, she wouldn’t be in the predicament she was in now.

Shannon studied them carefully, worried. Although Alex had promised not to disclose
anything about her condition, she knew how tricky and resourceful Rory could be. He
excelled in conning people into revealing more than they had intended. There was no doubt
in her mind he had pulled every trick in his repertoire hoping to get the information he
wanted from Alex. She looked from Rory to Alex, trying to read the expressions on their
faces. It was like trying to read a rock and just as informative. Neither man was giving away
anything.

Alex called out to the waitress for some coffee and a couple of menus before bending
down to give his mate a kiss. As he lifted his head, he looked at Shannon and shook his head
slightly. She gave a small sigh of relief, even though in a couple of days it wouldn’t matter.
Rory would be able to smell what was going on with her, if he couldn’t already.

Rory snagged a table and dragged it closer to the booth in which they were sitting
while everyone exchanged greetings. Alex introduced Rory to the group, one by one.
Shannon waited for the inquisition to begin. He’d spent the last few days grilling her for
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information on her friends and her life in the Raven pack. Now was his opportunity to
discover firsthand.

“Shannon tells me you own your own construction company,” Kiesha stated after an
encouraging nudge from Shannon. “You wouldn’t happen to be interested in gaining a little
extra business, would you? My contractor had to start on another project.”

Rory frowned. “He committed to doing a job for you and then left to go work on
something else?”

Shannon hid a smile. Kiesha’s question had effectively sidetracked Rory, just as she’d
hoped.

Kiesha appeared to be puzzled; then her expression cleared. “Oh no! I knew about this
other project. He committed to it prior to accepting my bid. I went with him because he had
the best reputation of all the commercial contractors I contacted. I was lucky he agreed to
take me on. He’s a very busy man.”

Seeing that Rory was effectively hooked, Shannon allowed her thoughts to drift as
Rory asked more questions about who Kiesha’s contractor was, the work she was having
done, and what remained to be completed. She tuned back in just as Rory stated, “I usually
only do residential work, but since you're a friend of my sister as well as her employer, I'll do
it for you. When do you want me to start?”

“Probably in another day or two. Shayla should be here by then, and she can tell you
what her requirements are.”

Alex and Mary Elizabeth groaned in unison.

“Your cousin Shay is coming here?” Alex questioned in apparent dismay.

“Shay’s coming?” Mary Elizabeth asked at the same time.

Kiesha looked at them in surprise. “Alex, I told you Shay was coming to set up the
computers and get everything operational. And Mary Elizabeth, I'm sure I said something to
you about it.”

Mary Elizabeth rubbed her forehead. “Kiesha, I'm trying to remember, but I'm coming
up blank. When exactly did you tell me Shay was coming?”

Shannon smirked, always ripe for an opportunity to give Mary Elizabeth a hard time.
“She told you on the same day you decided to take off on your little business trip.”

She laughed when Mary Elizabeth gave her an evil glare as Hugh clutched her a little
tighter, a small growl rumbling out of him.

“Besides, what’s wrong with Shayla?” Shannon asked. “Why the big fuss?” Shannon had
never met Kiesha’s cousin but had spoken with her on the telephone a few times to give her
input on the necessary system requirements.

“I've got to admit, you've piqued my curiosity. What’s this Shay like, and why the
groans?” Hugh had never met Shayla either. She glanced at Rory, but he was busy noting
something in his planner.
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“Shayla cannot be described,” Alex said. “She can only be experienced. All I can say is
you'’re in for a treat. Shayla’s a hoot.”

Mary Elizabeth agreed with a laugh. “Amen to that. Shay is beyond description. You'll
just have to wait until she gets here to see for yourselves. When are you expecting her?”

Kiesha lightly popped Alex on the arm. “Cut it out. Shay’s not that bad. I will admit she
can be a little bit out there, but don’t let her manner fool you. The girl’s a certified genius. I
think a lot of what she does is just a front to hide how intelligent she is. She used to
intimidate people.”

Shannon hadn’t known that little tidbit.

“Honey, she still intimidates people. She threatened to hack into the FBI’s most wanted
files and add me to the list if I didn’t treat you right. After she took my picture with her
camera phone.”

Shannon burst out laughing. Mary Elizabeth snorted, then covered her mouth to
muffle her laughter.

Kiesha’s mouth dropped open. “She did what?”

Alex smiled. “You heard me. She’s very protective of you.”

Shannon smirked and raised her coffee cup in a toast. “I like the sound of her already.”
“Good.” Kiesha grinned. “I already told her she could stay with you.”

Shannon shrugged, expecting nothing less. She was living in the pack house, after all.
Being newly mated, Kiesha wouldn’t want Shayla staying at the house with her and Alex,
even if she was family.

“You never said when you were expecting her?” Mary Elizabeth reminded Kiesha.
“Oh, she should be here sometime late this evening.”

“Good. I was hoping I would get a chance to see her before we left.”

“You two going somewhere?” Alex asked.

“Unfortunately,” Hugh replied. “I can’t talk her out of it, and I won’t let her go alone.”

“Going where, and why don’t you want her going alone?” It was Rory this time with a
question.

“I'm going back home for a funeral,” Mary Elizabeth said.

Before Shannon could offer her condolences, Hugh spoke, “No, you're not going back
home. Your home is here, with me. Say it! ‘My home is with you now, Hugh.”

“My home is with you now, Hugh. Squawk, squawk. My home is with you,” she said in
her best parrot imitation.

Hugh hooked her around the neck and dragged her closer to him. With his other hand,

he took his knuckles and rubbed them against her forehead while she shook with laughter.
“Smart-ass.”
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Watching the two of them, Shannon felt a twinge in the region of her heart. Long-
forgotten dreams of a loving mate of her own rose up to haunt her. The combination of the
heat and the blue moon stole any chance she’d ever have of experiencing what her friends
had. No, she couldn’t think like that. She had a plan. A good one. It would work. It had to.
Failure was not an option.

Kiesha suddenly gaped at Mary Elizabeth. “Please tell me you are not going back for
Charles’s funeral. Not after what he tried to do. 'm sure your family would understand if you
couldn’t make it.”

Shannon kicked Kiesha under the table and hissed, “She told us not to say anything.”

“Oops, my bad. But still, what the hell is wrong with your thinking?” Kiesha continued
to scold Mary Elizabeth.

Instead of the anger Shannon expected, Hugh merely shook his head and sighed, his
expression that of a man who had fought hard and lost. “That’s what I said. You try and
convince her not to go because I tried and got nowhere.”

“Guys, I have to go. My parents have no idea what happened, and I have no intention
of telling them. He was a good son-in-law to them, no matter how crazy he was. I'll let his
secrets go to the grave with him where they belong. Besides, his lawyer called and said
Charles recently changed his will, making me the executor of his estate. I'm obligated to be
there for the reading of the will, which will be the morning after the funeral.”

Shannon privately agreed with Kiesha and Hugh. Mary Elizabeth was a little too nice
for her own good, especially where her family was concerned.

Hugh glared at Mary Elizabeth. “You didn’t tell me that. Exactly when were you
planning on revealing it?”

“I wasn’t. I knew how you would react, and I didn’t want to hear it.”

Shannon interrupted. “He made you the executor of his estate?”

“Who’s Charles?” Rory wanted to know.

Mary Elizabeth and Hugh were still glaring at each other. Kiesha appeared to be in a
daze. Shannon was still waiting for an answer to her question so Alex answered Rory.
“Charles is Mary Elizabeth’s brother-in-law. He recently showed up in Refuge, trying to get
her to move back home.”

“Wait, how did you know? Mary Elizabeth just told me about it a few minutes ago,”
Kiesha stated to her mate.

“Because I'm alpha, and my men were involved.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? As your mate, I'm alpha too,” Kiesha exclaimed.

Mary Elizabeth finally answered Shannon, dragging her attention from Kiesha and
Alex and the argument brewing, the whole while maintaining eye contact with Hugh.
“Actually, he did a bit more than that. He left half of his estate to me. I won’t know all of the
details until the will is read.”



40 Zena Wynn

Hugh’s eyes got big as a vein in his temple began to throb. Shannon could actually see
it pulsing.

“Oh! My! God! He left you half of his estate? Do you have any idea how much money
we're talking here?” Kiesha exclaimed.

Not a clue, Shannon thought, but I definitely want to find out, and mentally urged
Kiesha to continue.

Mary Elizabeth started cursing under her breath. “Damn, I was hoping to keep that bit
of information to myself for as long as possible.” She glared at Kiesha.

Hugh stood up so fast the table jolted. Shannon grabbed a glass to keep it from toppling
over as Hugh reached over and dragged Mary Elizabeth out of the booth. “Excuse us. We
need to talk.” He towed her behind him. When she didn’t move fast enough, he swung her
over his shoulder before disappearing with her through the swinging doors that led to the
kitchen.

Shannon looked at Kiesha and said dryly, “This is just a wild guess on my part, but I
don’t believe he knew.”

Kiesha dropped her head onto Alex’s shoulder. “Oh damn, she’s going to kill me. Of
course, he didn’t know. That’s not something she would have told him unless she absolutely
had to. I was so shocked that I didn’t think. I just blurted it out.”

Rory asked what they all wanted to know. “How much money are we talking here?”

Kiesha looked up and her eyes grew unfocused as she made a mental tally. “There’s the
main house, the cars, the vacation house, and the condo. I guess in personal assets alone he’s
worth several million. Then there’s the family business, plus a few subsidiaries that Charles
owned. He and Babs, Mary Elizabeth’s sister, never had children, and as far as I know,
Charles didn’t have any siblings. There are a few cousins and some aunts and uncles in the
way of relatives. I've never heard Babs mention his parents so I assume they are no longer
living. I do know that he comes from old money, the kind you don’t hear much about. I was
surprised when he gave in to Babs’s demands and had a home built in Pirate’s Cove so she
could be close to her parents.”

Shannon’s jaw dropped lower and lower as the list of assets went on and on. No
wonder Kiesha was shocked.

Just then they heard a loud roar, the sound of an angry bear. Right on its heels they
heard Mary Elizabeth yelling, “Don’t you roar at me, Hugh William Mosely!” The women
smiled while the men grimaced. Hugh was in for it now.

“Mary Elizabeth must have just told him about the money,” Kiesha stated.
Mary Elizabeth came storming through the swinging doors with Hugh right behind

her. “I refuse to talk to you while you're being unreasonable,” she raged at him.
Hugh didn’t give a verbal response. He scooped her up in his arms again. A moment
later, they all winced as the office door slammed behind him.
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“Looks like they’ll be discussing things for a while,” Shannon said. “How long is Shayla
going to be here?”

“She said it shouldn’t take her more than three or four days to get everything set up
and running. Then a couple more days to download the programs and verify all of the
computers are connected and running properly. I'm going to make sure she has things set up
so that you and I can both work from home without any problems.”

Shannon did some mental calculations and then frowned. “That will put her here at the
start of the blue moon. I hope that won’t be a problem.”

Rory looked at her sharply. “There’s a blue moon this month?” He sniffed the air,
making no attempt to hide what he was doing. “Dammit, Shannon! Are you telling me
there’s a blue moon coming right when you’re coming into heat?” he bellowed at her.

Shannon looked around the diner. Thank goodness they were the only ones in the
place. The last thing she needed was for that bit of information to get out. “Jeez, Rory. It’s
not like I planned this. And could you have been just a little bit louder? I'm sure the folks
over in Colbyville didn’t hear you.”

Rory didn’t respond to her comment, but he did lower his voice. “Is that why you’re
building a panic room? Why aren’t you taking something to control the heat?” He fired the
questions at her rapidly. “Wait, you already went through your heat cycle this year. Why are
you going through it again? What’s going on with you that you aren’t telling?”

She saw Kiesha open her mouth to interfere, probably hoping to take some of the
pressure off her, and Alex motion for her to keep quiet. “This is a family squabble,” he
murmured. “As her alphas, we can only interfere if things begin to get out of hand.”

Shannon clammed up. It wasn’t like there was anything Rory could do. She would
handle this. She didn’t need big brother riding to the rescue. When she didn’t say anything,
Rory turned to Alex and demanded, “What’s going on with my little sister?”

Alex shook his head. “While I understand your position and would feel the same way if
I were in your shoes, I can’t help you. Shannon will have to tell you.”

Rory stood and slid into the booth opposite Shannon, reaching for her hands. The
concern he felt was visible on his face. “Come on, little bit, tell me. I can’t protect you if I
don’t know what the threat is.”

Shannon flushed to the roots of her scalp. Rory hadn’t called her by that name since
she’d become an adult. Hearing it brought back all the times she’d run to him as a child,
wanting him to soothe her hurt. She studied him carefully. The fact that he was making no
effort to hide what he was feeling let her know exactly how worried he was.

“You might as well tell him, Alex. I really don’t understand everything well enough to
explain it correctly.”
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“About damn time,” Alex muttered, obviously relieved. Still, he hesitated. “You sure?
I'll keep your secret if you want me to, but I really feel that this is something Rory needs to
know.”

“I'm sure. Go ahead. He won’t let it drop until you do.”

Alex explained about her medical condition and the complications it was causing. As
he spoke, Rory fired questions at him, his face becoming redder and redder in proportion
with his growing anger. Shannon tried not to fidget under the weight of his glare. Only Rory
had the power to make her feel like a guilty teenager.

“That does it]” He slammed his hand down on the table. Kiesha startled. “You're
coming home with me where I can keep you safe.”

“Keep me safe? You're more likely to throw me to the wolves.”

His eyes widened in unfeigned shock. “Throw you to the wolves? Where do you come
off with an idea like that?”

“Rory, you've been throwing men at me for the last couple of years. Why wouldn’t I
think that you would take advantage of this situation?”

His chest rumbled as he growled in frustration. He dragged his hands across his face
and up into his hair, then folded them on the table, leaning as close as he could get.
“Shannon Fioana McFelan, listen to me and listen well. I threw those men at you hoping it
would make you get up off of your arse and do something about claiming a mate for yourself
and birthing the children you want. Don’t you think I see the look on your face every time a
mated pair is formally recognized, or the longing in your eyes whenever a newborn is
introduced into the pack? I'd hoped you would go after what you wanted and make it
happen. What I do not want is a choice being forced on you because you're in heat and can’t
protect yourself.”

“What about Michael and Caleb?” she asked suspiciously.

“Caleb’s a good man. He would have made a decent mate if your wolf had accepted
him. He’s my second-in-command, loyal to the pack. He’s always had feelings for you, and I
didn’t have to worry about you with him as your mate. MacDougal was just there as a
diversionary tactic. I knew you could beat him with one hand tied behind your back.”

“Then why did you attack me?”

He gave a long sigh and looked at his hands folded on the table. “You had gone through
all of the unmated males in our pack. I knew the Ravens had unmated alphas and betas, Alex
included. You would have never left the Sparrowhawks on your own. You're too loyal. I had
to do something. I just didn’t know Alex had found his one.”

It all made sense, in a Machiavellian kind of way.

She was touched and angry with him. Touched that he’d gone through all of this to get
her to go after what she wanted, and angry at the manipulative way he’d gone about it.
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“I've met some devious people in my time,” Kiesha said, “but you are a mastermind.
Hell, I can’t even be upset that you tried to set Shannon up with Alex.” Kiesha’s gaze drifted
over Shannon in a manner she wasn’t sure she liked. “And you’re right. Shannon would have
made a fine mate for Alex. She’s strong enough, and she already has what it takes to lead.”

Alex shook his head. Whether at Rory or Kiesha, Shannon wasn’t sure.

“One day I'm sure I'll appreciate all that you've done in an effort to get me mated, but
I'm still not coming home with you. For the first time in my life, I'm standing on my own
two feet. 'm not going to run home at the first sign of trouble. The blue moon will only last
for a few days. I can lock myself in for that long. You’ve made sure that nothing human or
otherwise is getting into that room unless I want it to, and I've set up a few precautions of
my own to make sure that doesn’t happen.” She ignored the small voice of uncertainty
lingering at the back of her mind. She could do this without Rory.

“Fine. If you won’t show any sense and come home, then I'll be moving in with you
until this is over. They’ll get to you over my dead, broken body.”

At his words, she fought to keep the relief she was feeling from showing. Yes, she
could handle this without her big brother’s help, but it didn’t mean she wanted to.

“What’s so important about the blue moon?” Kiesha asked. “And why is everyone so
concerned?”

“You know that a blue moon is a second full moon in the same month, and that it only
happens about once every two years, right?” Alex asked.

Kiesha nodded.

“The full moon is the one time of the month when we’re ruled completely by instinct.
Since the beast within us operate primarily on instinct, it’s at its strongest during this time.
In all but the strongest of us, the beast takes over completely. This is the one part of shape-
shifter lore that is actually true.”

“The blue moon is also a time when we’re at our most fertile,” Shannon added.
“Shifters are driven by the need to mate and procreate. It affects everyone, mated and
nonmated. Mated couples have been known to hole up for days on end, neither eating nor
sleeping, driven by the need to copulate over and over again until conception occurs.”

“Unmated females usually hide or lock themselves away to keep their male
counterparts from rutting on them until they conceive,” Alex continued. “In Shannon’s case,
because her peak is going to coincide with the blue moon, her wolf will take over and could
force her to rut with any male that manages to get within touching distance. Even if she is
strong enough to keep from going to them, her scent will drive them to hunt for her until
they manage to catch her.”

“What about Shayla? Should I be worried about her? It’s too late for me to call her and
tell her not to come.”
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“Your cousin is human, right?” Rory asked. Kiesha nodded. “Then she should be fine.
Shifters know better than to go after humans during a blue moon. They usually stay with
their own kind.”

“Maybe, maybe not. There are exceptions to every rule,” Alex said. “Kiesha has shifter
DNA. Her cousin may too. If she does and it’s strong enough in her, she may be targeted,
especially if she happens to be ovulating -- the human version of the heat. If she meets up
with her true mate during the blue moon, the combination of the mating fever and the blue
moon fever may overwhelm her. How are you related to Shayla, Kiesha? On your mother’s
side or your father’s?”

“Our fathers are brothers. Twins, actually. Why? What difference does it make?”

“Shifter DNA is usually strongest in males. That being the case, the odds are higher that
you got it from your father, which means Shayla did too.”

“Alex, you've got to do something. Shay has no idea what she’s letting herself in for by
coming here. I don’t want anything happening to her. She’s more than my cousin; she’s like a
sister to me.”

Shannon was a bit concerned as well, for different reasons. The safe room was built for
one, not two. Especially not a human who didn’t understand the danger and might balk at
being cooped up in close quarters for five days with a woman she didn’t know. That brought
up another question. “Does Shayla know what we are?”

“I don’t keep secrets from Shay. She knows about me and Alex, and I explained a little
bit regarding true mates. I didn’t tell her about the pack or anyone else. I'm not even sure she
believed what I said.”

Well, that was something, Shannon thought. How much it would help, she didn’t
know.

“Was that wise?” Rory asked. “In general, we frown on outsiders knowing about our
existence. It’s safer that way. People still fear the unknown, and what they fear, they usually
try to destroy.”

“Shay’s cool,” Alex said. “Besides, she and Kiesha are so close, she would have realized
something was amiss sooner rather than later. Better to tell her ourselves than have her
figure it out on her own. Cuts down on confusion.”

Shannon turned on Rory as yet another thought occurred. “Just where are you
planning on sleeping? The house only has two bedrooms since one of them was converted
into an office. Shay will be in one. I'll be in the other one.”

“Nice try, little bit. I'll sleep in the basement.”

Just then, Mary Elizabeth returned to the table, a triumphant expression on her face.
Hugh, lagging behind her, had the fatalistic yet determined look of a man who had lost the
battle but still hadn’t given up the war.
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Glancing around the diner, Mary Elizabeth said, “The lunch crowd is starting to come
in. Are we staying here, or should we head over to the store?”

“Let’s go,” Kiesha said. “I can show Rory what’s been already been done and give him
an idea of what still needs to be completed.”

* % k ¥ %k

As the five of them walked back to Kiesha’s store, Sheriff Rome Barrio drove by in his
police cruiser. They all lifted their hands in greeting as he beeped the horn.

Seconds after the sheriff passed, Shannon felt the hairs on her neck rise. Someone was
watching her. She tried to look around without drawing attention to herself. The last thing
she wanted was Rory or one of the others to notice. She didn’t feel threatened. Quite the
contrary, in fact. Her nipples puckered, and her vagina moistened. She knew it was a male.
But who was it, where was he hiding, and why?

Rory noticed the tension she was trying not to show. “What’s wrong with you? What
are you searching for?” he asked her under his breath. The man had eyes like a hawk. He
didn’t miss a thing.

She really didn’t want to tell him what she was sensing, but Rory would press until he
knew, and he wouldn’t be quiet about it. He’d probably scare off whomever it was before she
had a chance to identify him.

“I feel like 'm being watched,” she whispered. “I'm trying to figure out who’s doing it.
Don’t do anything to alert him.”

“Him? Do you feel threatened?”

“It’s definitely a male. And no, I don’t. It’s just a really intense, focused stare. This is
not the first time I've felt him.” She paused. “I can never locate the source. I don’t hear
anyone, and there’s no scent. It’s really starting to spook me.”

As she continued her search, she noticed a large black raven sitting on the roof of the
diner. Though it was hard to tell from this distance, it appeared to be looking straight at her.
She’d seen that bird before. It usually coincided with the feeling of being watched, but that
was just coincidence. It Aad to be. As far as she knew, there were no bird-shifters in the area.

She asked Rory, “Do you sense anything?”
He was still scanning the area, making no attempt to be subtle about it. “No, I can’t

sense a thing. Are you sure it’s a male, and can you still sense him?” he asked, keeping his
voice low.

“Yes, he hasn’t left, whoever he is, but the feeling’s not as intense.” It was like he’d
gotten distracted.

“How often does this occur? Is there any pattern to it? Maybe it’s a male that’s attracted
to you and too afraid to come forward.” Rory actually stopped and turned in a circle, looking
in all directions.



46 Zena Wynn

Shannon grabbed him by the arm and tugged, hissing, “Keep moving. You’'ll scare him
away.”

Rory scowled at her but obeyed her directive. “I don’t like this. While I want you
mated, I don’t like the idea of you being stalked.”

“Off and on for the last month or so,” she admitted. “At first, I thought it was my
imagination. It was happening rather frequently and then suddenly it stopped. This is the
first time it’s occurred in over a week.” She fought the urge to squeeze her legs together,
hoping Rory wouldn’t smell her growing arousal.

She’d never been this stirred by a male. Her shadowy dream lover didn’t count. If she
had, maybe she wouldn’t still be a virgin, then this whole heat-moon thing would be a
nonissue.

Nikolai sat within the body of the raven and watched his mate walk down the street
with a male who closely resembled her enough to be her brother. It was a blustery, overcast
day, and the wind brought the scent of his mate’s budding arousal to his nose. Good, she was
aware of his presence. He took note as she glanced around, trying to locate him. She looked
directly at him, although he knew she had no idea that it was he she was seeking.

She said something to the male. Judging by the way he suddenly went on alert, that’s
exactly what she had done. From his manner, Nikolai could tell that it was going to be a real
test to get past her protector. Excellent/ He hadn’t had a decent challenge in years. It would
increase his pleasure exponentially to steal his mate right out from under her guardian’s nose.

Spreading his wings, he flew off and headed for home. He had a she-wolf to capture
and claim for his own.
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Chapter Six

Shayla Morgan hummed to herself as she set up the computers in her cousin’s store.
The mind-numbing beat of techno music pumped into her ears via the headphones attached
to the MP3 player she had tucked into the waistband of her pants. Bending at the waist, she
twisted and turned, hooking connections and putting everything in its proper place, then
dropped to her knees and crawled under the desk to plug the equipment in.

While she worked, she thought back to the night before. It had been late when she’d
arrived, much later than anticipated. Her flight into Fort Knox had been delayed by the
freaky weather hitting the northeastern seaboard. A late-spring cold front was the
forerunner of a northeaster that had dumped snow and rain across the country.

She’d had no problems getting from Jacksonville to Atlanta. It was her connecting
flight out of Atlanta that was the problem. By the time her flight landed and she’d secured a
rental, it was past midnight. She’d arrived at Kiesha’s an hour later and collapsed into the
offered bed. Tonight, she’d be bunking with Kiesha’s friend Shannon.

When Kiesha had first asked her to come, she’d told her cousin she’d book a room at
one of the local hotels, only to be informed there weren’t any. The closest hotel was in
Colbyville, a forty-five-minute drive from Refuge.

Her cousin had stated she should stay with them until Shay had bluntly informed her
she had no intention of lying in bed listening to her and Alex humping and bumping their
way through the night. She often teased Kiesha about her stuff drying up for lack of use, but
now it was her own stuff she was worried about.

She spent more time on the road than at home and still had several more trips lined up.

While she didn’t mind getting her freak on, she wasn’t a big fan of one-night stands. A girl
couldn’t be too careful nowadays, and she was as safety conscious as the next person. Besides,
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she was too smart to lay up with a stranger simply because she was feeling a little horny.
That was a good way for your picture to land on a milk carton.

If things kept going this way, she’d have to invest in a little self-gratification. Not that
she believed anything store-bought could compare with the feel of a big, thick cock. Until
she settled down long enough to find her a boy toy to play with, she’d just have to make do
with the next best thing.

Her musings were interrupted when she backed into something solid as she
maneuvered from under the desk. She glanced to see what obstacle was blocking the way. A
pair of large, man-sized construction boots attached to thick, denim-covered legs standing
way too close caught her eye. She hated being loomed over. Since it wasn’t Kiesha behind
her, she wouldn’t feel guilty for what she was about to do.

Casually pulling her knee forward, she suddenly kicked up and back, aiming for his
kneecap. That ought to bring him down to her level.

He twisted away at the last second, but the force of the kick was enough to throw him
off balance, allowing her room to come out from under the desk. She did so swiftly, turning
to face whoever was stupid enough to get in her way. She ripped the headphones off her ears
and verbally blasted him. “Dude! You ever hear of personal space?” She blocked the area off
around herself with her fingers. “Three feet. Any closer, and you'’re a target. Got it?”

Rory stared in shock at the demented little woman standing before him with her hands
on her hips. She’d actually kicked him! Him, one of the most feared and respected shifters in
the region. He watched in growing anger as she slipped her headphones back onto her head,
then walked out of the office, effectively dismissing him as though he were no more than an
annoying fly.

He stormed after her, ready to take her down a peg or two. A few seconds later, he

clamped a heavy hand on her shoulder, halting her departure. “Wait a minute, you little she-
devil! What the hell is your --”

Seconds later, he was clutching air as she suddenly dropped low, twisted out of reach,
and spun around to face him with her hands raised in a boxer’s fighting stance, murder in her
eyes.

“Hands off.”

“Oh, good, you found her.” Kiesha’s cheery voice grated like fingernails on a
chalkboard, doing nothing to alleviate the rising tension.

Shay quickly lowered her fists when she heard Kiesha’s voice, but continued to glare at
him.
They sized each other up like prizefighters confronting each other for the first time in

the ring. It was a wonder that Kiesha couldn’t see the sparks flying between them. Or maybe
she knew the evil troll was crazy, and was ignoring it. Her next words seemed to confirm his
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theory. “Shay, this is Rory, the contractor I hired to finish the rest of the work. He has
questions about what you’ll need to set everything up.”

“What I need is for wolf-boy to mind the personal zone and keep his hands to himself,”
Shay said, her tone harsh. She watched him warily, as though expecting him to spring at her
any second.

Only sheer will kept him from going for Shayla’s throat.

Kiesha’s smile disappeared as at last she appeared to realize something was amiss. “Uh,
Shay? Why did you call Rory ‘wolf-boy’?”

Shayla gave a “duh” look. “It’s obvious the man’s not human,” she said as though even a
simpleton should be able to figure it out.

“Why do you say that?” Kiesha laid a hand on the witch’s arm while casting worried
glances in his direction.

“I have a nose. I can smell. He smells the same way that Alex does, human with an
underlying hint of something...wild.” She stared at him, her hands twitching like she wished
she had something in them. A weapon, maybe?

Rory felt his eyes narrow. His fists clenched as he fought for control of his temper,
unable to believe he’d allowed this...this...zAing...to get under his skin. “You can smell what
I am? That isn’t possible. Humans don’t have noses that sensitive. Only another shifter
should be able to recognize what I am by scent alone.”

“Yes,” Shayla answered slowly, as though speaking to someone incredibly
simpleminded. “I can smell what you are, and it’s not pleasant, let me tell you.”

Rory growled low in his throat and took a step forward. This woman was beyond
annoying. Look at her, with her strange hair and clothes. Who color-coordinates their hair
with their outfit? She wore short navy blue leggings that clung to her shapely thighs and
firm, tight ass. The top half of her body was covered by a skintight dusty blue T-shirt. He
could see perfectly the shape of her braless breasts. Suddenly he realized her nipples were
hard. Was the little she-devil cold...or aroused?

Taking a closer look, he silently acknowledged that while Kiesha was a biracial beauty,
with her mocha-colored skin and curly golden brown hair, Shayla was a perfect blending of
East meets West. She had the height, round face, deep brown eyes, and silky black hair of an
Asian woman. Although it was a little hard to tell about the hair because of the short punk
cut and blue spikes. Her complexion reminded him of butter toffee, making him hungry for a
taste. He caught the faintest hint of her arousal and felt his cock tighten in response.

Rory closed his eyes and prayed for mercy. This little troll doll could not be his mate.
He wouldn’t accept it. He knew true mates were a gift from the Creator, but if she was his,
this was one gift He could keep. He’d happily pay the postage to send this little package back.

“Shay, I've always known your sense of smell was strong, but how can you smell what
he is?”
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“Maybe she’s not as human as you think. She certainly acts like a bitch,” Rory told
Kiesha, smiling grimly as he got revenge for Shayla’s crack about how he smelled. Maybe if
he was nasty enough, she’d keep her distance. If she was his mate, he wouldn’t stand a hope
in hell of staying away from her. He already wanted to touch her despite, or maybe because

of, her attitude. Other than Shannon, no woman had ever stood up to him the way this one
did.

Oooo! He's going to pay for calling me a bitch/

With a hiss, Shayla opened her mouth, choice words on the tip of her tongue when
Shannon walked up.

“Morning, Kiesha. Shay, finally we meet, face-to-face.” She held out her hand and Shay
shook it. “Rory, spreading love and sunshine around as usual, I see.” Shannon’s voice was
laced with laughter. She must have heard them as she was coming up the stairs.

Shayla looked at Shannon, then back at Rory, noting the strong resemblance between
the two. No one had to tell her they were siblings. Pasting a sorrowful expression on her
face, she said in her most solemn voice, “You must be Shannon. I am so sorry.”

“Shay....” Shayla ignored Kiesha’s warning tone, determined to get even.

Shannon’s amused countenance changed to confusion. Rory looked suspicious. “Sorry
about what?”

Kiesha groaned and covered her face with her hand. “Don’t encourage her,” she wailed.

“Sorry you had to be stuck with this Neanderthal as a brother. It must be very painful
for you.” Gotcha/She shot a triumphant look at Rory.

Shannon nodded in agreement, a very sincere expression on her face. “It is. So few
people actually understand just how much I suffer,” she said as she wiped imaginary tears
from her eyes. Then she gave a subtle sniff, just for effect.

“Oh, for the love of...” Rory muttered, glaring at the two of them.

Out the corner of her eye, she saw Kiesha roll her eyes to the ceiling, mouth moving in
a silent prayer for divine help.

“You just hang in there,” Shay told Shannon and patted her on the arm. “It wil/ get
better. After all, nobody lives forever.”

“This is so true.” Shannon and Shayla grinned at each other like lunatics that had
successfully escaped from a mental hospital.

Rory opened his mouth, then seemed to think better of what he was about to say
before turning and storming down the stairs. Moments later, the front door slammed.

Shayla fluttered her eyelashes. “Gee, was it something we said?”

Shannon and Shay fell all over with laughter while Kiesha stood there staring at them,
a bemused expression on her face.
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“Did you see his face?” Shannon asked, tears streaming down her face. “I've never seen
him look like that. You rock!” She held up her hand for a high five.

Shayla slapped it, still giggling and wiping her eyes.
“All right, playtime’s over,” Kiesha said after this had gone on awhile. “There’s work to
be done. Shay, I'm going to be pissed if you ran off my contractor.”

“Don’t worry. He’ll be back,” Shannon reassured. “Once he commits to a job, he’ll see it

through. Besides, his pride won’t allow him to admit he let two harmless females get under
his skin.”

Kiesha snorted in disbelief. “Shayla hasn’t been harmless since the day she was born,
and I have a feeling Rory would say the same about you.”

They discussed computers and programs as they headed back into Shannon’s office.

“Shay, are you sure you have what you need to set up? I know you can’t stay long,”
Kiesha asked.

“I've already inspected all of the stations, and everything I need is present.”

Kiesha murmured to Shannon, “That’s good. I don’t want to force Rory and Shayla into
contact with each other any more than necessary.”

Shay ignored the comment and got back to work.

* k k k k

Later that afternoon, Shayla was downstairs in the main part of the store hooking up
the computerized registers when Mary Elizabeth walked in. She already had the
workstations in the offices up and running but still needed to download the store’s operating
system onto the computers, then install the inventory program.

“Shayla, how’s it hanging?” Mary Elizabeth jumped up on the countertop and swung
her legs back and forth next to where Shayla was crouched.

“Life’s good. Can’t complain. What about you?” she asked as she gave a stubborn cord a
vicious yank.

“Getting better every day. Kiesha around?”

“She’s upstairs with Shannon going over the store accounts. Hey, I'm sorry to hear
about your sister. You know I would have had your back at the funeral if I'd been local. By
the time I heard the news, she was buried, and you were on your way here.”

“Kiesha said you'd been doing a lot of traveling. She was glad you were able to fit her
into your busy schedule.”

Shayla smiled and said in a mock-gangster accent, “Yuz gotta take care of family.
Besides, Kiesha’s good people. She’s always had my back.”

Mary Elizabeth laughed. “Girlfriend, no one seeing you or listening to you speak would
believe that you have two doctorate degrees and a IQ out of this world.”
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Shayla laughed with her and said in the extremely proper tone of the British upper
crust, “That is precisely the point, my good friend. It serves the purpose of keeping people off
balance. If a person doesn’t realize how intelligent you are, they make the mistake of
underestimating you.” And if they understand just how intelligent you really are, they treat
you like a freak, she thought to herself. “So, what, you're in the big leagues now and setting
your own hours?”

Mary Elizabeth laughed. “Actually, I guess you could say I'm on bereavement leave.
I’m headed back to Pirate’s Cove for my brother-in-law’s funeral. We’re leaving tonight.”

“I can’t say I'm sorry dickhead is dead, but I offer you my condolences anyway.” It was
the polite thing to do.

Mary Elizabeth waved them away.

“I take it that your Hugh is like the others I've met around here?”

Mary Elizabeth looked confused. “Others? What others? What are you talking about?”

“I meant that Hugh is a...shape-shifter...like Alex, Shannon and her brother, and now
Kiesha.”

“How did you guess?”

“I can smell him on you.”

“Shay, if you can smell Hugh on me, then you’d better be very careful while you're
here, or you'll find yourself mated to one of these shifters. Believe me, there are a lot of
them. You're exactly the type of female they’re looking for. With your sense of smell, I'd say

this shifter gene is strong in you. She did explain to you about true mates, right? About how
it works?”

“Yeah. Well, actually, she told me what happened to her. I pieced the rest of it together
myself. The only thing I don’t understand is what triggers the initial change. You know,
what started the ball rolling.” She’d been thinking about it a lot and finally concluded that
she didn’t have enough information. Apparently, Kiesha left out some of the details of her
experience, or I'd have figured it out by now, Shayla thought.

“T'll let Shannon answer you,” Mary Elizabeth said as the other woman walked into the
room. “I'm still new at this, and there’s a lot I still don’t understand.”

Shannon shrugged. “Okay. Since I don’t know how much Kiesha explained, I'll give
you an overview of the whole mating process.”

“Wait,” Shayla interrupted, “let me get comfortable first.” She shoved the cables and
cords out of her way and sat on the floor, leaning against the wall behind her.

“What’s going on?” Kiesha asked as she stuck her head through the doorway.

“Shannon’s getting ready to explain the mating process to us.”
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“Oh, good. I want to hear this too. I have yet to get a definitive answer out of Alex. He
always tells me it depends upon the couple. Shannon told me more when she was explaining
things to Mary Elizabeth last week than both Alex and Carol put together.”

“Wow! I feel like I'm teaching a class with the way you three are sitting here staring at
me, but that’s okay, 'cause these are the things you need to know, especially you, Shayla.
Ignorance is not bliss when it comes to the mating process. The only way to protect yourself
from being taken advantage of is to have as much knowledge as possible. Most males won’t
hesitate to use a female’s ignorance against her if it would gain them what they want most --
a mate.”

Shannon took a deep breath before continuing. “Among shifters, the mating process is
simple. The male marks the female during sex, which both signifies that he has chosen her as
his mate and warns other males away. If the female marks him in return, they go before the
council or pack elders to have their mating formally recognized. Or at least, that’s how we
did it in my former pack. Not sure what the procedure is with the Ravens.”

“What happens if she doesn’t want him as a mate and doesn’t mark him in return?”
Mary Elizabeth asked.

“What do you mean by ‘mark her’?” Shayla asked. “I sincerely hope you don’t mean the
way dogs mark their territory.”

Mary Elizabeth and Kiesha burst out laughing. Even Shannon grinned. “The mating
mark is a bite that one shifter gives to another. It’s located on the tendon where the neck
meets the shoulder. It’s not visible to humans unless the shifter giving it was unusually
aggressive.

“If the female does not mark the male at that time, he has two weeks to court her and
change her mind. At the end of that time, if he is unsuccessful, the mark on her shoulder
fades, and she is once again considered fair game by other male shifters. This keeps males
from being able to force females into relationships they neither want nor desire.

“True mates are a tad bit different. Between shifters, there is no question that the
female will accept the male’s mark and mark him in return because they both instinctively
recognize the other as their one. Things change when one of the mates is human because
humans are not as in tune with their instincts as shifters are. There may be a struggle while
one mate waits for the other to accept their destiny. That’s where the mating fever comes
into play. Because there is such a strong attraction between the two, they usually can’t keep
their hands off of each other long enough for one or both of them to fight the mating bond
growing between them.”

“What’s a mating fever?” Shayla asked.

“Since I've only heard about it, I'll let the experts answer your question.” Shannon
pointed to Mary Elizabeth and Kiesha.

“It’s a lust that defies imagination,” Kiesha said. “You literally cannot keep your hands
off of each other, and the more you fight it, the stronger it gets.”
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“No matter what your mind says, it’s your body that’s in control. I fought against my
desire for Hugh, to no avail. It just got stronger and stronger until it literally erupted
between us,” Mary Elizabeth added.

“But that’s just lust, right? I mean, sex is sex. Sure, sometimes it’s really good, mind-
blowing, out-of-this-world sex, but it still all boils down to sex,” Shayla said, trying to
understand what the big deal was.

“It’s more than just sex,” Kiesha said. “On a physical level, once you've been marked,
every time you exchange body fluids, be it something as simple as a kiss or as complicated as
sex, the human partner’s DNA changes, becoming shifter like their mate’s. With each
mating, a soul-deep connection forms that only gets stronger and stronger until, like it says
in the Bible, the two literally become one soul.”

Shannon continued, “Once that happens, the mate bond rite takes place. This part
varies from couple to couple, but it refers to that point in the relationship where the human
party accepts the shifter as their one and marks them in return.”

“What would have happened if Alex had marked Kiesha, and she refused to accept
him?” Shayla didn’t intend to get herself into that kind of situation, but if she did, she
wanted to know her options. She believed in planning ahead and being prepared for any
eventuality.

“The first thing she would have needed to do was get as far away from Alex as she
could to try and stop the bonding. With enough time and distance between them, it’s
possible that mating fever would lessen in intensity, but it would never truly disappear, not
once you've been marked. Getting away is the trick. It’s almost impossible since shifter males
are obsessive about keeping their mates once they find them. Even if you manage to escape,
I’'m not sure you can break the bond once the process has started. I've never heard of anyone
succeeding.”

“So, if I were to find myself extremely attracted to a shifter and wanted to indulge, I
could do so as long as I didn’t let him bite me?” Shayla asked.

“Shay, don’t even think about it,” Kiesha warned. “If you're attracted to one of them
and you don’t want to find yourself mated, don’t let them close to you. A strong physical
attraction is a major sign of a true mate. It’s not simply a matter of not getting bit. If you have
sex with one, you'll be so caught up in the pleasure that you’ll never notice him biting you,
not until it’s too late. This is no time to indulge your curiosity.”

“They’re that good in the sack?” Shayla asked as her neglected libido raised its head in
hunger.

“Shay, really, this is not something to play with. These guys are serious. They play for
keeps. They won’t put up with your games.”

“Kiesha, chill out. I was just asking a question. I won’t be here long enough to get into
trouble. Besides, the only male I've met here besides Alex is Shannon’s dickhead brother.
Sorry, Shannon.”



Nikolai’s Wolf 55

Shannon laughed. “No offense taken. He is a dickhead, among other things. I'm just
glad I'm not the only one who sees it.”

“Don’t worry, Kiesha. If I meet someone here that looks like he could really rock my
boat, I'll run long and hard in the other direction,” Shayla said.

After I get myself a taste first, she finished in her mind.

%k %k k %k k

In a few hours, the moon would rise. Tonight was the first night of the full moon -- a
blue moon. Shannon felt hot and itchy, as though something were crawling under her skin.
Her sex was swollen and sensitive, her pussy weeping for the cock it was being denied. Her
heat was at its peak. If she had any sense, she’d be home right now, locked in her panic room
where it was safe.

Her body was broadcasting “come and get me” signals. Fortunately, there weren’t any
males around to receive it, which was the only reason she’d ventured out of the house.
Shayla was done with the computers at the store. Last night she’d worked on Shannon’s
computer, getting her networked so that she could work from home. She was driving Shayla
over to Kiesha’s so that she could do the same to hers. She said it would only take her about
thirty minutes to get the system up and running.

That was a good thing. There were about three hours until moonrise. Fifteen minutes
getting there, thirty minutes on the computer, and then another fifteen-minute ride home.
That gave her two hours to make it to the basement and safety.

Rory had said she was crazy for leaving. “Stay home. Let Shayla drive herself to
Kiesha’s house. There’s a capable adult in there somewhere, I guess, under all that weird
hair.”

That, of course, had led to yet another round of bickering between Shayla and Rory.
The night before had been full of them. It seemed to Shannon that he went out of his way to
antagonize Shayla.

After arguing for almost an hour, Shannon said, “Please, Rory. Stay here and make sure
everything is secure. If Shay goes by herself, she may get lost. Do we really want her out
there alone with a bunch of sex-hungry shifters on the prowl? If we aren’t back in an hour,
you have my permission to come get us and drag us back.”

Rory finally relented.

On the way out of the door, Shayla placed a suitcase in the trunk of her rental. “Once
I'm finished with Kiesha, I think I'll leave town for a few days until this blue moon madness
is over and done with. You and that brother of yours have argued so much about it the
paranoia is spreading.”

“I think that’s a great idea. I know you think I'm overexaggerating the seriousness of
this, but if you’re gone that’s one less thing I have to worry about.”
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If Shayla didn’t leave, the two of them would have to hole up together. The panic room
wasn’t really made for two people, especially when one of them was a shifter at the peak of
her heat. Shifters didn’t really tolerate confined spaces. They required the freedom of the
outdoors with lots of space to move. If shifters had to be locked up, they needed to be
distracted with lots of food or sex or both.

The sun was already sinking from the sky. Shannon looked at her watch as she pulled
up in front of Alex’s home. “Shay, please work as fast as you can. 'm already pushing it.
Arguing with Rory wasted time I didn’t have.”

As they exited the car, Shay responded, “Don’t worry. We’ll be in and out before you
know it.”

Alex answered the door. His eyes grew round when he spotted her and he seemed
disturbed, even dismayed, by her appearance. “Shannon, I didn’t know you were coming
with Shayla. Shouldn’t you be home preparing for tonight?” He cast an uneasy glance over
her shoulder to the yard behind.

“I couldn’t let Shayla ride over here by herself. She’s unfamiliar with the area. She
might have gotten lost. We couldn’t afford for that to happen, not tonight of all nights.” She
watched Shayla follow Kiesha into the den where she had her home office set up, then
wondered what was wrong with Alex. He’'d never seemed unhappy to see her before.

“Why don’t you head on home? One of us can drive her back, or she can stay here
tonight if it gets too late.” Alex sounded a bit desperate. What's up with him?

She looked at him strangely. “That’s not necessary. I'm here now, and Shayla said it
wouldn’t take long. There’s no sense in you leaving your house when I'm already here.
Besides, the only males in scenting distance are you and Rory. Otherwise I'd be more
concerned. Most of the males live closer to town, and that’s where they will be heading,
where the females are most abundant.” A¢ least that’s what I hope they Il do. That little bit of
uncertainty was why she’d let Rory hang around.

Alex stalked off toward the kitchen muttering, “Stubborn females, always messing up
my plans.”

Shannon followed slowly behind him, wondering again what his problem was. She
joined the ladies in the den, where Kiesha was watching Shayla work, asking the occasional
question.

“Kiesha, what’s wrong with Alex? He seemed upset to see me. In fact, he tried to get
me to go home and let one of you bring Shayla back, or he said she could spend the night
here and wait until tomorrow.”

Kiesha’s eyes narrowed in speculation. “He actually said that to you?”

Shannon nodded. “Not only did he say it, but when I pointed out that I was already
here and that there was no sense in leaving, he stalked off muttering about ‘stubborn women
and messed-up plans.” What ‘plan’ was he talking about?”
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Kiesha thought about it for a moment; then her eyes widened in alarm. “Shay, stop
what you’re doing. You have to get out of here. Both of you. He’s trying to find a mate for
Shayla! He knew she was coming tonight, and probably invited a few of the alphas from the
pack to come over. He didn’t say anything to me because he knew I'd be pissed.”

Shannon’s eyes rounded like saucers. “Oh, shit. Did you say alphas? Shay, hurry. We
have to go. Now!”

“Im coming,” Shay mumbled, shutting everything down as fast as she could. “When I
see that cousin-in-law of mine again, I'll have a few things to say to him. Too bad there’s no
time for it now.”

She ran through the door on Shay’s heels, giving her a gentle shove when Shay paused
to throw a glare over her shoulder at Alex as they bypassed him in the kitchen.

Outside, Shannon ran for her truck, keys in hand, with Shay close behind. Damn, I
should have listened to Rory. Then she wouldn’t be in this mess. She hated that he was
always right.

She started the truck and shoved it in gear before turning around in the yard to head
back to the main road. “We have to get back to the house. The minute they catch my scent,
they’re going to be all over me. I wish I knew who he’d called, what time he expected them
to arrive, and how they were coming -- in vehicles or on all fours.”

“From his reaction to your presence, I'd say he expected them to arrive at any moment,
which was why he was trying to rush you out of there.”

Shannon spun out onto the little two-lane dirt road that ran up the mountain and
through the woods. They bounced up and down inside the cab as the tires navigated over
ruts and dips, sometimes coming off the ground entirely. Shannon cursed as the truck began
losing power, shuddering and shaking. She beat the dash. “Come on, you piece of shit. Don’t
do this to me now.” Apparently it wasn’t listening; the engine stalled, and the truck came to
a rolling stop in the middle of the road.

“I should have replaced you when Rory wanted me to. This is how you repay my
loyalty? Sentimental reasons! Hah! I should have dumped your sorry, sometime-working ass
when I had the opportunity.”

With one last hit to the steering wheel, she turned to Shayla. “Leave your laptop. We’ll
get it tomorrow. We're going to have to run for it. The house isn’t that far if we cut through
the woods. It’s still light enough for us to see.”

“Then what are we sitting here for? Let’s go.” Shay opened the door and jumped out.

Shannon slid across the seat, climbed out of the passenger side, then grabbed Shayla’s
hand before taking off. The light wouldn’t be as good once they were deep in the woods.
Since she was a shifter, she could move much faster than Shay. She didn’t want to
accidentally leave Shay behind because she couldn’t keep up, although Shay was surprising
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her. She was running, jumping, twisting, and turning through the thick undergrowth just
like a shifter.

The adrenaline pumping through her system was intensifying the heat. Oh God, if the
males are close, they’ll smell me. Just as the thought crossed her mind, she heard crashing in
the undergrowth, headed in their direction. She could see the house in the distance. They
stood a better chance of making it if they split up.

She dragged Shayla to a halt. “They’re coming. We need to split up. It’s me they’re
after.” She pointed straight ahead. “There’s the house. Keep going, and you should make it.
Tell Rory not to worry about me. I'm going to head upwind and try to lose them. If you get
into trouble, scream for Rory and he’ll come running.”

While speaking, she’d been stripping out of her clothes. “I'll make better time in wolf
form. Wish me luck.”

Shayla shook herself and forced her legs to move. She could think about what she saw
later, when she was safely behind closed doors. She fixed her gaze on the house and ran,
thankful for the years she’d spent running track and the many times her father had taken her
hiking as a child.

As the front yard came into sight, she heard a sound close behind -- too close for
comfort. She didn’t waste time looking behind her to see what it was. Instead, she screamed
at the top of her lungs. “Rory!”

She hit the driveway just as the front door crashed open, and Rory came charging out.
He paused at the top of the stairs, searching. When he saw her and then what was behind
her, something savage came over his face. He roared, “Mine!” in a voice that couldn’t

possibly be human, then cleared the porch, the steps, and a few feet of yard in one single
bound.

Shay didn’t know what was behind her, nor did she care. She was focused on the open
front door. All her energy was concentrated on reaching it and the safety it represented. She
heard the sounds of growling and fighting behind her as she sprinted for the porch. As she
prepared to leap up the steps, a huge wolf came from out of nowhere, directly in front of her.
She stopped so abruptly she actually skidded and had to windmill her arms to keep from
falling on her butt.

Oh damn, what to do now?

Nothing in her life had prepared her for this moment. She had two werewolves
fighting behind her and one on the porch in front of her, blocking the way to safety. She
could run to her car and try to lock herself inside, but would she make it? Would it do her
any good? Maybe she could talk her way out of this.

It was worth a shot.
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Before she could give that option a try, there was a heavy thud followed by a high-
pitched yip, then total silence behind her. She really wanted to know who’d won the fight,
but she couldn’t afford to take her gaze off the wolf in front of her. She prayed Rory had
been the victor. Her motto for the moment was better the devil -- or, in this case, shifter --
she knew than the one she didn’t.

She sidled slowly to the side, a few steps at a time so that she could see what was
behind her, but at the same time keep the wolf on the porch in her sights. Then she heard a
god-awful growl behind her that she felt right down to her bones. The hackles on the wolf
rose, and he crouched, fangs bared. She dived out of the way just as he sprang at whatever
had issued the challenging growl behind her. She heard flesh meeting flesh as she scrambled
to her feet and virtually flew up the porch stairs and into the house.

She opened the basement door, pushed it shut, then locked it behind her. Running
down the steps so fast that she almost tripped, she rushed through the second door. Using her
body to push it closed, she twisted the locks into place. Okay now, that was better, she
thought as she propped her hands on her knees and tried to catch her breath. Supposedly the
only way anything could get into this room was with a key. She was safe, but she wouldn’t
feel safe until she knew what happened to Rory and Shannon.

She wasn’t sure how much time passed before she heard the door at the top of the stairs
crash open. Shayla backed away from the entrance, looking around desperately for a place to
hide. The measured tread of heavy footsteps sounded loud as they came down the stairs. She
was hoping like hell that it was either Rory or Shannon on the other side as she heard the
scrape of a key, the locks unlatched and the door began to silently swing open. If it wasn'’t,
there was nowhere to run, no way to escape.

* % k ¥ %k

Shannon ran as fast as she could through the thick undergrowth and up the side of the
mountain. Her goal was to climb high, then circle around and come back down behind the
house and enter through the back door.

She’d told Shayla she would try to get upwind of her pursuers and slow them down.
Under normal circumstances, that’s exactly what she would be doing. However, she was
hampered by her need to stay downwind of the males. With this traitorous heat racking her
body, the last thing she wanted to do was catch the scent of hot, ripe male pheromones.

With a little luck, it wouldn’t be long before she was safe and sound at home. She’d left
Shay not far from the house. When Shayla arrived at the door without her, Rory would
know something had gone wrong and come looking for her. Not that she needed his help.
Still, it was nice knowing big brother would be running to the rescue.

Dusk bled into darkness as the full moon crested above the tree line. Its mellow light
barely penetrated the forest in which she ran, but with every fiber of her being she could
feel its presence. Thinking she had climbed high enough to avoid detection, she turned in
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the direction of home and began circling back. With her change of course came a shift in the
wind, bringing the mouthwatering scent of male wolf to her nostrils. Her beast took over as
instinct rose to the forefront, overriding human reasoning. She let loose a howl, a primal
mating call that made the human part of her wince. The night air resonated with the
melodious sound of howling wolves, as unmated males from miles around responded to her
mating call.

Her beast firmly in control of her actions, she pranced around the area until she found
a spot suitable for her needs and settled down to wait. She quivered with expectation as she
felt them drawing closer to her. They entered one by one into the clearing where she stood,
so excited she was almost dancing in place, stirring up the cushioning bed of needles and
leaves beneath her paws with her antics, until there were three of them gathered. She sat
down on her haunches, her ears tilted forward expectantly as she waited for them to settle
which one would have the privilege of mounting her. She’d waited a long time for this
moment.

She would only mate with the strongest. She needed a worthy male, one who could
give her strong, healthy pups. He had to be strong enough to protect her and her pups. She
was an alpha female. Only an alpha would suit.

She sat regal as a queen surrounded by suitors vying for her attention. They strutted
and preened before her in all their masculine glory before settling down to the serious
business of eliminating the competition. They’d already proven their ability to hunt by
finding her. Now came the test of strength.

A large brown wolf with white markings aggressively came forward, head held high,
ears and tail up, and teeth bared in challenge to his opponents. His chest vibrated with the
almost-silent growls emanating from his being.

An equally large brownish black wolf met his challenge. He puffed up, bared his teeth,
and crouched, prepared to fight for the right to mate.

The two males circled each other warily, each searching for an area of weakness, a
lowering of the defenses in the other. As the minutes passed and nothing interesting
happened, she yawned, bored with all of the posturing. Come on and fight already, she
thought. You're burning moonlight. Can’t you smell how ready I am? Can’t you see how
anxiously I'm waiting to be mated?

Finally the brown-and-white wolf made a move, charging directly at the other wolf,
hoping to intimidate him into backing down. The brownish black wolf was prepared and
leaped out of the way at the last minute, swiping at the flanks of the charging wolf as he
passed, leaving behind a large gash that bled profusely. After a few more fruitless attempts,
the brown-and-white wolf gave up in defeat and conceded the prize to the stronger, more
determined male.

The brownish black wolf approached her proudly, head held high, ears straight up and
tail high as he strutted to her like the champion that he was. When he stood before her, she
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came to her feet, and they licked muzzles in greeting. They rubbed their bodies against each
other as they circled, sniffing and getting accustomed to one another. She stood still as he
worked his way behind her. Once in place, he sniffed and licked at her sex, testing her
readiness to be mounted as she stood patiently waiting.

Just as he positioned himself to mount her, a huge black wolf came barreling out of the
darkness and into her potential mate, causing them to flip and roll in a growling and snarling
tangle of fur, teeth, and legs. The black was ferocious in its attack, ruthlessly subduing his
opponent and showing his willingness to kill to claim his mate. The brownish black wolf,
sensing it was no match for the black, reluctantly surrendered his prize and slunk off.

At first, she was highly impressed. Here was a premium specimen, one worthy of her
and capable of producing strong pups. She waited eagerly as he approached, the wind at her

back ruffling her fur and causing it to stand on end. As he neared, she got her first whiff of
his scent, and her hackles rose. She knew that scent.

Unnatural Not wolf
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Chapter Seven

Nikolai gazed at the bristling she-wolf in front of him and sighed. He and this beastly
side of his mate’s nature would eventually come to terms with one another, but not tonight.
He shifted into his natural form and, with a strong surge of power, commanded Shannon to
sleep.

Without the support of her human side, the she-wolf stumbled, off balance and
disoriented. Taking advantage of its momentary distraction, Nikolai spoke in a sharp,
compelling tone, “Change!”

The she-wolf, turbopowered by the strength of the blue moon, fought hard, unwilling
to give up its control, but had no choice. He’d infused his decree with so much power that
the beast found itself forced back into the innermost being of the sleeping woman before it
was fully aware of it happening.

The change was fluid and seamless, and over in a matter of seconds. His mate lay on
her side, slumbering deeply on a bed of cushioning leaves, the wolf buried within. Random
pockets of moonlight filtered through the trees, highlighting the fragile beauty of her naked
body.

Nikolai breathed deep, savoring the scent of his chosen. With a casual wave of his hand
over his lower body, he clothed his legs in a pair of well-worn, loose-fitting denim jeans
before bending down to scoop her up into his arms. He carried her through the woods to his
home, a massive two-story structure built out of stone near the top of the mountain.

He walked up the stairs to the huge double-door entrance, through the foyer, and into
the library until he reached the secret elevator leading to the lower level of his home. As the
lift settled onto the basement floor, he turned the key to lock it in place so that there was no
danger of them being disturbed by anyone. When he stepped out of the elevator, the doors
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closed behind him and a section of wood paneling glided into place, completely hiding its
existence.

He walked through the sitting room with its enormous fireplace and into his bedroom;
low-level lights from the evenly placed sconces on the wall flickered as he passed, lighting
the way. He strode over to the massive four-poster bed in the center of the room and laid
Shannon in the middle of the bed. He stood back for a moment and just basked in the
satisfaction of finally having his chosen here, in his lair.

The room was done in shades of green and brown, reminiscent of the forest he loved so
much. The wall dividing the sitting room from the bedroom wasn’t really a wall at all. It was
an open fireplace that, when not lit, allowed one to gaze from one area into the other. With a
flick of his hand, the fireplace roared to life, the heat removing the lingering chill from the
room.

Now to prepare his woman for mating.

He went to the highboy dresser and pulled out some scarves, a blindfold, and restraints.
He’d thought long and hard about the problem of her beast rising to the surface. If her wolf
was allowed to come forth, he might have to hurt her in order to subdue her, for her beast
would not easily submit to his dominance. He would bind her, at least until she became used
to his passion and had better control over her own.

Nikolai went to each corner of the bed and secured extralong scarves to the posts. After
tying them in place, he gave them a good, hard yank, putting his considerable strength into
it. The knots held, and the posts didn’t budge. Good. The bed had been handcrafted out of
the strongest wood available -- live oak -- and should be able to withstand an angry
werewolf bent on gaining her freedom.

He put the silk wrist and ankle restraints on his mate, ran the scarves through the
specially made attached loops, and gently pulled until she lay spread-eagle on the bed. He
knotted the scarves to keep her in position, then stood back, admiring his handiwork.

He walked to the top of the bed and removed the pillows. Sliding one hand under her
hips, he lifted her and positioned one of his fluffy, fat pillows under her, elevating that
portion of her body for easier access and maximum penetration. Then he gently blindfolded
her, careful not to snag her hair in any way. No matter how much she twisted and rubbed
her head against the mattress, it wouldn’t come off until Ae removed it.

One thought and his clothes vanished from his body. He walked to the foot of the bed
and gazed at her as he absentmindedly stroked his aching arousal. He climbed onto the high
bed, crawling between her legs until his body hovered over hers, his weight supported by his
forearms. Leaning down, he placed his face directly over hers, his mouth mere centimeters
above her own so that her first breath would be scented with him.

“Shannon, awake!”

* k k k k
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Rory walked down the basement stairs, struggling with every step to leash his beast
and shift back to human form. He was a strong alpha, but his beast fought harder than it
should, even with adrenaline from the fight still pumping through his veins and the rising
blue moon strengthening it.

The sight of Shayla in trouble had brought every primitive instinct in his body roaring
to the forefront. The impulse to protect and defend had crashed over him, blocking out any
attempt at rational thinking. Now that he had fought for and won her, the urge to claim her,
mark her, and breed pups with her rode him hard.

He’d had no intentions of mating the troublesome woman, even though he highly
suspected she was his one. He'd decided long ago he’d never mate or breed. There was too
much of his father’s nature in him. He’'d never inflict the mental and physical agony on any
child that his father had wreaked on him. Staying alone was the only foolproof way to
guarantee it didn’t happen.

Even though Shayla irritated him to no end, he didn’t want to scare her. Knowing what
he was and seeing it were two different things. Unfortunately, the most he’d been able to
manage was a partial shift. He was still in his wolf-man form -- part wolf, part man -- but
he’d managed to even out his facial features enough so that he looked more man than wolf.
He could do nothing about his size or his height, which now was a little under seven feet.

He opened the door slowly, not knowing what to expect. She was probably hysterical
after being chased by two werewolves. Most women would be. The scent of hot, sweaty
female hit him in the face and rushed straight to his cock, driving every thought from his
mind except for the need to procreate. Heaven help them both -- Shayla was in heat!

%k %k ok k k

Shannon woke to darkness, totally disoriented. The last thing she remembered was her
wolf surging to the forefront and taking over. She’d been totally helpless to prevent it. She
hadn’t lost control of her beast like that since puberty, before Rory began training her. Her
mind ran in circles. Where was she? What trouble had her beast caused? Dear God, was she
mated, and if so, to whom? Before she could get her bearings, the powerful scent of aroused
male entered her nostrils. Her mind blanked, and her flesh went haywire.

There was a hard male body on top of her.

His naked chest brushed against hers, lightly rubbing her tight, puckered nipples with
each breath that he took. His stomach pressed against her mound. Shannon’s body turned to
liquid, and she arched into him, trying to get closer.

She reached out to touch him, draw him nearer, but couldn’t. Something was stopping
her, holding her back. Why can’t I...? Her hands were bound. Lust forgotten, she stiffened
all over as anger and fear washed over her. No/She jerked hard, pulling and tugging to free
herself. How dare he bind her! A growl rumbled out of her chest as her beast responded to
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her skyrocketing emotions. First she’d rip free; then she’d kill this male who dared to do
what no other had.

Before she could summon her beast to the surface, a deep voice commanded, “Be at
peace, little one. The restraints are for your protection. The blindfold is merely a tool to
enhance your pleasure. This is your first time, and I don’t want to hurt you. If I am to remain
in control, I can’t allow you to touch me.”

At the sound of his voice, she stilled, shock overriding her wrath. I'm blindfolded too?
She turned her head from side to side, testing the truth of his words. Then it dawned on her.
I know that voice. I've been hearing it in my dreams. “Do I know you?”

“Nikolai Taranosky, at your service.”

The rational side of her mind tried to understand what was happening, but her body
was being bombarded by male pheromones, short-circuiting her ability to reason. Her breath
quickened as her passion once again rose to the forefront.

She tugged uselessly at the restraints on her wrists, needing to touch him.
“Be still.”
She struggled all the more, arching wildly beneath him. “Please, let me touch you.”

He let out a husky laugh that set her nerve endings on fire, stroking her from the inside
out, and she shivered as he promised in a silky voice, “Oh, I fully intend to. Please you, that

»
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Dimly, in the small portion of her brain that could still reason, a tiny voice was
screaming. Shannon, resist! Stop this before it’s too late. You don’t know this male. He could
be like your father, or worse. Do you really want to bind yourself to this stranger for the rest
of your life?

That last thought pushed through the heat and hormones fogging her analytical
abilities, and her mind began to clear. Knowing it was futile, she tried to bargain with him.
“Please, don’t do this. Let me go. Give me the opportunity to get to know you when my
mind’s not so clouded. If we’re to spend the rest of our lives together, let’s not begin it like
this.” She breathed through her mouth, not wanting to lose the bit of ground she’d gained
over her body.

“You know me,” he countered. “And before this evening is through, I'll be engrafted
into your very soul.” Then he ended all pending arguments by blowing a stream of air
directly into her nostrils, and Shannon was lost.

Nikolai locked his mouth onto hers, kissing her deeply. In all of the toying he’d done
with her body over the last few weeks, not once had he kissed her. The taste of her made his
gums ache. He fought to keep his fangs from dropping into place. If he accidentally nicked
her and got a taste of her blood, he wouldn’t be able to restrain himself. Bloodlust would take
control.
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He intended their first time to be, for her, a mating initiation that she could look back
on with joy. He withdrew from her mouth and hissed in pleasure, fighting to restrain
himself. He’d been arousing her fiery passion for too long without satisfying his own. Now
that she was in his possession, he was dangerously close to losing all restraint. He couldn’t
allow that to happen. His mate’s needs must come before his own.

That thought firmly in mind, he nibbled and tasted his way to her ear. Running his
tongue delicately around the rim, he toyed with it before sucking on her earlobe. She turned
her head and arched her neck, granting him access as she shivered with pleasure. “More,” she
moaned.

The pulse beating in her neck drew his attention, and he allowed his mouth to travel
there. He nuzzled her lightly before dragging his teeth back and forth, scraping the skin as
he fought the urge to bite and feed. There would be time for that later.

He continued with his exploration of her body. Previously, he’d touched her only
mentally, except for the night he’d lost control and fed. Tonight, they were skin to skin, no
powers involved, just the way it was supposed to be between chosen. He lightly stroked her
nipple with his tongue, licking it back and forth as she whimpered and arched her back.

“Harder. Give me more.”
He smiled to himself. Virgin she might be, but his woman was no shy miss.

“Is this what you want?” He latched onto one nipple and drew it into his mouth using
deep suction. He squeezed the other one hard between his fingers, pulling and tugging on its
taut peak. He suckled as though there were milk inside and if he just pulled hard enough, he
could draw it out. He was going to indulge his every fantasy, even if it took hours. After all,
they had all night. Here, deep in his lair, there was no one to disturb them.

He leisurely switched to the other side, suctioning deeply until half her breast was in
his mouth. His fangs pressed against her skin, and he could smell the engorged veins just
beneath the surface. Again the temptation arose to bite down and drink his fill.

Bloodlust whispered seductively in his ear. Was she not his? Did not the very blood
streaming in her body belong to him? Take. Drink.

Nikolai clamped down on it. He was no fledgling vampire to be ruled by his instincts,
but a fully mature one in control of all his urges. To prove it, he pulled back until only her
nipple was in his mouth and bit down until his teeth broke the surface, enough to hurt but
not to bleed, a move he knew she’d find pleasurable. Shifters, like vampires, relished biting
and scratching in their love play. Their very natures demanded that sex be rough.

His mind fully merged with hers, he was aware of Shannon’s every thought, every
reaction of her body to his actions. He smiled when, with a keening cry, she shook as
pleasure shot straight to her core, causing her pussy to spasm in need. Just the response he’d
anticipated. When she planted her feet flat on the bed with the little bit of leeway the
restraints allowed and rubbed her mound against his hard-muscled stomach, he knew she
sought to soothe the ache building there.
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“Answer me. Is this what you want?” He switched to the other breast and bit down on
that nipple as well.

“Yes,” she growled out, her beast beginning to rise to the surface.
“No!/You will not shift. Control your wolf.”

When he backed away, removing all physical contact, she struggled to do as he
commanded.

“Every time I feel your beast rising, I will cease giving you pleasure. Do you
understand?”

“Yes,” she moaned, and his nostrils quivered as her body released a torrent of fluids at
his demand. The scent of it permeated the room. Her wolf was pleased by his dominant
behavior. It was only to be expected, he mused. She was an alpha. She needed a mate strong
enough to tame her.

“Good.”

Because his mind was linked firmly with hers, he knew she was keeping a lock on her
beast, at least for now. He worked his way down her torso until he reached her mound,
licking, nibbling, and biting, careful not to break the skin. He lingered there at the sensitive
flesh of her belly just above her mound.

“Nikolai, I need...” Shannon’s voice faded as her hips lifted, silently telling him what
she wanted. Her thighs glistened with fluid, the pubic hair slick with dew.

The aroma of her essence was strong, beckoning him to come and taste. He resisted,
remembering what had happed the last time he’d given in to temptation. Instead, he drew
his fingers along her slit, moistening his fingers and teasing her entrance. Slowly, he eased
one finger inside her virgin sheath. Shannon moaned and arched her hips, clamping down on
his finger.

She was hot and tight. He was going to have to loosen her before he could mount her.
Nikolai eased his finger in and out, spreading her juice and increasing her arousal before
adding another digit. He blocked out the sounds of her whimpering and pleading,
concentrating fully on preparing her for penetration. When she could handle two with ease,
he gently added a third.

Her head was thrashing about. She abruptly began to growl as her climax neared.
Feeling her beast once more attempting to rise, he stopped what he was doing, withdrew his
fingers completely, and left her hanging on the edge of climax.

“Noooo!”

“Control your beast,” he said calmly, though he was anything but. His cock was so tight
he thought it would explode. It was taking every bit of control to keep Aisbeast in check.

She fought a battle within herself as anger and need clashed. Anger that he had stopped
what he was doing when she was so close warred against the need to do whatever he asked
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to make him continue. Her strong emotions were fueling her beast, and she struggled to
control them, knowing he wouldn’t continue until her wolf was once more in its cage.

She understood and appreciated what he was doing even as the necessity of it pissed
her off. If allowed, her beast would challenge and force him to prove his dominion over it, in
whatever form that took. She’d seen female shifters scarred and broken, almost beyond
repair, because their inner beast challenged a dominant male at the wrong time. That he
cared enough to prevent that from happening to her went a long way toward calming her
anger and gave her the control she needed to leash her wolf.

Once again, he stroked her, rebuilding the fire within. This time, it flamed higher for
having been denied. He started again with the one finger and built to three, giving her body
time to adjust. Her muscles tensed, and she began to shake but stayed in control of her beast.
As a reward, he took his thumb and stroked her clit, increasing her pleasure.

Fire shot through her body, and her fingers sprouted claws, which bloodied the palms
of her hands as she fought to keep her beast in its cage. Her hips pumped, driving him
deeper, yet it wasn’t deep enough. “More,” she growled.

“Not yet.”

“Now,” she snarled. “Need...more!”

“No.” Firm and implacable, his tone let her know that he wouldn’t budge from his
course.

She switched to pleading. “Please, Nikolai.” She heard his heart jump and smelled his
arousal increase when she called his name.

“It’s too soon.”
“Nikolai.” She panted his name as she rotated her hips in a circle.
He cursed under his breath, and the hand gripping her thigh tightened.

Oh, he liked that, did he? She did it again, calling his name at the same time. “Nikolai,
please. Need...deeper...harder.”

“Don’t want to hurt you.”

He was weakening. Shannon pushed the advantage. “Nikolai, please. Nikolai.” She
chanted his name, her voice throaty in her passion. She was drowning in pheromones, hers
and his, as lust permeated the air. If he didn’t break soon, she was going to scream.

“Now, Nikolai!”

He gave her what she demanded, adding the fourth finger while thrusting as deep as
his fingers would go. The scent of her blood-tinged vaginal fluid was making him crazy. He
didn’t know how much longer he could hold on. He balanced on his elbow and leaned over
her to suck on her nipple. The added sensation pushed her over the edge. Her neck arched
sharply as she howled her release.
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His fangs dropped into place. He removed his hand and grabbed his throbbing cock,
lining it up with her entrance. With a hard thrust, he plunged into her, past the fragile
barrier of her virginity, until he was seated deep inside. He planted his hands on the mattress
beside her, elbows locked into place as he threw his head back and fought for control.

“Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit!” He struggled not to savage her like the monster that he was. She
was so tight. Her hungry vagina milked his shaft, trying to pull his seed from his body. Her
blood called to him, beckoning him to gorge himself.

He groaned as he slowly withdrew until only the head was seated at her entrance, and
then he slid his way back home, this time not stopping until he hit the opening to her womb.
Her cervix contracted around him, making him hiss and curse in pleasure before he
withdrew and did it again and again, until he found his rhythm.

“Yes! Yes! Harder!”
Nikolai shook his head, still trying to take it easy on her, but she was having none of it.

“Harder, damn you! Don’t hold back!” Then she snarled at him, and the leash on his
beast loosened the slightest bit. He picked up the pace, hammering into her over and over.

The force of his thrusts caused her breasts to bounce as she matched him. A red haze
covered his mind as his fangs throbbed. He heard the beating of her heart. Felt its rhythm
increase as it sought to keep up with the demand being placed on it. He smelled the rich
scent of her blood as it rushed through her veins. When she screamed her release, his control
snapped. Quick as a snake, he struck, driving his fangs deep into her breast and sucking
ravenously on her blood as his seed exploded from his body, flooding her waiting womb.

* k k k k

Shayla jumped as the door crashed open, bouncing off the wall. Rory stood in the
opening, but it was a Rory she’d never seen before. 7/is Rory was huge and covered from the
chest down in very fine red fur. He was so tall, he had to duck to get through the doorway.
He’d been large, but now he looked like a bodybuilder on steroids.

As he stepped into the light, she got a good look at his face. Something was off,
something wrong with his jaw and his eyes. They were the eyes of a wolf.

She glanced over his downy body only to come to a jarring halt when she reached his
crotch. The bulge there was as massive as the rest of him, and it strained against the fly of his
tattered jeans, fighting to be free. She licked her lips as her body came alive. Down, girl, she
told it. 7his is Rory. We don't like him, remember?

Her body wasn’t listening.

As she stared, transfixed, Rory reached down and casually ripped the jeans from his
body. He wasn’t wearing underwear. Shayla almost fell to her knees at the force of the lust
that surged through her at the sight of his cock, primed and ready for action. It was so long,
reaching almost to his navel, and so thick she knew she wouldn’t be able to close her hands
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around it. Its bulbous head was purple with the volume of blood engorging it. Her pussy
contracted at the thought of getting it inside her, and she began to pant.

“Mine,” Rory growled as he stepped toward her. She reluctantly looked away from his
cock to his face, her breath catching at the lust she could see there. “Mine,” he repeated,
coming steadily closer. “Fought. Won. Claimed. Mine!”

Yes, he had fought to protect me and won. Doesn't he deserve a reward? “Yours,” she
confirmed.

His eyes flared in satisfaction.

There was a niggling voice at the back of her mind warning her that this was a mistake.
Shut up! All I want is a taste, she thought. Just one little taste to satisfy my curiosity. As long
as I don’t let him bite me, everything will be fine. I'll have some fun and no one will be the
wiser. Besides, she consoled her conscience, this is Rory. He doesn’t like me any more than I
like him.

She stood still as he stalked toward her, not the least bit afraid at this proof that he
wasn’t human. Seeing his beastly side actually revved her arousal. She wondered what it
would take to make him lose control. She gasped when he shredded the clothes from her
body, and her pussy gushed in response to his savagery.

He grabbed her under the arms and tossed her onto the bed, over six feet away. She
shrieked as she flew through the air, landed with a bounce, and slid to the top of the bed,
arms and legs splayed in an effort to catch herself. Before the bed had stopped rocking, he
leaped after her and landed on his hands and knees over her.

She looked down the line of his body to his cock bobbing between them. Curious, she
wrapped a hand around its head and squeezed. She watched him to gauge his reaction. He
growled in pleasure, and his eyes began to glow. Pleased with his response, she shimmied
underneath him until she could take his cock into her mouth.

Holding his shaft firmly, she delicately licked the precum leaking from his slit before
engulfing the head with her mouth. It was a tight fit, but she managed and began to suck
firmly. With her other hand, she slid her finger into her pussy to lubricate it and began
stroking her clit.

He pumped into her mouth as she stroked herself faster and harder. She was so excited
it wouldn’t take much for her to come. Her mouth involuntarily clamped down around him,
giving him a little too much teeth as her pussy contracted. Orgasm rushed through her body.
That hint of violence must have excited him because he shoved his cock to the back of her
throat as he spurted cum down her esophagus.

He pulled out, and before she had time to notice that he was still hard, he’d dragged
her back to the head of the bed, spread her legs, and plunged inside. His cock was so big that
for a minute she saw stars as her body struggled to adjust. It was a good thing she liked a bit
of pain with her pleasure, or the agony shooting through her right now would have killed
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her desire. She forced her vagina to relax. She could do this. It was just a matter of mind over
matter.

After he entered her, he planted his arms on the sides of her, balancing on his
forearms. She took advantage of her freedom and clamped her legs low on his thighs,
restricting the depth of his penetration. He snarled at her, and she snarled right back. She
was the one whose future ability to walk was being jeopardized.

He tried to pry her legs open. She reached up and grabbed him by the ears, dragging his
face down to hers. “Do it, wolf-boy, and you won’t get any of this pussy. I'll close my legs
and leave you hanging.”

He stared at her, as though gauging her level of determination while trying to
intimidate her into relenting by growling, showing plenty of fang. She gave an extrahard tug
on his ears and squeezed her legs together, slowly forcing him out. He released her leg when
he felt himself sliding out, eyes narrowed in disbelief.

She smiled wickedly and relaxed her legs. “Good boy.”

Rory growled again, eyes narrowed and focused on her curving lips, but said nothing.
He rotated his hips, working his way inside once again. Her arousal increasing with each
stroke of his cock, Shayla opened her legs and allowed him complete access. He immediately
took advantage. His thrusts became deeper, longer, and smoother until he was nudging
against her cervix.

Shayla dug her nails into his back and shifted her legs until they were wrapped around
his waist. She tilted her hips and raised her cradle, aiming for maximum penetration.
“Harder,” she demanded.

When he didn’t comply with her demands, she dragged her nails down his back, then
bit him on the arm. “I said harder!”

He smiled at her savagely right before he came to his knees with his hands locked
around her waist, lifting her hips onto his lap while keeping her impaled on his pistoning
cock. With considerable strength, he hammered inside her.

Shayla purred. 7his is more like it. She let Rory have his way. His cock pounded against
her cervix, sharpening her pleasure with a small bite of pain. Her legs tightened around him
in a death grip, and her head thrashed from side to side on the mattress as a powerful orgasm
ripped through her body. He fucked her through one orgasm right into another.

She was just coming down from the second when Rory suddenly lunged forward, teeth
bared, gaze locked on her neck as his body began convulsing in release. She dropped her arm
from his shoulder and managed to block him just in time, his teeth clamping down on her
forearm.

“We can fuck all you’d like, but no marking,” she told him firmly, despite the pain she
felt as his teeth broke the skin and dug in deep.
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Rory’s eyes narrowed in anger as he snarled, his lips and chin bloody from the blood
flowing from the wound on her arm, but she’d stopped him from marking her. That was all
that mattered. She felt a brief flicker of worry when he released her forearm, licked his lips
clean, and then gave her a wicked grin.

What the hell was that about?
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Chapter Eight

Shannon shook like a person with palsy as each suctioning draw caused an answering
contraction in her womb, prolonging her orgasm and propelling it higher. Vampire, she
thought with the last remaining functioning brain cell that she possessed. Nikolai’s a
vampire.

Her instincts screamed out warnings. There was something important...something she
was supposed to remember, just beyond her reach...oh man, sex was good. Why had she
resisted doing this for so long? She shook her head and tried to breathe through her mouth.
What was...umm, she inhaled deeply through her nostrils. He smelled so good. She
needed... THINK! You have to focus, Shannon.

Later.

Right now, she wanted to rub her hands all over him and wallow in his scent. She
reached forward, and her hands jerked to a stop as she reached the end of her leash. It
shocked her out of the daze she was in.

Oh God, my mate’s a vampire.
Shannon lay beneath Nikolai, stunned by the realization.
Not mate. Other, her wolf said firmly in denial.

Shannon agreed. A vampire couldn’t be her mate. It wasn’t possible; at least, she’d
never heard of it. Vampires and shifters didn’t mix. They certainly didn’t copulate, not to her
knowledge, and yet, here they were -- together.

Somehow, this vampire had invaded her dreams and incited her lust. “You're the
reason I'm in heat.”

“Am I?” he questioned languidly as he gently sucked and licked the breast from which
he’d fed.
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“Don’t play games with me.” She gasped as the heat rose again in her body. “What have
you done to me?” She didn’t have time for vampire tricks. She had to figure this out before
she lost the ability to reason...again.

“I mated you. You are my chosen.”

Shannon shook her head in denial; whether it was in response to the claim he made or
the fire building in her body, she couldn’t say. Chosen was the vampire equivalent of a true
mate. “I'm a shifter. I can’t be your chosen. You’re mistaken.”

He ripped the blindfold off her face, and she got her first good look at him. He was so
handsome, it made her heart hurt. He was everything she found desirable in a man, and she
couldn’t have him. It wasn’t allowed. Even if it were, her wolf would never accept him. She
could feel it bristling at his proximity.

“Does this feel like a mistake?” He pumped his hips, plunging his shaft in and out of her
vagina.

Shannon closed her eyes against the intensity of the pleasure. “No, it doesn’t feel like a
mistake, but it has to be.” She cried out as her body caught his rhythm.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

As she opened her eyes, he continued, “Feel me. Know who I am.” The last thought
was spoken from his mind to hers.

Shannon was beyond caring who he was. He could have been old Slewfoot himself as
long as he kept fucking her. She undulated beneath him, trying to take him deeper. Her eyes
stared into his, mesmerized by the red flame glowing within. Deep in her belly a force was
gathering, building in intensity until she began to fight, sure it would destroy her.

“Let it come, love.”

“I can’t. It’s too much.” She thrashed back and forth, neck arched until it felt like it
would break, but still she maintained eye contact, unable to tear her gaze away.

“Yes. Come. NOW.”

Flames expanding until they filled her entire field of vision, the pressure suddenly
exploded into an inferno of ecstasy, ripping a keening cry from her throat.

Nikolai hammered into her, pushing her into another howling orgasm, this time
feeding from her jugular vein as she came, and marking her as his mate. Then he tore a hole
in his wrist and held it to her mouth, compelling her to drink while she was too out of it to
be fully cognizant of what she was doing.

Once she’d drunk enough for a true exchange, he removed his wrist from her mouth
and licked it, instantly healing it. Releasing her from the compulsion, he gathered her close
and drove for his own completion, but not before giving her satisfaction one last time.
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When he’d recovered and could once again function, he commanded her to sleep. As
her eyes closed, he scanned her mind to make sure she was really asleep. She was.
Unsheathing himself from her body, he climbed off the bed and went into the bathroom. He
took a washrag, wet it with warm water, squeezed out the excess, then went back to the bed
and tenderly bathed the blood and semen from his mate’s body.

When he was done, he tossed the rag back into the sink and released her body from the
restraints, leaving them dangling down the sides of the bed. He lifted her up, pulled the
cover down, and placed her on the sheet before climbing into bed beside her.

Dawn was approaching. He could feel it dragging on his senses, weighing him down.
He scanned the house and the surrounding area to make sure everything was secure before
placing safeguards around the perimeter. Any person approaching would trigger an alarm.
Reinforcing his command for her to sleep, he added an additional compulsion for Shannon
not to awaken until he told her to do so. That done, he pulled her close and allowed himself
to sink into the deep sleep of his kind.

* k k k k

Shayla woke the next morning facedown, sprawled on top of Rory, ready for another
round. He’d fucked her hard, all through the night, and she’d loved every minute of it. She’d
made up for several months of abstinence and was raring to go at it some more. Who knew
when she’d get the opportunity to indulge again?

She lifted her head off his chest, took a look at her surroundings, and blinked.

At first glance, the place looked a wreck. She took another look and realized it wasn’t
the whole room that was trashed, just the area around the bed. The pillows were shredded.
The bedspread was on the floor tangled with the sheets. The mattress hung drunkenly, one
side on the box frame, the rest on the floor. The bottom sheet was loose, and what wasn’t
shredded was trapped underneath their bodies.

She looked down at Rory and realized he’d shifted back to normal. Some men looked
boyish while they slept. Not Rory. His face was all rugged masculinity, even while relaxed in
sleep. She planted her hands on either side of his torso and prepared to lift herself off him.
Needing more leverage, she slid her legs up his body so that she straddled him. As she locked
her elbows and lifted her upper body, his hands clamped down on her hips, cradling her slit
against his morning erection.

Her eyes flew to his as he asked in a sleep-roughened voice, “Where do you think
you're going?”

“I need to pee,” she responded as he rubbed his cock back and forth against her slit, the
head of his penis rubbing against her clit.

“Later,” he told her as he canted his hips and surged upward, impaling her with his
cock with one mighty thrust.
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She moaned, her bladder forgotten as she rocked against him, hungry for the
satisfaction only he could give her. Their movements caused the last remaining corner of the
bed to give up the fight and it too crashed to the floor.

Rory’s eyes bled to wolf as he watched her, craftiness in his gaze as he waited for an
opening. All through the night, each time they’d mated he’d attempted to mark her and been
denied each time. Shayla’s arms were a mass of teeth marks. It was becoming a contest of
wills to see who would prevail.

In reality, he could have marked her by now and been done with it, but each time
she’d managed to evade him, his respect for her increased. He couldn’t ask for a stronger,
more passionate mate. She wouldn’t grovel like his mother. Shay would stand toe-to-toe with
him, demand his respect, and command his attention. Controlling her would be a challenge,
one he would relish.

She cried out, her nails digging into his chest, head thrown back as her pussy clamped
down, milking him with her release as she rode him to completion. Hoping to catch her off
guard, he lunged forward, his eyes focused on his target -- the tendon that connected
shoulder to neck.

When the heat of his breath neared her shoulder, Shayla jerked back, causing his teeth
to graze her from shoulder to chest, leaving a trail of red. He bit her on her breast just for the
hell of it as he followed her down, forcing her back to the floor. In retaliation, she popped
him upside the head.

He grunted in satisfaction, cupped her hips, and plunged back inside her waiting
sheath. Her movement had dislodged him as he hovered on the edge of completion. Giving
up his intent to mark her for now, he rode her long and hard until he came bucking with a
howl. He collapsed on top of her, panting.

Shayla wiggled beneath him, causing his cock to harden inside of her. “No! No more
nookie, not until I pee and get something to eat.”

With a grumble, he rolled off her and allowed her to get up. “Hurry and come back.
I'm not finished with you.”

Shayla jumped to her feet and then stood for a moment, gazing at Rory, who lay
sprawled on his back like a red-haired Adonis. She let her gaze travel over his body,
admiring his physique until her bladder issued another warning call. Pee here or in the
bathroom; either way, it was coming out. She rushed to the bathroom, almost crying in relief
as the pressure eased.

Once that was over, she hopped into the shower. She smelled like Rory. Well, she
smelled like Rory and sex. She stood under the shower and watched as the water turned
green, washing yesterday’s gel out of her hair. She’d dyed it green to match the army green



Nikolai’s Wolf 77

outfit she’d been wearing. One she wouldn’t be wearing again since Rory had clawed it off
her body. She washed all over, taking special care with the tender area of her sex.

When she was finished, she exited the shower, then rubbed her head with a towel and
wrapped another one around her body. She’d have to go upstairs to get clothes to wear. She
found a spare toothbrush and brushed her teeth before leaving the bathroom, hoping to find
something good to eat. She was starving.

As soon as she opened the door, Rory was on her. Her head bounced off the wall as he
pressed her forcefully up against it. Lifting her to eye level, he growled gutturally. “You
washed my scent off of your body.”

Before her mind finished deciphering what he said, his tongue was in her mouth and
his cock in her pussy. All thoughts of food forgotten, she wrapped her legs around his waist
and hung on. She shouldn’t want any more sex after last night and then again this morning,
but her body didn’t agree. It couldn’t get enough of him.

The more he fucked her, the more she craved him. She was sensitized to his touch.
She’d never get enough of him. No one else would ever be able to please her the way he did.
He’d ruined her for anyone else. She pushed that disturbing thought from her mind, then
relaxed and let the orgasm take her as he gave one final lunge and flooded her with his seed.

She unlocked her legs as he let her slide against him until her feet rested on the floor.
Well, she thought ruefully, she Aad been clean. He’'d definitely accomplished what he’d set
out to do. Once again, his scent was all over her body.

Rory sniffed her and smiled in satisfaction. Shayla shook her head. It must be some
kind of freaky wolf thing.

He kissed her lightly on the lips. “T'll fix breakfast as soon as I come out of the
bathroom.”

Before he could turn away, she asked, “Is it safe for me to go upstairs? I want to get my
clothes.”

“What’s wrong with what you have on?”

She gazed down at her naked body before looking back at him and arching her brow. “I
don’t have anything on.”

“Exactly,” he said, smiling in satisfaction. His smile faded as he said, “It’s safer for you
to stay down here. Don’t go upstairs unless I'm with you. If you have to cover up, put on one
of my shirts. That way you won’t be upset when I rip it off of you later.”

% %k k k k

Kiesha opened one eye and looked around, trying to figure out where she was and why
the bed was so hard. The kitchen. She -- no, they -- were in the kitchen. What happened?
One minute she was ripping into Alex for trying to set Shayla up on the sly, the next they
were tearing the clothes off one another. Everything else was a blur.
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She heard a groan and looked over to see Alex struggling to stand. “What happened?
Why are we on the floor?”

“Blue moon,” he answered, as though that explained it all.

“I didn’t think it would affect us since I'm already pregnant.”

“We didn’t get the full effect. If you weren’t pregnant, we’d still be going at it,” he told
her as he helped her to her feet.

If this isn’t the full eftect, I don't want to see the real deal. That made her think of
Mary Elizabeth. She isn’t pregnant. I wonder how she’s handling things.

* k k k k

Mary Elizabeth shuddered as another orgasm rocked through her body. “Hugh, please.”
She panted. “We’ve got to stop.”

They’d been making love all night long. It was ten in the morning now, and Hugh
showed no signs of slowing. They’d just barely made it into the room before the sexual
frenzy had started.

“Can’t stop,” he responded, changing the angle of his thrusts until she was once again
pushing back into him as the heat of arousal roared through her body.

“The funeral.” She panted and then moaned as he hit a particularly sensitive spot. “We
have to be there.” Her fingers clenched on the bedding. She whimpered with pleasure and
arched her back as Hugh plunged into her from behind, his body covering hers.

“What time is it?”

“What?” she asked, her mind hazy as it started to separate from her body.

“What...time...is...the...funeral?” He punctuated each word with a thrust of his hips.

“Two o’clock.” She gasped, on the edge of another orgasm.

“We’ll make it,” he told her as he drove her up and over another peak.

They did...barely. Hugh took her in the shower as they prepared for the funeral. Her
panties came off in the elevator when he took her against the wall, scandalizing an old
couple who had tried to enter when it stopped on their floor on the way down to the lobby.
Well, the old woman was scandalized. The man looked like he wanted to watch.

Their bout in the elevator satisfied them all the way to the church, where they went at
it again in the parking lot as the coffin was being escorted inside. Mary Elizabeth couldn’t
blame Hugh for that one because she’d initiated it, releasing his cock and straddling him as
he sat in the driver’s seat. He’d hurriedly released the catch on the seat until it lay all the way
back when she accidentally leaned on the horn.

She managed to make herself fairly presentable, smoothing most of the wrinkles from
her skirt and straightening her hair before entering the church on Hugh’s arm. He escorted
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her to her seat with the family where they proceeded to embarrass her mother by barely
keeping their hands off one another in the house of the Lord.

Once the funeral was over, Hugh hustled her out of the church and into the car with
indecent haste. They didn’t speak to a soul. He drove with grim determination back to their
hotel. Mary Elizabeth tempted his self-control mightily as she wiggled and squirmed in her
seat, trying desperately to keep her hands off him.

As they rode up in the elevator, they stood on opposite sides, neither one looking at the
other. Once they reached the room, he ordered the startled housekeeper out as he began
ripping the clothes off his body. She took one look at his face and ran. Hugh slammed and
locked the door behind her, barely remembering to put out the DO NOT DISTURB sign
before he fell on a naked and waiting Mary Elizabeth.

%k %k k %k k

Kiesha picked up the telephone after she and Alex had eaten. “Come on, answer.” It
just rang and rang. She hung up when voice mail came on, and called again. This time, when
there was no answer, she left a message. “Shay, call me and let me know you’re all right. If I
don’t answer, leave a message.”

She disconnected and dialed another number.
“Who are you calling now?” Alex asked.

“I'm calling Shannon to make sure she’s okay and see if Shay is with her,” she answered
distractedly as the phone rang and continued to ring. “Where the hell are they?” she asked,
beginning to get worried.

She disconnected the call and tried again. When she still didn’t get an answer, she
hung up the phone and snatched her keys.

“Whoa,” Alex said, blocking her way to the exit. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“I'm going to check on my cousin and my friend. Move out of my way, Alex,” she said,
trying to push past him.

“Honey, I know you’re worried, but you can’t go over there. The moon will be out
soon, can’t you feel it?” He placed an arm around her to hold her in place.

“Alex, I don’t care about the moon. Shay might be in trouble. I need to know that she’s
safe.” Kiesha was still trying to get past him, even though she knew it was useless. Alex was
strong enough to keep her in the house if he didn’t want her to go.

“Kiesha, look at me,” he said firmly. When she reluctantly looked up, he asked, “How
much of last night do you remember?”

“What does that have to do with anything?” she asked angrily, frustrated because he
wouldn’t let go.

“It has a lot to do with it. Now answer the question.”
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Knowing he was going to continue to push until she did, she told him, “Not much. I
remember arguing with you, and I remember ripping at your clothes, but the rest is blank
until I woke this morning.”

Alex nodded, as if she’d confirmed what he suspected. “And why do you think that is?”

“I don’t have time to play twenty questions. If you have something to say, then say it.
Otherwise, get out of my way. If I hurry, I can get over there and back before the moon
rises.”

He shook her slightly, causing her eyes to widen. “You're not going anywhere. The
reason you can’t remember last night is because you shifted. Your first change. How much
help do you think you're going to be to them if you change? Rory is there. He’s an alpha.
Shannon’s an alpha as well. You go over there, and you’ll do more harm than good. They're
all right, and even if they’re not, there’s nothing you can do about it now.”

Tears filled Kiesha’s eyes. At the sight of them, Alex cursed and pulled her into his
arms. “I'm sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to be so harsh. You have to see that there is nothing
you can do but wait it out. I know you’re worried. I am too. We'll just have to be patient and
hope for the best.”

“Im fine. It’s these damn hormones. You're right, and I know it. It just seems like there
ought to be something I can do. I hate not knowing what’s going on.” She thought for a
moment, then asked, “I changed?You're sure?”

He laughed. “Yes, 'm sure. I was there, remember?”
“Why can’t I remember? Shouldn’t I?”
“Not necessarily. You were angry. Strong emotions bring it on.”

She’d been beyond angry. She was furious with Alex at his deviousness, worried for
Shayla’s and Shannon’s safety, and guilty because if it hadn’t been for her, Shay wouldn’t be
involved in any of this mess. Add all those emotions together, throw in a blue moon, and it’s
no wonder she changed. “Will it happen again, tonight?”

“More than likely. Now that you've experienced your first full shift, you should begin
changing more frequently, especially during the full moon. It will take some time before you
are strong enough to resist its call. Let’s go upstairs and get comfortable. I don’t want to get
caught in the kitchen again like we did last night.”

%k %k k %k k

Shayla lay sprawled on the mattress on the floor, hands above her head. They'd given
up trying to keep the thing on the bed. She lifted her head and looked down at her body
before dropping back to the mattress. A person would think she’d been attacked with all of
the bruises, bites, and claw marks on her body. She smiled contentedly. She loved making
Rory go primal on her.
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Rory’s hand slid leisurely up her leg to play with the folds of her sex. She widened her
thighs, granting him full access. And to think they’d made such a big deal about the blue
moon that she’d actually been nervous. This was wonderful. She would have to make sure
she was in town for the next one.

Rory leaned over and suckled her breast. She ran fingers through his hair as thoughts
continued to run through her mind. She should be sated. Actually, she should be
unconscious. They fucked and ate, then fucked some more. He’d spent more time inside her
than out. She never knew a man could maintain an erection that long and get hard again
with that amount of frequency. Must be a shifter thing. Whatever it was, she was going to
enjoy it as long as it lasted. Thoughts faded away as he moved over her and the passion
between them flared again.
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Chapter Nine

Nikolai awoke just before sunset. He scanned his surroundings, making sure all was
secure before turning to his mate. As commanded, Shannon was still asleep. He had enough
time to carefully wake her. If he did it too early, she would be in command of her senses and
ask questions he was not prepared to answer. If he waited too late, her beast would gain
control, strengthened by the full moon.

He walked a fine line. Because of the heat, he was able to claim her body. Her lust-
filled mind offered no objections to anything he chose to do as long as he satisfied the
passionate craving of her body. He was fully aware that the real battle to claim Shannon’s
soul would begin once the moon waned and her heat subsided.

She would try to reject him. He was a different species. Her wolf was hostile toward
him. Her family and pack would not approve. Then there was the transformation occurring
in her body because of the blood exchanges of which she was unaware. All these things
would work against him. None of them mattered. She was his chosen, his true mate, his soul
mate. Whatever you wanted to call it, the bottom line was she was his. Nothing she did or
said would change that.

In her one lucid moment, she rightly suspected that he was the source, the reason her
body had been thrown into heat. There were a lot of things that she didn’t know, and it
would be his pleasure to inform her, but not until he had physically bound her to him as
tightly as he could. Time was not on his side. The moon would only be at maximum strength
for another two nights. After that, he would have to let her go -- temporarily.

Then the wooing would begin.

He had no doubt he would win her, despite the things conspiring against him. He
would prevail because she wanted him as much as he wanted her, and because he’d never
failed to obtain that which he desired most. He wouldn’t fail now. He would bind her to him
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so tightly that she wouldn’t know where she ended and he began. By blood and by passion,
she would be his before she left his lair. Then he would work on owning her heart as surely
as she already owned his.

He needed to prepare for his mate’s awakening. He hungered, but his needs could wait.
First, he would attend to his mate. Then he would satisfy his own.

He lit a fire to take the chill off the room. Going into his private bath, he filled the
Roman-style sunken tub, large enough to hold four, with oil-scented water. While that was
going, he went into the kitchen area and prepared a tray of food for his mate to satisfy her
hunger and replace the energy she’d expended. Once everything was arranged to his
satisfaction, he collected his mate and carried her into the bathroom.

Stepping into the tub, he cradled Shannon in his arms and sat on one of the bench seats
lining the perimeter. With his arm supporting her back, he lifted her face to his. “Awaken
hungry for me, my love,” he commanded before covering her mouth with his own.

Her arms twined around his neck and her body sought his own before her eyes ever
opened. The heat, freed by his command, swirled like a living thing inside her, seeking relief.
Her body was a firestorm of need, and only he could put out the flames.

He positioned her over his cock. “Take what you need.”

She sank down on him and began to move, instinct taking over where experience was
lacking. She rose to her knees and rode him, the water making her movements languid in
spite of the urgency he felt in her body. His hands explored while she took her pleasure,
knowing that once she fed the hunger of her body, he would be free to feed his.

He cupped her breasts, their lushness filling his hands to capacity. He fondled them as
he watched the intense concentration on her face. A quick tap into her mind showed she was
focused inward on the sensations her body was feeling. Taking two fingers, he pinched her
nipples and pulled, causing them to tighten and harden. As he tugged at them rhythmically,
she gasped and her head fell back, giving him a tempting view of the veins in her neck.

“You like that,” he stated, unable to resist nuzzling the spot where he would later feed.
((Yes.”

“What about this?” He slid his hand down her stomach and parted her curls until his

thumb was pressed against her clit. Using the oily water as lubrication, he rubbed back and
forth.

She hissed in pleasure, her hips shooting forward to match his stroking. Her nails dug
into his shoulders, the claws lengthening as her wolf began to surface. Her eyes began to
change and glow as her climax neared.

“Control your beast, my love.”
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Remembering what happened the last time, she struggled to regain control. She was
too close for him to draw back now. Her claws still dug into his shoulder, but her eyes
returned to normal.

Nikolai smiled and placed his hands on her hips, guiding her movements as he matched
her thrusts, adding an extra bit of force to the movements. He felt so good, she whimpered
and closed her eyes. He was so sexy that she wished she had a camera to capture his image.

He pulled her closer so that her clit ground against his pubic bone. Her breasts rubbed
against the light brushing of hair on his chest. Her fangs lengthened as the urge to bite and
mark him as hers overwhelmed her.

Her wolf stirred in horror. No! Not mate. Other! NO MARK!

She jerked back just as her orgasm surged over and through her, driving every thought
from her mind.

Shannon slumped against Nikolai, her body weak and trembling from more than just
her release. She hadn’t eaten since lunch yesterday. Her mouth was dry and parched from
the blood he’d taken. A cup was pressed to her lips.

“Drink.”

She grabbed the water and drank. When empty, the cup was removed and food was
substituted in its place. The mouthwatering aroma of cooked beef assaulted her nostrils,
causing her stomach to rumble. Shannon gulped down the meat, barely chewing. As soon as
she swallowed, another bite-sized piece took its place, and another, until the edge was off
her hunger, and she slowed down enough to actually savor the food.

Nikolai began alternating pieces of meat with bits of cheese and fruit. Now that she
wasn’t starving, Shannon noticed the tray of food stationed by his arm on the marble ledge of
the tub. Feeling silly being hand-fed when she was perfectly capable of feeding herself, she
reached for the food.

“No, my love. Allow me this small pleasure.”

Shannon subsided against him without protest. She hadn’t been fed since she was a
young child. It was a novel experience. When she’d eaten her fill, Nikolai moved the tray out
of the way and placed another cup of water in her hands. She needed to replace the fluids
she lost before he’d feel comfortable enough to feed again. She finished drinking and handed
him the cup, which he placed on the tray.

She leaned sleepily against him. “You didn’t eat.”

“Your needs come first.” He turned her body and positioned her with her back against
the tub, then pressed his body between her outspread legs.

Shannon abruptly became aware that Nikolai was still hard. “You didn’t come earlier.”
“No'”
“W’hy?))
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“It wasn’t time.”
“Why would you deny yourself?”

“That was for you. This is for me.” He kissed her as he slid home. “Last night and earlier
I held back, not wanting to hurt you with my passion. Now that you've eaten and been
strengthened, I'll give you a taste of what I withheld before.”

He held her legs open and back until they met her chest. He stroked deep, long
powerful strokes that touched her womb. Her head fell bonelessly against the rim of the tub
as the passion in her rose to match his own. Pressed into the side of the tub as she was, she
couldn’t move; she could only clutch his head as fire streaked through her body.

The water churned around them as the temperature rose. Nikolai kissed his way down
to her throat and lingered there, scraping his teeth back and forth against her vein. He
smiled as she clutched his hair and arched her neck, pressing his mouth more firmly against
her skin in a silent appeal to bite her. He licked her and suckled the skin, pulling it into his
mouth, toying with her.

“Bite me.”
He released the skin and kissed his way up her neck to nibble on her ear.
“Nikolai, bite me.”

He licked around the rim of her ear, briefly dipping his tongue inside before nibbling
on the lobe.

Shannon dug her nails into his scalp. “Nikolai, please. Give me what I need.”
“Are you sure?”

“Yesssss!” She hissed as his fangs sank deep. She came instantly. Nikolai fed and fed
deeply, each suctioning draw sending fire through her pussy and prolonging her orgasm.

Withdrawing his fangs, he licked the wound and watched it seal. He’d fed, but it
wasn’t enough. With her, it would never be enough. He gripped her hips and pulled her into
his thrusts as he picked up the pace. His vision bled red, lit within as passion caused his
bloodlust to rise to the surface. He closed his eyes and threw his head back, beating it back
into partial submission. He couldn’t lose control. Not yet. She wasn’t ready.

The position in which he held her caused her breasts to rise out of the water, drawing
his attention. He was mesmerized by the way they bounced and bobbed, nipples tight and
drawn. He could see the minute tracing of veins just beneath the surface, hear the blood
flowing through them. His sheathed fangs ached with the need to release and bite down.

Her claws dug holes in his back as she clutched him to her. The whimpers and moans
coming from her throat were driving him out of his mind with lust. Her inner muscles
gripped him tight, forcing him to fight to pull out with each withdrawal. Her legs wrapped
around him with a strength that would have broken a mortal man.
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It was too much. The fragile control he maintained broke. His fangs exploded into his
mouth and claws ripped through his fingertips. He latched onto her breast and bit deep; her
blood gushed into his mouth. He pumped into her like a madman. No rhythm, no restraint,
just the driving force of his lust. He lost all awareness of his surroundings. Dimly, he heard a
scream and felt her body stiffen. He fed as the seed burst from his body and coated her
vagina before flooding her womb.

Awareness slowly seeped back. His mate lay still in his arms. He retracted his fangs and
licked the wound closed before laying his head on her heart. The beat was strong and steady.
He shuddered in relief. He hadn’t lost control like that since he was a fledgling. He could
have killed her. You could never harm your chosen. It’s not possible, instinct whispered.
Whether it was possible or not, he’d have to be more careful in the future.

He bathed them quickly and exited the tub. Wrapping his sleeping mate in a towel, he
carried her and laid her on the bed and lay beside her. She would awaken soon.

* % k ¥ %k

The first thing she smelled was Nikolai. The scent of him brought it all rushing back --
the bath, the mind-blowing orgasms. The heat was sated for now, allowing her temporary
clarity of mind. Nikolai had fed from her, and she’d allowed it -- begged for it. He was a
vampire. She should be horrified, appalled. She was neither. Instead, she was curious.
Curious about how he had found her and why he had chosen her.

It was not normal for a vampire to be attracted to a shifter. They were natural enemies,
though they’d given up fighting each other when both species began dying out. There was no
future for them, no matter how drawn to him she was or how able he was at turning her
body inside out. Once her heat subsided and the moon waned, she would have to leave and
forget this ever happened.

“Tll allow you to leave, but you’ll never forget. You are my chosen. We will be
together.”

Her head jerked in his direction, her eyes wide. “Did you just read my mind? How did
you read my mind? I'm immune to vampire powers.”

“We are linked -- blood-bonded.”

Shannon pushed away from Nikolai. “I never exchanged blood with you.” When he

only arched an eyebrow at her in response, she grew angry. “I couldn’t have exchanged
blood with you. I would remember. Your mind games don’t work on me.”

Using his preternatural vampire speed, Nikolai sat up and pushed Shannon back onto
the bed. “Look into my eyes,” he commanded with a touch of compulsion in his voice.

Shannon did so, unable to resist. As she gazed into them, the memory of their first
meeting out on the ridge that her wolf had been suppressing unfolded before her. She
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watched as Nikolai found her and saw her wolf attack him. She heard him command her to
sleep and observed him as he carried her to Alex.

It was Ais memory she was reliving. She had no doubt that it was real, even though her
memory of that night was still dim. It all fit. How he knew about her, the dreams, and Alex’s
refusal to tell her what happened and insistence on her remembering on her own. He didn’t
want her to know.

While she was putting the pieces together, her body began to respond to the weight of
Nikolai’s naked body. Her flesh softened beneath his, and her sheath moistened. He groaned
when she slid her hands down until she held his flaccid penis in her hand, fondling it until
his cock hardened. She wrapped one leg around his hips and lifted toward him, rubbing the
tip of his penis against the folds of her sex. Her breath caught as it rubbed against her clit,
which was already hard and unfolded from its covering.

She continued to rub against him, prolonging the moment. Finally, when she’d lasted
as long as she could stand, she positioned his cock at her opening. Raising her other leg to
wrap around his, she pulled down while she thrust up, impaling herself on his cock. He held
himself still above her, allowing her to control the depth of his penetration. Shannon rolled
her hips, sliding him in and out of her sheath with the strength of her legs.

She kept up a steady rhythm, only faltering when her orgasm began approaching. She
tried to fight it, not wanting to come, yet trying to balance right on the edge. Shannon’s
hands spread out and gripped the sheet beneath her, claws sprouting and ripping into the
sheets as she struggled for control. Fangs lengthened as her eyes went wolf, causing blood to
well up in her mouth as she bit down on her lower lip. Her legs tightened until they felt like
a vise.

She looked down and the sight of his shaft, wet with her juices, sliding in and out of
her sheath, sent her over the edge. She pulled him into her and held him there while she
shuddered around him. Her neck arched and a howl ripped loose from her chest.

As she relaxed around him, Nikolai took over. The blood on her mouth called to him.
He lowered his mouth to hers and licked the blood from her lips while he powered into her.
He grabbed her hands and pinned them over her head. His pubic bone smacked forcefully
against her own with each thrust, sending shock waves through her clit.

He lowered his head to her neck while her legs once more tightened around his hips,
then climbed higher to wrap around his waist, allowing him the freedom to move as he
willed. His fangs sliced deep just as an orgasm took him, his sucking causing her to climax.
He relaxed for a minute before disentangling himself from her body. Getting up, he walked
over to the minifridge concealed in the armoire and brought out two bottles of water.
Quickly draining one, he took the other to the bed for Shannon to drink. One look told him
she was once more asleep. His little she-wolf was drained. He set the water by the bed where
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she could see it, went into the bathroom, opened the plug so the water could drain, then
removed the tray and put it back where it belonged.

Coming back to the bed, he looked at his mate. One more blood exchange and the
binding would be complete. He felt pressed to complete the ritual, instinct demanding he
bind her to him as tightly as possible, while his intellect advised caution. He didn’t know
how her body would react to the third and final blood exchange. It was a guarantee that she
would gain power. The last thing he wanted to do at this point was strengthen her beast until
they had come to some kind of understanding. He was resigned to waiting until Shannon
fully accepted him as her mate before completing the ritual. That day couldn’t come soon
enough for him.

* % k ¥ %k

Shayla woke with her head pillowed on Rory’s back. The last two days and three nights
were a blur of sexual ecstasy, but now it was time for her to leave. She had a job to do and
commitments to keep. Rory lay as though dead beneath her, barely moving even when she
rolled off him and sat up. He had to be exhausted.

Over the seventy-two-hour period, he’d barely slept. What little sleep he had managed
had come during the daylight hours when the strength of the sun weakened the moon’s hold
on his body. Shayla eased off the mattress. No matter how deeply he appeared to be sleeping,
he was still a shifter, and she didn’t want to chance waking him.

With one last lingering look at him, she crept toward the stairs and made her way
silently up them, leaving the doors closed but unlocked behind her. Once she successfully
made it to the guest room, she threw her belongings in a bag and dressed quickly but quietly.
She desperately wanted a shower, but she couldn’t afford to take the risk.

Last night she’d made the mistake of mentioning leaving Refuge, and the man had gone
ballistic. He’d shifted into his wolf-man form and taken her from behind. Her hand crept to
her neck and settled there in remembrance. He’'d bitten her. She’d been unable to avoid it.
Of course, at the time avoiding him had been the last thing on her mind. She shivered as the
memory brought echoes of sensation alive in her body.

Forcing her mind to the matter at hand, she grabbed her keys and things and left the
house, expecting at any moment to hear the roar of an angry wolf behind her. Throwing her
belongings into the backseat, she got into the car and quickly drove away. She had a plane to
catch. As she’d told Rory, she had a job waiting on her, though she’d been interrupted before
she could tell him where. Remembering the possessiveness in his gaze, that might be a good
thing. She had no doubt he’d track her down if he could and bring her back, kicking and
screaming if need be.

The thought occurred that she might not exactly object to him dragging her back but
might instead follow willingly behind him. She shoved it forcefully from her mind. As she’d
told Shannon, she didn’t do till death do us part commitments, especially not with a shifter.
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She’d been thought of as a freak and looked at with fear and trepidation all her life.
Being a child prodigy was no easy thing. Thanks to the camouflage of her wild hair,
matching outfits, and crazy way of talking, people forgot just how intelligent she was and
how inferior it made them feel. She came across as just another computer geek. She could
live with that. She could not live with the idea of turning furry once a month and really
giving people a reason to be afraid of her.

As she drove through Refuge on her way to the airport, she was surprised at how
lifeless and empty it seemed. A lot of the businesses in town had signs in the windows
proclaiming CLOSED FOR THE BLUE MOON. If the blue moon had this big of an impact on
business, there were far more shifters in the area than she’d previously credited it with.

Her flight wasn’t scheduled to leave until seven. She had just enough time to get to the
airport and find a place to freshen up. By then, the plane should be boarding. There was no
way she was missing this flight. She’d had a close escape, and she wouldn’t feel truly safe
until the plane was in the air.

* k k k k

Before he opened his eyes, Rory knew something was wrong. Shay/a/He couldn’t sense
Shayla beside him. He opened his eyes. She wasn’t lying on the mattress near him. He
pushed up with his hands and looked around. The bathroom was empty.

Already fearing the worst but needing to be sure, he looked toward the door leading
upstairs. It wasn’t locked. Maybe she’d gone upstairs, although he’d told her repeatedly not
to do so. Rising from the floor, he went up the stairs. He could sense its emptiness before he
even opened the door. He glanced in the room in which she’d stayed. The majority of her
things were gone. He could tell she’d packed in a hurry. Knowing what he’d find but needing
to look anyway, he walked to the front door and opened it. Her rental car was gone.

He walked back downstairs like a man in a trance, leaving the front door open. Once in
the basement, the scent of their mating permeated the room, hitting him like a slap in the
face. She’d told him she was leaving, but he hadn’t really believed her. He thought he’d have
a chance to convince her otherwise, but like a thief, she sneaked away, taking with her
something more precious than money.

With a roar that shook the house, he shouted his anger to the sky. He flew into a rage
the likes of which he’d never done before. His eyes went wolf and claws sprouted as he let
the change take him. Like a man possessed, he ripped and shredded, tearing to pieces
everything that could be torn. What he couldn’t break, he pummeled and threw until the
whole room was destroyed.

When there was no other outlet for his anger, he fell to his knees in the midst of the
carnage, threw back his head, and howled his anguish to the sky. His mate was gone, and
with her, his unborn child.
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Chapter Ten

For the first time in weeks, Shannon woke without the heat plaguing her body. Her
mind was clear. She could think, and her first thought was of escape. Not that the time she’d
spent with Nikolai hadn’t been nice. Actually, it had been more than nice, but all good
things must come to an end. Rory must be frantic by now, and Shayla. She wanted to know if
her friend had made it into the house safely.

She looked at Nikolai lying so peacefully beside her, and her heart lurched. He really
was handsome. Remembering the things they’d done brought a flush of embarrassment to
her face. He’d far exceeded any dream she’d ever had growing up, back when she used to
fantasize about the type of mate she’d one day have before she put away girlish dreams.

Coming up on an elbow, she leaned over him, unable to resist taking one last kiss
before leaving. As her lips pressed lightly against his, Nikolai’s arms wrapped around her and
rolled them until she was on her back, making a place for himself between her legs.

“Going somewhere, my love?”

Shannon heard him clearly in her mind, but her lips were too occupied to answer. She
tried mind-speaking with him, not sure if it would work. 7 need to leave, Nikolai.”

“Soon, but not yet, love.” His mouth traveled to her breast. “Stay.”

“This won't change anything. I still need to leave. I have people looking for me.” She
arched and pressed her breast more firmly into his mouth.

“They can search for a little while longer.”
He pushed into her slowly, allowing her to savor each inch as it filled her sheath.

Thoughts ceased as the sounds of lovemaking filled the air. The slide of skin against
skin. Hungry moans and gasps. Heavy breathing. The rocking of the bed as his thrusts
became more vigorous. The slapping of flesh on flesh, cumulating in a high, keening moan of
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completion that drowned out the minuscule sounds of Nikolai moaning while he fed. When
Shannon came back to herself, she lay sprawled on top of Nikolai as he slowly stroked her
from shoulder to hips.

“When you finish assuring everyone of your safety, come back to me.”
“I can’t. You know it will never work between us.”

Nikolai cupped her head and lifted it up, forcing her to look at him. “What I know is
that I will never let you go. You are mine, my chosen. You may leave to get your house in
order, but return to me you will.” As he spoke, a flame lit deep within his eyes, causing the
black to reflect red.

Shannon pushed on his chest and sat up, straddling him, his cock nestled against her
moist slit. The red in his eyes deepened until they began to glow. She opened her mouth to
argue.

Nikolai cut her off. “If you plan to leave, do so now before I change my mind.”

She had the urge to test him, to see if he really thought he could keep her there. The
feel of him hardening beneath her changed her mind, caused her to give heed to the
cautioning voice telling her pushing him was not a good idea. She had no doubt that he
would never hurt her or keep her against her will. The question was, would she want to
leave? Already she was wavering, but staying would only delay the inevitable. Their ending
had already been preordained.

She rose off him and left the bed. He waved a hand, causing the door to open and
reveal the elevator. She walked toward it slowly, forcing herself to keep moving and not look
back. Leaving was more difficult than she’d expected. As she waited for the elevator doors to
close, she allowed herself one look back. He lay sprawled on the bed in all his naked glory,
his cock standing proud and tall, still slick with the juices from her body.

The sight of him caused her sex to tighten. She forced herself to stand there as the
doors slowly closed, blocking the sight of him. The elevator rose and deposited her into what
could only be a library. It brought to mind old English manors with floor-to-ceiling
bookshelves lining three of the four walls. If she had more time, she would explore the titles
on the shelves. Many appeared to be first-edition hardbacks.

From the library, she entered into the foyer. To her left was the double-door entrance
into the house. Directly ahead was a formal dining room with a table that must seat twenty,
at least. To the right, a great room whose wall was nothing but glass doors opened out onto a
terrace beyond. She was mighty tempted to go exploring, but she could feel Nikolai’s hunger
in her mind. If she didn’t leave now, who knew when she would get the opportunity.

She stepped out the door and descended the steps until she stood in the courtyard in
front of the house. The stone house was massive in the moonlight with an old-world flavor.
She shivered as the cool breeze blew over her body, reminding her that she was naked. She
shifted into a wolf and made her way home, wondering what surprises waited.
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* % k ¥ %k

Rory got a grip and pulled himself together. His wolf might be mourning the loss of its
mate, but he had things to do and plans to make. This was not the end. She would be back, of
her own volition or by force. Either way, she would return to his side where she belonged.

Now that the mating fever had calmed, he was worried about Shannon. While he
hoped her absence meant that she had found a mate, his more pessimistic side was
apprehensive. With the combination of the heat and the blue moon, it was entirely possible
her wolf had taken the decision out of her hands, leaving her to deal with the fallout.

It had happened before. The wolf sometimes made decisions the human found difficult
to live with. Of course, the opposite also occurred. There were occasions that the human part
found a mate that the wolf despised. Most of the time, the couple managed to live in
harmony, despite the disparity. However, sometimes the beast did all it could to eliminate
the mate. In those cases, the best a shifter could hope for was that the mate was stronger than
the beast and could subdue it. Otherwise, one might find oneself in the grievous position of
having to explain the untimely demise of one’s mate.

Rory found clothes that somehow managed to survive the destruction, took a shower,
then headed over to Alex’s house. He could discover if Alex had heard from Shannon and
hopefully get information on Shayla at the same time. While on the way, he thought back to
the demolished area formerly known as Shannon’s panic room. He was going to have to
bring in a crew to clean out the debris and start from scratch.

%k %k k %k k

Alex lay in the quiet room watching his mate sleep. Kiesha reclined on the very edge of
the bed, exhausted. Between her pregnancy, the business she was trying to open, and her
new duties as alpha-fem of the Raven pack, he doubted a bomb detonating in this very room
would wake her. That belief was quickly proven wrong when the doorbell rang. Its strident
tones, immediately followed by heavy pounding, yanked her out of a sound sleep and onto
the floor. Alex peered over the edge of the bed. “Are you all right?”

“I will be as soon as you kill whoever is at the door.”

Feeling the same way, Alex pulled on a pair of jeans before helping Kiesha back onto
the bed. “Stay here. I'll go see who it is.”

Whoever it was, they’d better have a damn good reason for bothering him. He was so
tired he couldn’t see straight. He made his way down the stairs, more by rote than by sight,
crossed over to the door, then yanked it open.

<«

Rory pushed past him and strode into the house. ““Bout damn time you came to the

door. I've been knocking for over five minutes.”
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Reminding himself that killing the Sparrowhawks’ alpha would cause a war he really
didn’t have time to deal with, Alex closed the door and followed Rory into the living room.
He sprawled onto the couch with his head tilted toward the ceiling, mentally trying to
calculate exactly how much sleep he’d had in the last seventy-two hours. Whatever the
amount, it wasn’t nearly enough. “What can I do for you, Rory?”

“Have you heard any news of Shannon?” Rory paced the living room.

Alex raised his head. “What do you mean ‘have I heard any news of Shannon’? She’s
home, isn’t she?”

“If she were, I wouldn’t be here bothering you, would I? She never made it back to the
house the night she came over here.”

Alex shot to his feet. “7Three days/ She’s been missing for three days, and you're just
now telling me?”

“I've been a little busy. Shayla came running through the woods with two wolves
chasing her. In the ensuing fight, I forgot to ask about Shannon.”

“What about later?” Alex was unable to understand. He knew how Rory was about his
sister. This just didn’t make sense.

Rory gave him a look that spoke volumes. “Shayla’s my one. I had to fight for her. You
figure it out.”

Alex winced in sympathy. The blue moon combined with the aggression of the fight
would have brought out every possessive instinct Rory possessed. He wouldn’t have been
able to function beyond the need to protect and stake his claim. Kiesha was not going to be
happy with this development. “Where’s Shay?”

“She took off, which is the other reason I'm here. I need to know where she lives. I was
hoping you could help me with that.”

“She left? You didn’t hurt her, did you?” Alex knew it was technically impossible for a
male to hurt his mate because instinct required that you saw to her needs before your own,
but he had to be sure. He had his own mate’s happiness to consider.

“She’s fine. We just had a bit of a disagreement. I said she was my mate. She didn’t
agree.”

Alex groaned in commiseration, remembering how it was with Kiesha. “Must run in
the family.”

“What must run in the family?” The question came from Kiesha, slowly making her
way down the stairs.

“Go back to bed, honey. You need your rest.”

“I can’t sleep. I heard Rory’s voice, and I wanted to know how Shayla and Shannon
were doing.”
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Alex cut in before Rory could answer. “Shayla’s fine. She left on that business trip she
was telling you about. Rory wanted to know how to contact her.” He hoped Kiesha would
get distracted and forget about Shannon. The last thing he wanted was another argument
with his mate. She would blame him for Shannon’s predicament, and there would be nothing
he could say in defense. Hoping Rory caught the hint, he gazed steadily at Kiesha.

She was just tired enough that the ploy worked. “Why do you need to contact Shay?”

Rory glanced briefly at Alex. “I need some computer work for my business. Your
cousin’s good. Better than anyone we have around here. I saw the system she set up for you
when she installed it on Shannon’s computer and wondered if she could create something
similar for my business. Unfortunately, she left before I could discuss it with her.”

“Oh! Well, I think she left one of her business cards around here somewhere. Or you
could just wait until she comes back in town for my wedding.”

“Wedding?” Rory echoed. Alex quickly smothered a smile when Rory’s eyes gleamed in
anticipation. “When is the wedding going to be?”

“About six weeks from now. My whole family’s coming in. Shay’s actually in it. So, do
you want to wait? From what she said, I know she’s completely booked. She wouldn’t be able
to look at your business anytime before then.”

“No. Give me her business card. If I wait until the wedding, it may take just that much
longer before she becomes available.”

“T’'ll be back in a sec.” Kiesha walked toward the kitchen, headed for her office.

Once she was out of hearing range, Rory arched an eyebrow at Alex. “What was that
about?”

Alex sighed. “I didn’t want you reminding Kiesha I did something stupid and get her
angry with me again.”

“What did you do?”

“I knew Shayla was going to be leaving so I invited a few of my men to come and meet
her, to see if she might be a match. I didn’t know Shannon was going to show up as well.
Kiesha managed to get them out of here before the males arrived. She was still ripping into
me about it when the effects of the blue moon hit us.”

Before Rory could comment, Kiesha returned. Thankfully, she didn’t notice the look
Rory gave him. “Here’s her business card. It has her e-mail address on it and her cell phone
number.”

“Thank you, Kiesha. You don’t know how much I appreciate this.”

“No problem. Now if you gentlemen will excuse me, I'm going back to bed. I haven’t
had nearly enough rest.” She nodded good-bye to Rory, gave Alex a kiss on the cheek, and
trudged her way up the steps.

“I'll bring some food up later.” Kiesha waved her hand in acknowledgment.
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Alex held up a hand, signaling Rory to wait until he heard the bedroom door close;
then he motioned for him to continue.

“It’s partly your fault Shannon’s missing,” Rory said, “although I can’t get too upset. If
you hadn’t done what you did, I probably still wouldn’t know that Shayla was my mate.”

“What happened that night? They should have had plenty of time to make it back to
the house before my men arrived.” Alex heard the phone ring and ignored it. Whoever it was
could call back later.

“They probably would have if Shannon’s truck hadn’t broke down. I passed it on my
way here. They must have had to get out and make a run for it. Shannon probably ran off in
one direction and sent Shayla to the house. It might have worked, if your guys hadn’t come
chasing after my mate.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Why would they have chased Shayla when she’s human?
Especially when Shannon was there and in heat.”

“Shayla was also in heat. I didn’t realize it until I had shifted.”
“What are you going to do now?”

“Prepare for the return of my mate, of course.” Rory grinned devilishly at Alex. Alex
suddenly felt sorry for Shayla.

* k k k k

Shannon approached the front of her house cautiously. The front door was open.
Rory’s and Shayla’s vehicles were missing. So was her truck. It must still be on the road.
Tomorrow she’d have to go and see if it would crank so she could bring it home. If it didn’t
start, she hoped it was something easy to fix. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d worked on it.

She crept into the house on all fours. If someone was in there, she’d smell them. Rory’s
scent was powerful, letting her know he’d left recently. Shayla’s scent was a bit fainter but
still strong. She’d probably been gone a few hours. Shannon stepped lightly, sticking close to
the walls and pausing before crossing into open spaces. She couldn’t detect anyone else in the
house, but it never hurt to be cautious.

She followed Rory’s and Shayla’s scents to the basement, where they were strongest.
She stopped in the second doorway. Shock caused her to shift back to human form. Oh my
God! What the hell happened in here? The room was destroyed. Totally and completely
destroyed, and Rory’s scent was all over the wreckage.

She went back upstairs to check Shayla’s room, needing to see what condition it was in
and hoping it would provide some clue as to what happened. From the looks of things, Shay
left in a hurry. Worried, she went into her room and called Kiesha.

“Hello?” Kiesha croaked out the greeting in a groggy voice. Damn Alex for not
answering the phone when he knew how tired she was.
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“Kee? Hey, it’s Shannon. Have you heard from Shayla? Is she all right?”

Kiesha sat up in the bed. “What do you mean? You're the second person that’s asked
about Shay tonight. Is something going on with my cousin I should know about?”

“That’s what I'm trying to find out. When we left your house the other night, my truck
broke down, and we got separated. Some of the wolves from the pack caught my scent and
were hunting me. I sent her on to the house while I ran off in the other direction. I don’t
know what happened after that because I'm just getting home.”

Kiesha waited while Shannon paused to take a deep breath.

“From the looks of things, she only recently left, but she appeared to be in a hurry. She
left some of her stuff behind, and I don’t think it was intentional. I wouldn’t be concerned
except something must have happened here. My basement’s trashed. It looks like a class-five
tornado swept through it.”

Kiesha jumped off the bed and started throwing on clothes. “Stay right there. I'm on
the way over. I want to know what the hell is going on around here. Rory is here asking
about Shayla, and now that I think on it, he never did answer when I asked about you. I've
got a feeling that my mate’s involved and doesn’t want me to know. Sit tight. Maybe
between the two of us, we can get to the bottom of this.”

She hung up the phone and rushed out of the room, still trying to put on her shoes. The
men looked up when the bedroom door banged open. Kiesha got the last shoe on and came
running down the stairs, keys in hand.

“Where do you think you’re going?”
“You are in a shitload of trouble, mate. That was Shannon on the phone. I'm going to

find out what’s going on around here and what happened to my cousin. We'll finish this
when I get back,” she said as she headed for the door.

“That was Shannon?”

“Where is she?” The two men spoke over each other.

Kiesha brushed past them, not responding to their questions. Alex made a grab for her
arm, but she surprised him by dodging his grasp with the swiftness of a shifter.

“I'm coming with you,” Alex said determinedly.

“No, you’re not,” Kiesha called over her shoulder. “I want the truth, not just what
you've determined I should know.” The door slammed behind her, punctuating her words.

Kiesha’s SUV roared to life, and they heard her spin out of the driveway.

“Damn, when she finds out what happened the other night, especially about you and
Shayla, the shit is going to hit the fan. I've got to get there and do some damage control.”
Alex did not want his mate angry with him again. Once was enough. He slipped out of his
jeans and tied them around his neck.
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“What are you doing?”

“T'll get there faster if I shift, but I'll need something to put on when I change back. I
don’t think this is the time to explain to Kiesha that nudity doesn’t bother shifters.”

Shifters spent so much time in the raw that they didn’t view it the way humans did.
Kiesha was still too new to be comfortable with him being nude in front of another female,
even if that female was a shifter as well.

Alex ran out the door, focused on reaching Shannon before Kiesha. She already had a
head start. He shifted and took off running through the woods, just barely noting that Rory
had shifted and was running beside him, his pants also flapping in the wind.

Shannon placed the phone back on its cradle and stood there. They would be here any
moment, and she had no doubt that it would be “they.” For where Kiesha went, Alex was
sure to follow, and if Rory was there, he’d be close behind.

She needed to shower, to wash Nikolai’s scent off her body, but for reasons she didn’t
want to examine too closely, she was strangely loath to do so. Instead, she went into her
room and put on a pair of jeans and one of her mock-turtleneck sweaters. She didn’t believe
Nikolai left any visible marks on her, but she wasn’t taking any chances. She’d barely
finished running the brush through her hair when she heard Kiesha pull into the driveway.

Throwing down the brush, she opened the door in time to see Rory and Alex emerge
from the woods. Both men were wearing just their pants, which let her know they’d shifted
and ran over, probably trying to beat Kiesha here.

Kiesha ran up the stairs to the door, either not seeing or ignoring the men. “Okay. Now
what’s going on? Are you all right? Where have you been for the last couple of days?”

“Im fine. I'm more worried about what happened to Shayla. Rory, what happened to
my room? It looks like a demolition crew came through and ripped it to pieces.” Although

Rory was still a good distance away, Shannon didn’t raise her voice. She knew he would hear
her.

“Never mind about the room,” he answered. “Are you all right? Where have you been?
I was worried.”

“You're alone? You weren’t mated?” Alex looked around, puzzled, obviously doubtful
that she had made it through her heat without collecting a mate, especially since she was
gone for so long.

Rory rushed toward her, his intent gaze checking to see if she was unhurt when he
recoiled as though he’d run into an invisible force field.

“ Vampire!” Rory spat out, looking at Shannon as though she were the devil incarnate.

“What?” Alex looked at Rory like he was crazy. Then the wind shifted and Alex
smelled it too, judging by the distasteful expression on his face.
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Although part of her withered inside, Shannon stood straight and tall, staring Rory in
the eye. While she’d known it could never work between her and Nikolai, she was surprised
to realize that a part of her had been hoping that they could find a way. That fragile hope
died a sudden and painful death once it was confronted with Rory’s reaction to Nikolai’s
scent. He looked at her like he hated her.

Kiesha looked at the three of them. “Why are you looking at Shannon like that? What'’s
wrong with you two?”

“Where have you been, Shannon?” Alex asked quietly.
“And why do you smell like vampire?” Rory asked in a hard voice.

When Shannon didn’t answer, Rory stepped closer. “Did you mate with him? If I pull
down your collar, will I find his mark on you?” His hand reached out to do just that.

A growl rose up out of Shannon that wasn’t her own. It was a warning, a stamp of
possession, and a statement of intent. It said, Keep your hands off, or suffer the consequences.

“Nikolai, please. Let me handle this.”

“He is not allowed to touch you.”

“He’s my brother.”

I know who he is, and I care not. He will not put his hands on you.”

Rory froze when the growl came out of her. “Oh hell. You've gone and mated him,
haven’t you?” He gave her a look of disgust and walked a couple of feet away as though he
could no longer stand to be near her. He kept his back to Shannon as he ran his hand
through his hair.

“Have you mated him, Shannon? Did you mark him?” Alex asked, watching her
closely.

“Mated who?” Kiesha asked.

“No, I haven’t marked him, and he’s speaking of Nikolai, Kiesha.” As she said his name,
gentle warmth flooded her being. Nikolai, letting her know she was not alone.

“You and Nikolai?” Kiesha asked, astonishment in her voice.

“He thinks I'm his chosen,” Shannon informed them.

“Know, love, I know that you’re my chosen.”

“What’s a chosen?”

Alex answered, “It’s the vampire equivalent of a true mate.”

Kiesha rubbed her forehead. “Is that possible? I thought you said vampires and shifters
don’t mix?”

“Hell no. It isn’t possible, and damned straight the two don’t mix.”

Shannon ignored Rory. She watched Alex, waiting to see what he had to say.



Nikolai’s Wolf 99

“It doesn’t matter what he says. You are my chosen. Nothing will change that. Nor does
it matter how they feel about it.”

“It’s rare. Extremely rare. So rare that tales of it happening are more legend than fact,”
Alex said.

Rory spun around in disbelief. “What the hell are you taking about?”

“I've listened to the old ones talk. In times past, before the wars, it occasionally
happened. It’s rumored that such matings were one of the causes of the wars.”
“What wars?” Kiesha asked, intrigued.

“Vampire-Shifter Wars,” Shannon answered. “Vampires were our enemies. The two
species fought until both were almost extinct. A truce was called, more in an effort to
preserve what little of us remained than a true peace.”

“Ancient history, love. It has no bearing on us.”

“I don’t care what may or may not have happened in the past. My sister is 7ot mating a
bloodsucker,” Rory said in disgust. “What kind of children would they have? If they could
have any. We're two different species. It won’t work. I don’t care what went on between you
two for the last couple of days. You stay away from him, Shannon. Nothing good can come of
it.”

Shannon flinched. She hadn’t even thought of that. She wanted children someday, or at
least, she wanted the option of having them. Being with Nikolai would mean no children --
ever. If, by some miracle, he did manage to impregnate her, what kind of child would it be?

Abomination.

The word whispered through her mind, causing her to feel sick to her stomach. Nikolai
was strangely quiet, reinforcing her fears.

“Come on, guys. Let’s go. It’s getting late, and I'm sure Shannon needs some time alone.
Rory, you can crash at our place if you don’t feel like driving home.”

Alex looked at his mate, then at Shannon. “Come on, Rory. Let’s go.”
“You two go ahead. I'm not going anywhere.”
“Rory, please. I need to be alone,” Shannon appealed quietly, close to tears.

Rory hesitated, visibly torn. Shannon knew he wanted to stay and make sure that
Nikolai didn’t come, but it was her house, and she was a grown woman. He couldn’t make
this decision for her. “Okay, I'll leave. Call me if you need me.” He kissed her on the cheek,
then walked quickly down the stairs and left.

Kiesha hugged Shannon. “Call if you need to talk.” She turned and walked away,
grabbing Alex by the hand and pulling him with her as she left.

* k k k k
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Nikolai wasn’t perturbed by what he’d overheard. He’d known he would have to fight
for Shannon from the moment he made the decision to claim her. Animosity between the
two species ran too deep for them to accept her loss without a fight.

It was his chosen who he had to convince. Shannon was strong. If she decided to claim
him, she’d let nothing and no one stand in her way. He just needed to convince her that he,
and he alone, was who she wanted as her mate.

His mate watched the others leave. No one had noticed the large black hawk seated on
the branch of the tree overhanging the driveway. When the vehicle was out of sight, his
mate sighed, turned, and went into the house. He could see she was extremely disturbed by
the reactions of the others. Knowing she needed some time to herself, he granted her a few
hours to adjust to the changes in her life.



Nikolai’s Wolf 101

Chapter Eleven

Shannon awoke later that evening, naked and covered in red rose petals. It was
startling because when she went to bed, she had on an oversize T-shirt. How did he come in
without waking her or her wolf?

She propped up on one elbow and looked around. The rose petals trickled off the bed,
onto the carpet, and trailed out the bedroom door. Curious, she sat up, disturbing the
hundreds of petals blanketing her body. She rose from the bed and followed the trail.

It led out of the room and to the front door, which was cracked open. Hanging on a
hook from the door was an emerald green satin nightgown. She reached out a hand to caress
the fabric. It was beautiful. She took it down and went back into her room to stand in front
of the mirror.

The gown was ultrafeminine and blatantly sensual. She’d never worn anything like it
in her life. Halter-style, it had a plunging neckline, and the back dipped so low she knew it
was meant to be worn without underwear. She put it on, enjoying its silky feel against her
skin, and gazed at her reflection in wonder. A sexy siren with her features stared back at her.

She felt a moment’s disquiet.

Shannon knew how to handle herself as a wolf. As an alpha-fem, she knew what males
wanted from her, and it all boiled down to the three Ps -- power, position, and pups. In her
world, feminine equated to soft, and soft got you abused or killed.

Nikolai wasn’t interested in any of that, which made him an unknown entity. For the
first time in her life, she’d met a male who was interested in Shannon, the woman. Frankly,
she didn’t know how to deal with it or him, but she was too curious to draw back.

Opening the door, the first thing she noticed was the matching ballerina-style slippers.
She put them on her feet before following the trail, which continued down the stairs, across
the drive, and into the woods.
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Once in the woods, the petals switched from red to white. The trail went about twenty
feet before slowly tapering off into a small moonlit clearing. In the center was Nikolai. He
lay on his side on a quilt, looking luscious. She was so captivated by his appearance it took a
while for her to notice the picnic basket sitting beside him.

“Come, love. I've waited hours for you to appear,” Nikolai said as he held out a hand to
her in invitation.

Shannon crossed slowly to his side and allowed him to pull her to her knees beside
him. Nikolai kissed her fingers and then opened her hand to place a kiss on her palm. “You
are as beautiful as I knew you would be in that gown.”

She self-consciously ran her fingers through her short hair and then wiped her face,
remembering that she had sleep creases from her pillow on her cheeks.

“No, love, you are beautiful.”

“What is all of this?” Shannon pointed at the basket and then at the wine bucket
directly behind it.

“If the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, then surely the path to a woman’s
heart must be the same.” He reached inside and came out with two wineglasses.

“Is that what you're after...my heart?” Shannon watched as he poured them each a
glass of white wine.

“For now.” Nikolai handed her one of the glasses.

Shannon took a sip. It tasted fruity and was actually quite good. “You said, for now.
What about later?”

He gave her a look that she felt right down to her bones. “Everything, my love. I want
everything.”
Shannon tried to look away and couldn’t. His gaze pulled her in until she felt like she

was falling. Her field of vision tunneled down. All she could see was the black of his eyes.
Then Nikolai blinked, and she was free. She sat there for a minute, disoriented.

“Come here.”

She looked at him stupidly. “Where? I am here.” She was kneeling right beside him.
What more did he want?

Nikolai didn’t bother answering. He reached out and removed the glass from her hand,
placing it to the side. Then he grasped her under her arms and lifted her onto his lap. She
clutched his shoulders, afraid he would drop her.

“Never. You are too precious to me.”
I really wish he would stop reading my mind, she thought.

Intimate laughter flooded her mind in response to her wish. “Why would I wish to do
that when your mind is so intriguing?”

“It’s unnerving, having someone else in your head.”
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“It’s intimate,” he countered. “Having someone know your thoughts and sharing yours
with them.”

“Yes, but I can’t read your mind, which gives you an unfair advantage.”

“You can if you choose. My mind is always open to you. It is the privilege of all chosen,
the ability to read their mate’s thoughts.”

“You mean you can’t do this with everyone?” Shannon looked at him suspiciously.

“No, I am not that powerful. This is a gift given to us because of the blood that we
exchanged.” He held an appetizer to her mouth. It reminded Shannon of the first time he’d
fed her while immersed in his tub.

When she finished chewing, she said, “I've given you blood. I've never taken any of
yours, other than that first night when I bit you. That’s not enough to be a true exchange.”

When he said nothing, she became suspicious. She would know if she’d drunk from
him, wouldn’t she? Vampires were powerful, but so were shifters. Of course, of the two,
vamps had shifters beat, hands down. “We haven’t exchanged blood, have we? I would know
if we had, wouldn’t I?”

Nikolai gazed at her unrepentantly. “We have completed all but the final blood
exchange.”

Shannon’s mind spun with the information. She was one blood exchange away from
being a vampire’s mate. She opened her mouth automatically in response to the food he
placed there. As she ate, she considered the ramifications. “Why did you stop? Why not do
all three?”

“For the last one, you must agree.” He poured more wine and handed her the glass.

“So, if I don’t agree, you'll let it go? You won’t do the final exchange?” Shannon gazed
at him over the rim of her glass as she sipped the wine.

Nikolai didn’t answer. Shannon wasn’t sure what his silence meant. She decided not to
push, sure she wouldn’t like the results. “You aren’t eating,” she said after a while.

“First you feed, then me.”

She felt the blush that suffused her body as she remembered what happened the last
time he’d spoken those words to her. Her nipples hardened as her arousal scented the air. She
took another sip of wine in an effort to hide her reaction to his words, draining the glass dry.

Nikolai refilled her glass. He fed her until she was unable to eat another bite. Once she
was finished, he placed all the items back into the basket and laid it to the side. Then he
tumbled her back on the quilt and lay beside her, his leg over hers, holding her in place.
Leaning over her, he took his time studying her face. He examined her feature by feature,
until she was squirming in embarrassment, uncomfortable with such close attention.

“Do you know how beautiful you are?”
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Shannon opened her mouth to protest, and Nikolai planted his finger against it to
silence her. “I speak not of outward appeal, though you possess plenty. I speak of inner
beauty, of the soul.”

She shook her head silently in disbelief.
“Have the wolves not spoken to you of such as they tried to woo you into their beds?”

She remembered her earlier thoughts. “No,” she responded after a moment of silence.
“Wolves on the prowl speak only of strength.” The more cunning ones waited until she was
in heat and attempted to use her body against her. None of them had ever tried appealing to
the woman in her, as though she were her beast and nothing else. Even Rory tended to speak
to her in terms of her wolf.

Nikolai captured her gaze again, distracting her from her depressing thoughts. “I see

you.” “I see you,” he repeated in her mind, “and all that you are. I see your very soul, and it is
beautiful to me.”

Shannon’s heart melted. She was appalled at how easily he breached her defenses with
pretty words. How starved must she be for compliments that the first man to offer them was
building a gateway into her very heart? Unable to cope with his flattery and unable to think
of anything else to do, she attempted to redirect his attention.

“Didn’t you say you were going to feed when I was finished? I'm done.”

His gaze narrowed on her. “Are you offering to feed me? Are you asking me to partake
freely of your blood?”

There was something about the way he phrased his questions that Shannon found
disturbing, but she couldn’t think of what it was. Not with his eyes gazing directly into hers.
It ruined her ability to think. She nodded her head.

“You must say the words,” Nikolai proclaimed.

“Take what you need. I offer it to you freely.” The words surged up from somewhere
deep inside. At the surge of triumph that blazed across Nikolai’s face, Shannon wondered
exactly what it was she’d done.

“Since you offered, I can do no more than oblige,” Nikolai said huskily, his voice
causing shivers to run up and down her spine. His hands slowly glided down her body to her
knees. There he gathered her gown until it bunched in his fists, and began to draw it
upward, slowly revealing her body beneath.

When it reached her hips, Shannon planted her feet and lifted, assisting him with the
removal of her gown. Nikolai dragged it over her breasts and off her body before tossing it
casually to the side. “A veritable feast,” he proclaimed, allowing his hand to sweep over her
bare body. “From where shall I feed? Shall I feed from this spot?” He lifted her wrist and
kissed the delicate skin there.

“Or here?” He lightly ran his finger from her earlobe to her neck, causing the hair to
rise on her body.
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“What about here?” He cupped her breast, molding his hand to its shape before
pinching the taut nipple.

Shannon arched into his hand as fire streaked from her nipple to her womb.

“Or shall I feed from here?” His hand glided over her stomach to her mound, bypassing
her needy clit, and stroked down to her inner thigh. The skin there was coated with her
juices. Shannon was so aroused that the moisture was flowing down her thighs.

Nikolai skimmed his fingertips along the fluid on her leg and followed the stream back
to her slit. He rubbed his hand back and forth, coating his fingers liberally before bringing
them to his mouth for a taste.

He moaned, and his fangs dropped into place. “Spread your legs, love, so that I might
feast.”

Shannon drew back her knees until she was wide open as Nikolai settled between her
thighs. “You don’t mind if I play with my food for a while before eating, do you?” he asked
wickedly.

“God, no,” she burst out as his mouth closed over her clit and began to suck. Within
minutes, she was a babbling fool, totally out of her mind with the pleasure he brought to her
body. The clearing, with its almost-full moon shining down around them, faded from sight as
her focus narrowed down to Nikolai’s mouth on the most intimate part of her body.

His fangs scraped her, causing her to buck against him. He clamped a hand over her
hips, using his strength to hold her still. His tongue lapped at her as though she were an ice-
cream cone and it was a hot summer day. When her vision faded to black and her back
arched up off the ground in climax, he turned his head and sank his fangs into her thigh,
feeding deeply. Shannon screamed as her orgasm rocketed to another level. He fed until she
was a trembling, shuddering mass of nothingness, barely hanging on to consciousness, her
body unable to handle any more pleasure. Her heart hammered inside of her chest.

Nikolai licked the puncture wound closed and laid his head on her stomach. “Thank
you for your generosity.” His cock was long and hard, and she was ready and willing for him
to plow into her softness, but he restrained himself. Apparently this wooing was not about
sex. Obviously Nikolai was smart enough to know that while sex had the power to bring her
to him, it wouldn’t keep her by his side. He needed to win her heart.

He lounged quietly while she recovered. He held still, barely breathing when she
tentatively stroked his head with her hand. When he didn’t protest, the strokes became more
confident, and he purred in contentment. She breathed in the night air, her hand buried in
his thick hair as she slowly drifted off to sleep.

%k %k k %k k
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The next two weeks went by in a sensuous haze. By day, she worked on the accounts
for the stores and caught up the books for Rory’s construction business and the pack. The
nights belonged to Nikolai. He romanced her. There was no other term for it.

He took her on moonlit picnics. She lay with her head in his lap while he recited
poetry to her. He danced with her beneath the stars. On one memorable occasion, he took
her flying. Every night he fed her, making sure her hunger was satisfied before fulfilling his

own.

Nikolai did everything except have actual intercourse with her, and it was making her
crazy. She wanted to feel his cock in her sheath. Feel him deep inside. She could feel his
desire for her. The way he denied himself frustrated her even as it increased her respect and
admiration for him. He had a goal in mind and could not be swayed from it, no matter how
much she tried. She alternated between sensuous satisfaction and sexual frustration as he
satisfied her on every level but one.

She craved him. Craved his body and his presence. She felt complete only when his
mind and his body merged with hers. Otherwise, she felt empty and alone. She couldn’t
imagine being any more connected to him if he were her mate. But then, he couldn’t be,
because if he were, her wolf would accept him.

As promised, Rory had brought a crew with him to repair the damage he’d done to the
basement. He was abnormally quiet, moody even. She thought it was the situation with
Nikolai, but after that first night, he never mentioned it. Never questioned her. She was
surprised, and a bit suspicious. It wasn’t like him not to pry into her business, especially
about something like this.

He was like a wolf with a sore paw, or a man who’d lost his woman, but that couldn’t
be. Rory wouldn’t pine over a woman. Besides, the only women he’d been around lately that
she knew of were Shayla and herself. He hadn’t lost her, and the idea that he might be
yearning for Shayla was...well, laughable. The two were more likely to kill each other than
mate.

The ringing of the phone interrupted her musings. “Hello?”
“Did you forget our appointment?”
She looked at the clock. “Oh, shit. Alex, I'm sorry. Do you want to reschedule?”

“No. I want you to get in your vehicle and come to my office. I'll be waiting,” he said
shortly and disconnected the call.

Shannon was a little stunned by his manner until she realized that it wasn’t her doctor
commanding her presence. It was her alpha. Good thing too. She hated going to his office,
and given a choice, she would have simply canceled. However, this thing with her blood was
too important for her to play around with.

She shut off the computer and a few minutes later raced down the mountain. She made
excellent time and within fifteen minutes walked into his office. When she signed in, the
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nurse took her straight back to the examining room after taking her blood pressure and
weight.

In a surprising twist, Alex was already in the room waiting. She didn’t know whether
to be annoyed or alarmed. Usually she had to twiddle her thumbs until the doctor arrived.
That he was already there spoke volumes about his concern for her health.

“Hop up on the table, and hold out your arm.” He rolled a tray containing his
bloodletting instruments of torture closer to the examination table.

Shannon watched as Alex filled four tubes. If she had to donate blood, she much
preferred Nikolai’s way of acquiring it than Alex’s.

As he untied the band from her arm and pressed a clean cotton ball to her wound, she
tried to read Alex’s expression. It was a useless attempt. He’d gone into full-blown doctor
mode and wouldn’t be revealing any of his thoughts until he was good and ready to do so.

“While I run tests on these, get undressed. I want to do a full pelvic exam.” He gathered
the vials of blood and pushed everything out of his way, his mind obviously focused on his
next task.

“Why? Is that really necessary?”

Alex stopped like he’d run into a wall. He turned slowly to look at her, and his power
filled the room, making her skin itch. Damn, he was back in alpha mode again. “Because I'm
your doctor, and I said so. If that’s not reason enough, then do it because your alpha
commands you.”

Shannon lowered her eyes in submission and nodded her head. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
You do not challenge your alpha, even if he is the mate of your good friend, she chastised
herself as he left the room. She felt a gentle nudge on her mind.

“Is all well, my love?”

“Yeah, just dandy.”

“You seem troubled. What's wrong?”

“Just angry with myself. I did something stupid.”

“Aaah!” She felt his smile. “Call/ if you need me.” He caressed her gently and then
withdrew his presence from her mind.

Twenty minutes later, Shannon was vividly reminded of why she hated office visits.
They made you put on these stupid paper gowns that were never large enough to cover what
you wanted covered; then they left you sitting in a room cold enough to raise goose bumps,
even with her shifter metabolism.

Another ten minutes went by before Alex waltzed in with the nurse. He was all
business as he conducted a full pelvic exam, including a Pap smear. Snapping off his gloves,
Alex collected his samples and told Shannon to dress and meet him in his office.
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Shannon dressed slowly, wondering what this was all about. She felt fine -- wonderful,
in fact. Her legs no longer bothered her, and what sleep she did manage was sound.

Alex came into the office and closed the door behind him. He tossed her chart on his
desk and sat on its edge rather than in his chair as he had on her last visit. “Level with me.
Have you been seeing Nikolai?”

Struggling mightily to keep from squirming, Shannon gave him an honest answer.
“Yes.”

“Have you been giving him blood?”

“Are you asking as my doctor or my alpha?”

“Both. Now answer the question.” Alex’s gaze bore into hers.

“Yes,” she reluctantly answered, knowing she had to, but feeling it was none of his
business.

“How often?”
“Nightly. Is there a purpose to all these questions?”

“Yes. I'm trying to figure out what’s different; what changed between this visit and last.
Your blood count is within the normal range -- the high end of normal, but still normal. If
you've been donating blood nightly, your blood count should be low. Since it’s not, I'm
speculating that your body is producing just enough blood to keep Nikolai fed. The only
reason that I can see for this to be happening is if you were his mate and had completed the
necessary blood exchanges. Have you ingested his blood?”

Shannon sighed. “Nikolai showed me what happened the night he found me. I attacked
him while in wolf form and got a good piece of his arm. I think that’s what triggered the
changes in my body. According to Nikolai, it was the blood I ingested that allowed him to
place me under compulsion.”

Alex placed his hand on his thigh and looked down at the floor. “That’s entirely
possible. Any other times that I need to know about?”

“Not that I can recall, but Nikolai claims that he’s completed two of the required blood
exchanges.”

“Which leaves only one remaining?”
“Yes, according to what I've been told.”

“I'll have to run some more tests to be sure, but it’s possible that the changes his blood
has wrought are irrevocable. For now, Nikolai is the solution to your PV. I don’t like it, but I
can’t see any way around it.”

Shannon sat on the edge of her seat, her gaze intense. “What are you saying, Alex? That
I should mate with Nikolai?”

“No! Yes. Hell, I don’t know what I'm saying. Until I run more tests, this is just
speculation. Let’s wait and see what the test results have to say before you go making any
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life-altering decisions. I don’t like the idea of you and Nikolai together any more than Rory
does. We have too few females as it is. You didn’t feel a connection with any of the Raven
pack’s wolves?”

Even though she knew the answer, Shannon gave the question the careful
consideration that it deserved before answering. “Unless there are some I haven’t met, the
answer is no. I haven’t met anyone that I clicked with, nor has my wolf.”

“Have you tried, Shannon? Really tried to connect with any of them?”

Halting the growl that wanted to rise, she reminded herself that this was her alpha and
she couldn’t blow up at him. She took a calming breath before answering. “Alex, I know my
duty. It’s been drummed into me since I was a child. If I had met anyone who even remotely
registered on my radar as a potential mate, I would have pursued it. I'm not being
deliberately picky. None of the men from my old pack appealed to me, and I'm having the
same problem here. I would be happy, over the moon ecstatic to find a male who appealed to
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both my wolf and to me as a woman, but I haven’t.
“What about Nikolai? How do you feel about him?”

The blush she felt lit up her face was probably answer enough. “If I were human, I'd
already be bonded to him. I know I have a responsibility to the pack. Even if I wasn’t already
aware, Rory’s and your reactions brought it home. Besides, it doesn’t matter how I feel. My
wolf doesn’t accept Nikolai.” Shannon didn’t add anything else, knowing that Alex would
understand the implications.

Alex stood up, indicating that the interview was over. “I'll call you when I have the
results. See Bernie on the way out. I want to see you back again in eight weeks.”

Alex watched Shannon leave. He was deeply disturbed and struggled greatly with his
conscience. He’d chosen to remain unmated rather than settle for someone who was simply
suitable, even though as alpha he had the responsibility to provide an heir for his pack. He
had always considered himself to be open-minded, nonchauvinistic even. He was ashamed to
realize that he unconsciously subscribed to the same double standard as the elders. Although
he wasn’t exerting the pressure on Shannon that Rory had been, he had expected her to find
a mate among the males of his pack. It never occurred to him she might do otherwise.

What if Nikolai was correct? What if Shannon really was his chosen? Could he
overcome his personal prejudice and do what was best for Shannon? She admitted that none
of the men in the Raven and Sparrowhawks packs moved her. That was significant. If any of
their males were Shannon’s mate, Nikolai’s claim wouldn’t even be an issue. Shannon would
already be mated.

Alex had his own theories about her wolf. Theories he would keep to himself until he
got the results back. If they turned out the way he anticipated, he and Rory would be having
a long talk.
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Chapter Twelve

Shannon escaped Alex’s office and headed directly for Hugh’s diner, in dire need of
comfort food. She went inside and ordered three taco salads -- heavy on the meat -- to go,
three large sweet teas, and three of Mary Elizabeth’s dark chocolate brownies with nuts.

It was the peak of the lunch rush, and the place was jumping. Fortunately, Hugh placed
a priority on to-go orders so she didn’t have to wait long.

“Is this yours?” Hugh indicated the food in the take-out containers in the window.

“Yes.”

“Are you headed to the store?”

“Yes,” Shannon answered, wondering if he wanted her to deliver a message to Mary
Elizabeth.

“Anne, Shannon’s food is on the house,” Hugh said, surprising her with his generosity.

“Thanks, Hugh,” she called out as he rang the bell, indicating an order was ready for
pick up. Hugh waved in acknowledgment before disappearing from the window. Shannon
grabbed the food and drinks and walked out of the diner.

A few minutes later, she came through the door of the store. Kiesha and Mary
Elizabeth must have both been upstairs in their offices because she didn’t see them
anywhere. “Lunch!” she called out.

“Shannon?”

“I smell food.” Their voices floated down the stairs, followed swiftly by their bodies.

“I brought food. Come and get it while it’s hot.” Shannon cleared off an area on one of
the dining table sets on the showroom floor and distributed the food. By the time the other
two made it to the table, she was already digging in.
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“You sweetheart! I was just wishing that I'd brought lunch. 'm hungry.” Mary
Elizabeth hummed in appreciation when she saw what was in the container, grabbed her
fork, and began eating.

“Smells heavenly. Why didn’t you call and tell us you were bringing this? Not that I'm
complaining.” Kiesha’s eyes closed as she took her first bite of the salad. “Mmm, this is so
good. How much do I owe you?”

“Nothing. Hugh picked up the tab. And I didn’t call because I didn’t know I was
coming. By the time Alex finished poking and prodding me, I needed comfort food and
decided to share. You know the saying. Misery loves company.”

“If misery makes you eat like this, feel free to share your misery at any time. I thought I
had eaten everything on the menu, but this is new.” Mary Elizabeth was hunched over her
food like she was afraid someone would take it from her.

“Taco salad was the special of the day. Maybe he’s trying something new, seeing if it
will sell before adding it to the menu,” Shannon speculated.

“The hotel had taco salads on their menu. Hugh loved it. He must have decided to try
and recreate it.”

“Speaking of hotels, how was your trip? I haven’t seen you since you've been back,”
Shannon said.

Mary Elizabeth turned a brilliant red and buried her face in her hands, food
temporarily forgotten. Shannon glanced at Kiesha, one eyebrow raised in inquiry.

“Don’t look at me. I asked and got the same reaction. She still hasn’t told me what
happened.”

“You want to know what happened? I'll tell you what happened after I find out why
Shannon didn’t warn me.” The look she shot at Shannon was scorching.

“Warn you about what?” Shannon was completely baffled.

“About how bad the blue moon was going to be! You should have told me what to
expect. Kiesha would have if she’d known,” Mary Elizabeth wailed.

“Hey, that’s not fair. I did warn you. I told you about it and the effect it had on shifters.
It’s not my fault that you didn’t believe me and weren’t prepared.”

“When? When did you tell me about it 'cause I don’t remember having that
conversation.”

“In the diner, when we were sitting at the table. Kiesha, you remember, don’t you?”

“Actually, I don’t think Mary Elizabeth was at the table when the subject came up. She
and Hugh had gone in the back to have their ‘little discussion’?”

“See,” Mary Elizabeth said. “I fo/d you. Not that anything you said would have made a
difference. Even if I had known, there was no way to prepare for that. My God, I acted like a
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nymphomaniac. Hugh and I could barely keep our hands off of each other. Was it like that
for you too?”

“We didn’t get it that bad, according to Alex, because I'm already pregnant. It hit us the
hardest at night, when the moon was full. I can’t tell you what happened because I honestly
don’t remember. | seemed to have blacked out. Did you make it to the funeral?”

The blush that had faded came roaring back. Mary Elizabeth lowered her eyes to the
table in embarrassment. “My mother was mortified. She still isn’t speaking to me. Hugh and I
had sex in the parking lot while the casket was being escorted into the church. Apparently
someone saw us.”

Shannon laughed and quickly turned it into a cough when Mary Elizabeth looked up,
her eyes deadly. “Don’t you dare laugh. It was horrible, and that wasn’t the worst of it.” She
then proceeded to describe in vivid detail what happened in the elevator as they left for the
funeral.

Shannon tried to picture prim and proper Mary Elizabeth caught in such a
compromising position. The image came to life in her mind. She glanced at Kiesha and
quickly looked away. Both were desperately struggling not to laugh. Shannon snickered first
and attempted to hold it in. Kiesha turned her face away from the table and began to giggle
under her breath.

Then Shannon got a visual of what the old couple’s facial expressions must have been,
and that was it. She laughed until tears were flowing down her face and she was holding her
sides. Kiesha wasn’t in any better shape. Only her grip on the table kept her from falling out
of her chair and onto the floor.

“Glad you’re finding my humiliation so hilarious, guys,” Mary Elizabeth said drily. “It’s
really not that funny.”
“Oh, yes, it is,” Shannon disagreed, trying to catch her breath while she wiped the tears

from her face.

Mary Elizabeth smiled and then began to laugh as well. Kiesha had laughed so hard
that she’d given herself the hiccups. Once they calmed down, they put any further
conversation on hold until they could finish eating their rapidly cooling salads. Then
Shannon brought out the brownies.

“Oooh, brownies. My favorite. That does it. We're definitely keeping you.” Kiesha
snatched a brownie out of Shannon’s hand and ripped the cellophane wrapping off it.

Shannon held out one to Mary Elizabeth. “No.” She shook her head. “That’s all right.
Ever since we’ve been back, I can’t stand the taste of chocolate.”

Kiesha was stunned enough to stop midbite. “Not like chocolate? Are you okay? Do I
need to have you examined by Alex?”

Shannon leaned closer to Mary Elizabeth and took a sniff.
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Mary Elizabeth shooed Shannon away from her. “Stop it! That’s just freaky the way
you guys do that.”

“Are you going to tell her or shall I?” Shannon nodded her head in Kiesha’s direction
before arching her eyebrow and pinning Mary Elizabeth with her gaze.

“Tell me what?” Kiesha mumbled around a mouthful of brownie.

“There’s nothing to tell. Not yet, anyway. It’s too soon to know,” Mary Elizabeth said at
the same time.

“Too soon to know what?” Kiesha interrupted, trying to wash down her brownie with
tea.

“What does Hugh say?” Shannon spoke over her.

“What does Hugh say about whar?”

“He says what you're thinking, but what does he know?”

Shannon shook her head. “You are one wickedly stubborn female.”

“That’s it!” Kiesha slammed her hands down on the table. “Tell me what? What is Hugh
thinking? Quit speaking in code. Inquiring minds want to know. Somebody better start
talking, or I'll...I'll...” She floundered, unable to think of a threat dire enough.

“You’ll what?” Shannon asked innocently.

“I don’t know,” Kiesha admitted ruefully. “I can’t think of anything intimidating
enough. You two evil heifers are hard to scare.”

Mary Elizabeth and Shannon laughed. Kiesha rubbed her stomach. At almost four
months, she was finally getting a noticeable bump.

“Mary Elizabeth’s pregnant,” Shannon announced, “and she’s in denial.”

Kiesha squealed and high-fived Shannon. “That’s wonderful.”

“I am not in denial. I just don’t believe it,” Mary Elizabeth said over Kiesha.
Shannon and Kiesha shared a look. “Denial,” they said at the same time with a laugh.

“Y’all are no help. Don’t let Hugh hear you. He’s just as bad. He keeps insisting that I'm
pregnant. Says he can smell it.”

“Don’t you want children?” Kiesha asked.
Mary Elizabeth took her time answering. “Yes, a whole house full of them, actually.

I’m just not certain that now is the time. Hugh and I are still feeling our way. I don’t know if
we’re ready to be parents. A lot of couples break up under the pressure of parenthood.”
“Oh, honey. That won’t happen to you. Hugh loves you. He’s not going anywhere.”

Kiesha tried to reassure her.

Mary Elizabeth still doesn’t have a good understanding of the mate bond, or she
wouldn’t be this insecure, Shannon thought to herself. Aloud, she said, “Talk to Hugh. Tell
him how you feel.”
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Mary Elizabeth shook her head. “I don’t want to upset him.”

“You won’t upset him. It’s his job as your mate to make you feel secure. He can’t do
that if he doesn’t know what’s going on in your mind.”

“Shannon’s right, Mary Elizabeth. Talk to Hugh. I wasn’t too sure about the timing of
this pregnancy either, but Alex eased a lot of my fears. If you are pregnant, you need to tell
Hugh how you're feeling. His support and love are what you’ll need most to get through this.
Besides, effective communication is a must for any relationship.”

“I'll think about it. Enough about me. I heard you have a hunky vampire chasing after
you,” Mary Elizabeth said in an obvious bid to redirect the conversation.

“Yes, how is that going? You still seeing him, or did you manage to chase him away?”

Shannon felt herself flush. In that moment, she cursed her fair complexion that showed
her reaction vividly.

“Look at the blush,” Kiesha crowed. “I'd say that was a yes. She’s still seeing him. Good
for you. Don’t let those dimwits tell you what to do.”

“Who’s a dimwit?” Mary Elizabeth wanted to know.

“My mate and her brother. They don’t want Shannon and Nikolai -- that’s his name --
together.”

“Why not?”
“Something about vampires and shifters not mixing. Sounds like a bunch of racial
prejudice to me,” Kiesha said with a look of distaste on her face.

Mary Elizabeth turned to Shannon with a look of awe on her face. “So, you’ve got your
own Romeo and Juliet-style romance?”

“God, I hope not. Didn’t they both die at the end of that story?”

“Yeah, they did. Okay, maybe not the best example,” Mary Elizabeth admitted. “But
you’ve got your own star-crossed lovers thing going on.”

“To be honest, I don’t know what I have. The man’s totally wrong for me, except he
fascinates me.”

“Why is he wrong for you?” Kiesha demanded.
“Because he’s a vampire.”

“That’s bull, and you know it. Are the two species incompatible? No, can’t be or
Nikolai wouldn’t think you're his chosen,” Kiesha said firmly, answering her own question.

“What’s a chosen?” Mary Elizabeth asked.
“The vampire equivalent of true mates.”

“How can I be his chosen? That’s what I don’t understand. Shouldn’t his chosen be
another vampire or even a human? Whoever heard of a shifter and a vamp? That doesn’t
make sense. Besides, if I were his chosen, wouldn’t my wolf accept him?”
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“That’s not exactly true, Shannon. Remember, Alex said he’d heard of vampire-shifter
matings in the past. Besides, whoever said love had to make sense?”

“Shannon, do you want to be with Nikolai?” Mary Elizabeth asked softly. “Do you love
him?”

“It doesn’t matter what I want. Nor does it matter how I feel. I have a responsibility to
the pack and to my species as a whole to find a shifter I can tolerate and mate with him.”

Kiesha shook her head. “Tolerate? Do you hear yourself? Why should you have to
settle for less than love? Screw the pack. Screw your species. If they haven’t died out by now,
you mating with Nikolai won’t make a bit of difference. This is your life we’re talking about.
You have to do what’s best for you.”

“Because you weren’t born a shifter, Kiesha, you don’t understand. You saw what the
reaction was when Rory and Alex knew that I had been with Nikolai. Rory’s my brother,
and Alex is my alpha. Imagine how the rest of the pack will react. I would be ostracized.”
Shannon shook her head. There was no way her friends would be able to understand.
Shifters were raised with a pack mentality. Every decision was made with careful
consideration of how it affected the pack as a whole because everything you did affected the
pack.

Mary Elizabeth laid her hand on Shannon’s forearm, which was resting on the table.
“What if Rory and Alex accepted Nikolai as your mate? Would you be with him then? That
is, assuming you want to be.”

“If Alex accepted Nikolai and my mating, then the rest of his pack would have to
follow his lead. Rory will never accept it. I could live with that. I love my brother, but I
wouldn’t let his opinion of Nikolai keep me from him. The biggest problem is my wolf. She
hates Nikolai, and as long as she does, a mating between us won’t work. I would never be
able to relax with him, always have to be on guard so that my wolf didn’t surface with him.”

“I think Nikolai can handle your wolf. He seems to be the type that can handle
anything. You never answered Mary Elizabeth’s question. Do you want Nikolai? Forget
about all the reasons why you shouldn’t. Be honest with yourself, at least. If none of these
obstacles were in the way, would you take Nikolai as your mate?” Kiesha’s gaze drilled into
Shannon’s, daring her to admit the truth.

She was silent for a moment, allowing herself to imagine the possibility. “Yes,” she said
quietly. “Yes, I would.”

“If you want him, then go after him,” Mary Elizabeth advised, squeezing her arm
encouragingly before pulling back. “Don’t let anything stand in your way. Forget about
everything and everyone and just follow your heart.”

“Don’t worry about Alex. I'll handle him. He’ll handle the rest of the pack. You won'’t
be ostracized.”

“What about the problem with my wolf?” Shannon worried aloud.
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“Talk to Rory,” Mary Elizabeth suggested. “Tell him how you feel. If he sees how much
you want Nikolai, he won’t stand in your way. Give him a little time to adjust to the idea. He
may have the solution to your wolf issue.”

Shannon looked at the two women who’d become good friends over the last couple of
months. She could see from the expression on their faces that they really wanted what was
best for her. “I'll think about it. I promise.”

They were all quiet, each with their own thoughts, when Shannon asked, “So, what
happened with the will? Are you megarich now?”

“I don’t know. The executor read the will and is sending out copies to all of the heirs,
which is a good thing. I was too busy trying to keep my hands off of Hugh to hear much of
what he was saying. I do know that we were given thirty days to contest if we didn’t agree
with any of the provisions listed.”

“You think anyone is going to contest it?”

“Who knows? I'm not even sure why Charles wrote me into his will to begin with,
although the man was crazy so maybe no other explanation is needed.”

“Think of all the good you could do with that money,” Kiesha continued.

“That’s what I said. Hugh still doesn’t like the idea of my receiving anything from
Charles. ‘It’'s a man’s responsibility to provide for his mate,” Mary Elizabeth said, mocking
Hugh’s deep voice.

M

“Hey, don’t knock it. A lot of men want the women to do the providing while they sit
on their sorry butts,” Kiesha offered while Shannon nodded her head in agreement.

“I'm not knocking it. I'm glad he feels the way that he does. I don’t particularly want
Charles’s money, but since he gave it to me, I'm going to use it.”

“Hear, hear,” Shannon said as she raised her cup of sweet tea in salute. Kiesha raised
hers as well, looking at Mary Elizabeth expectantly. When Mary Elizabeth lifted hers, they
touched cups together in a toast.
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Alex viewed the test results in his hands. He’d run them twice to be sure. There was no
doubt. He picked up the phone and dialed Rory’s number.

“McFelan Construction.”
“We need to talk.”

“Same place as last time?”
“Yes.”

“Be there in an hour.”
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Alex flipped his cell phone closed and slid it back in his pocket. Then he went and
cleared his schedule for the rest of the afternoon. An hour later, he was at Lover’s Lookout,
pacing beside his SUV as he awaited Rory’s arrival.

Rory pulled up five minutes later in his company truck. “Sorry I'm late. Got detained at
the last minute. I presume this concerns Shannon?” he asked as he got out of the truck.

“It does. Here, read this.” He thrust the papers at Rory.
“What’s this?” Rory’s eyes were scanning the paperwork.
“It’s Shannon’s lab test results.”

Rory looked at him sharply before returning his gaze to the document. “What does this
mean?”

“I compared the results of this test to the one I took a few weeks ago. Shannon’s
changing. Her DNA is changing,” Alex clarified.

“Changing how?” Rory pinned Alex with a look that demanded the truth.

“Becoming more. Something other. She’s not vampire, but neither is she simply shifter.
Her cells are still mutating, from what I can see.”

Rory crushed the papers in his hand. “It’s that damned bloodsucker. He did this to her.
I'll ki//him.”

Alex held out a hand in warning. “Before you go running off and getting yourself
killed, you need to consider a few things.” Rory visibly bristled at the implication that he
couldn’t defeat Nikolai. Alex ignored him and continued. “Shannon’s life may depend on her
mating with Nikolai.”

“The hell you say.”

“Remember the blood condition I told you Shannon has?” Alex waited until Rory gave
a terse nod. “It was triggered not by Nikolai, but by Shannon.”

“You're blaming Shannon for this mess?”

“Rory, I'm not blaming anyone. I'm just telling you that Nikolai is not the villain you're
trying to make him out to be. He is the one who found Shannon out on the ridge and
brought her to me. Apparently, Shannon attacked and bit him, ingesting his blood when he
got too close, not knowing he was there to help. That’s what caused the initial transition and
allowed Nikolai to bond with Shannon.”

“What are you saying? I was there that night. It was a shifter who found Shannon, one
of yours. I would have attacked anyone else who came near her that night.”

“Nikolai wanted you to think he was a shifter. He must have masked his scent. He’s
powerful enough to do so.”

“If what you're saying is true, then this whole mess is my fault. If I hadn’t chased
Shannon out there, she would never have met Nikolai.”
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“It’s nobody’s fault. I believe Nikolai is right. Shannon is his chosen. This would have
happened no matter what any of us did. She is his chosen mate, the one the Creator intended
for him to have. Her body is changing. She’s producing the blood Nikolai needs to sustain
him. His feeding from her is actually helping her stay healthy.”

“Is there any way to reverse this? Some way to break his hold over her? There has to be
some way around this, Alex.” It was evident to Alex that Rory just did not want his sister
mated to a vamp.

Alex shook his head. “I don’t believe so. They've already completed two of the
exchanges. There’s only one remaining. That’s not the only -- nor the most important --
consideration. Shannon’s spent all of her life in your pack and never found a mate. We both
assumed she would find one in the Raven pack. She’s met every one of the unmated wolves,
and none of them appealed to her on any level. The only man to have captured her interest is
Nikolai.”

Alex was silent, allowing his words and their implications to sink in. He watched as
Rory struggled to take in what he was saying.

“A bloody vamp? Do you know what you're asking me to accept?” His accent was so

strong, Alex had to listen carefully to understand what he was saying.

“You know he’ll take good care of her. He can do no less. She’s his chosen, his mate.
Blood of his blood. She’s safe with him.”

“I know, but...it’s just a lot to take in. A bloody vamp in the family,” Rory muttered to
himself as he paced. Finally, he stopped and turned to Alex. “Have you told Shannon the
results?”

“No, I wanted to speak with you first.”

“Don’t tell her.” Alex opened his mouth to object. Rory cut him off. “At least, not yet.
Shannon needs to make up her own mind about the bloodsucker. If she decides she wants
him, nothing we say or do will stop her from mating with him. It has to be her decision, with
no outside influences.”

“What if she decides that she doesn’t want him?”

“I really don’t see that happening. Do you?”

“No. She wants him. I don’t know if she wants him bad enough to go after him after all
we’ve said to her, but I know she wants him.”

“Then we’ll wait and see what happens. If she really is Nikolai’s chosen, she’ll go to
him soon. If not, I'm sure Nikolai will come for her. It’s what I would do, given the
opportunity.”

“It’s what we all would do. Nothing stands in the way of a male claiming his mate,
including a reluctant mate.”
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Another week passed before Shannon reached the point of no return. She craved
Nikolai with an almost-painful intensity. She desired all of him, and not just his body. She
wanted to go to sleep curled up in his arms and to be there when he took his first true breath
of the day. She needed more than the stolen moments they spent together. More than the
precious hours spent nightly in his arms.

She had to “come out of the closet,” as it were, and boldly proclaim to all who would
listen that Nikolai was her mate. Her chosen. The man she desired above all others. She
would like to spend the rest of eternity with him, and if the Creator was feeling benevolent,
she wanted her belly to swell with his seed and to present him with a child.

There was only one thing standing in the way. Her wolf had to accept Nikolai. If not as
its mate, then at the very least it had to recognize Nikolai’s dominance over it. Shannon
needed help. She needed answers. So she turned to the one person she’d always run to when
she was in trouble. She went to Rory.

She was waiting on the porch when he came home from work. She set the swing in
motion and lifted her face to the breeze as he got out of the truck and came toward her.

“Why didn’t you wait in the house? You have a key. How long have you been sitting
out here?”

“Not long. It’s a nice day so it was no hardship. Besides, I no longer live here. I couldn’t
just walk in, even if I do still have a key.”

Rory sat down beside her on the swing. “Shannon, this will always be your home, no
matter where you live.”

“Do you mean that? Really?” She brought her foot up on the swing and turned to look
at him, resting her chin on her knee.

“Little bit, you’re my baby sister, and I love you. Never, ever doubt that. And never

doubt the things that I would do to see you safe and happy.” He ruffled her hair.

Shannon slid closer to him and laid her head on his shoulder, the way she used to when
she was younger. Rory dropped his arm around her, held her close, and started the swing to
swaying. They sat quietly in the gathering twilight, enjoying the weather and each other.

“I love him, Rory.” Shannon spoke softly.

“I know.” Rory’s answer was equally low, as though he was reluctant to disturb the
peaceful atmosphere.

“I want to mate with him, but my wolf...it wants nothing to do with Nikolai. It’s the
only thing standing in my way.”

“What about me?”

“You’re my brother and your opinion means a lot to me, but I love Nikolai. He

completes me. I hope that you can accept him. Even if you can’t, I still want him. I’d still go
to him.”
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“And the pack? What if they ostracize you? Are you willing to risk losing the support
of the pack to have Nikolai as your mate?”

Shannon took a deep, shuddering breath. “Yes, even if it means separation from the
pack. I want Nikolai as my mate.”

She felt it when Rory released the breath he was holding and squeezed her close in a
one-armed hug. “Now I know that you really love him, and it’s not just the sex.”

Shannon lifted her chin until she could see Rory’s face. He looked down and met her
gaze. “Did you really believe that sex was all there was between us?”

“There was always the possibility. He is your first lover. You wouldn’t be the first to
confuse love with sexual pleasure.”

“And now that you know that it’s love?”
“T'll help you claim your mate.”
“Just like that? No argument?”

Rory cupped her face with his free hand and bent to rub his nose against hers. The
action brought tears to her eyes. He hadn’t given her a “nosey” since she came out of
elementary school. “I want you to be happy. If this vamp makes you happy, then I'm okay
with it. I know what it’s like to love someone and not be with them.” A haunted look
entered his eyes before he blinked it away. “As far as your wolf goes, you need to treat
Nikolai like he’s a shifter.”

“What do you mean?”

“Fight him. Make him prove his dominance over you.”

“Fight him,” she echoed, not certain she’d heard right.

“Shannon, if Nikolai were a shifter and tried to claim you, what would you do?”
“Make him prove he was strong enough to keep me,” she said without any hesitation.
“By...”

A light went off in her head. She abruptly sat up, jarring the swing to a halt. “Making
him fight me. That’s it! It’s so simple, it’s brilliant. You're a genius. Why didn’t I think of it?”

“Because you’re not me. That’s why.” His voice was extremely smug.

Shannon threw her arms around him and hugged him tight. “Thank you. Thank you so
very much.”

“You're welcome,” Rory said as he held her close.

“You're the best big brother in the world,” Shannon said as she kissed his cheek.
Keeping her arms around him, she drew back a little until she could see his face. “She’ll come
back, Rory. You’ll see. Don’t lose faith. She’s running from herself, not you.”

“You know?”

“I didn’t at first. It didn’t seem possible, given your reaction to each other. Then I
realized that your bickering was to hide the attraction you were feeling. Am I right?”
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Rory nodded. “You know I didn’t want a mate and pups.”

“And now you have one, and not just any mate -- a true mate. The Creator has smiled
on you.”

“You're sure that it’s a smile? It feels more like I'm the butt of a joke.”

“Don’t feel that way, Rory. Shayla’s perfect for you. She’ll be back. You'll see, and all
will be well. The Creator is never wrong.” She hugged him again and then stood up. “I've got
to go talk with Nikolai.”

“Tell the bloodsucker I said hello, and that if he doesn’t treat you right, my pack and I
will play a little game of ‘hunt the vampire.”

»
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“What?” he asked innocently. “Doesn’t he suck blood?”

Shannon just shook her head and walked to where her truck was parked. As she
climbed inside, Rory called out, “Maybe the bloodsucker can talk you into buying a new
truck.”

Her laughter rang out as she backed out of the driveway. With one last wave, she drove
off down the street.

Rory watched her leave with a heavy heart. Shannon had always been more like his
daughter than his younger sister. Now he was no longer going to be the most important man
in her life. She’d have someone else to turn to. Someone else to run to when she was in
trouble. It was hard letting her go, but he knew he had to do it. His little bit had a mate of
her own now, but she’d always love her big brother. He consoled himself with that thought.
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Chapter Thirteen

As Shannon drove back toward Refuge, she reached deep inside herself to the place in
her psyche where she was linked with Nikolai and did something she’d never done before.
She called out to him.

“Nikolai.”

She felt his surprise and then his pleasure a second before the warmth of his presence
engulfed her. So strong was his presence that she felt goose bumps rise on her body and she
had to force herself to concentrate on her driving, lest she kill herself and all this be for
naught.

“Yes, my love. To what do I owe this pleasure? Whatever you want, it is yours for the
asking.”

“Brave words to give to any woman. What if I want something you don’t want to
give?”

“For the joy you give to me by reaching out to me heart to heart, in the manner of
chosen mates, anything I have is yours for the giving.”

I need to see you, as soon as possible. I have something to tell you. And don’t read my
mind and spoil my surprise. Wait until you see me and let me tell you face-to-face.”

“Where are you now?”

“I'm on my way back to Refuge. I should be there in another half an hour.”
“Meet me in the clearing.” He sent her a mental image so she’d know which one.
I know the place. See you soon.”

Though he stayed silent, she was aware that Nikolai remained linked with her. She
couldn’t wait to be with him. For a second she worried, wondering if she was doing the right
thing. Then she pushed her worries aside. This was the only way. It had to be done. If she
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didn’t have faith in Nikolai’s ability to dominate and be stronger than her wolf, then she
didn’t need to be with him. If he couldn’t dominate her wolf, then he wasn’t worthy of being
her mate.

When she got to the house, she got out of the truck and stripped. This close to the full
moon, it was always dicey calling on her wolf, but she did it anyway. She shifted and ran to
the clearing where Nikolai was already waiting.

When she saw him, she shifted back into her human form and ran into his arms.
Shannon ground her mouth against his and thrust her tongue into his mouth, the intensity of
her passion causing her to lose all sense of self. She rubbed herself against his erection and
tried to climb his body. “Make love to me,” she commanded, unwilling to separate her mouth
from his, even to speak.

Nikolai grabbed her by her hips and lifted her body so that she could wrap her legs
around his waist. Suddenly, they were skin to skin as his clothes disappeared, and his
erection prodded her opening.

“Please,” she whimpered, trying to impale herself on his shaft.

She held on to him tightly as he sank to his knees, cupped her hips in his hands, and
pulled down as he thrust up, embedding himself deeply. He immediately began a driving
rhythm, shafting her deeply with each thrust. Shannon kissed her way down to his throat
and then bit him hard, causing him to cry out and his fangs to explode in his mouth.

“Bite me,” she demanded and then fell back, trusting him to catch her.

Nikolai caught her by the waist and lowered her back to the ground, still thrusting
deep, his gaze focused on her quivering breasts. Shannon brought her hands up and cupped
them in an offering to him. “Bite me,” she begged, “please bite me.”

Nikolai’s eyes blazed red just before he surged forward and locked his mouth around
her nipple. His fangs sliced into her body, and he began to draw deeply, sucking her blood
and her nipple at the same time. The pace of his thrusts increased until he was
jackhammering into her and her body convulsed around him, the dual pleasure of his cock
and his feeding too much for her to bear.

He withdrew his fangs and licked the wound closed as his body shook in the
unmistakable sign of orgasm. When the last tremor left his body, he slumped on top of her.

Shannon smiled as she held him, his size restricting her ability to breathe properly, but
she didn’t care. She was too euphoric at being able to reduce her big, strong vampire to this
quivering mass of weakness.

“I heard that” he said and rolled so that Shannon lay on his chest and he on the hard
ground.

Shannon giggled, something only he had the power to make her do. “If you don’t like
what you hear, stay out of my head.”
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“Never. Yourvampire, hmm? Does this mean what I think it does?” Nikolai asked as he
stroked her back.

Shannon pushed up off his chest and straddled his body. Reaching her hand between
her legs, she opened the folds of her sex and settled on top of Nikolai’s semierect cock. As the
moisture from her sheath lubricated his shaft, she slid back and forth, tilting her pelvis at the
end of each glide so that the head of his penis rubbed against her clit. “Yes, my vampire. I've
decided to claim you, but there’s something you have to do first.”

“What might that be?” Nikolai asked through gritted teeth.

Shannon reached down and grabbed hold of his rapidly hardening penis, lifted it, and
impaled herself, almost within the same motion. Slowly, she began to ride him. Lost in the
pleasure of his body, she took her time answering.

“Shannon?”

“Yes, love?” She lowered her head to his chest and began to nibble delicately at his
nipple. Her action caused her hips to rise until only the tip of his penis remained embedded
inside. She moaned and dug her nails into his side as this position caused his cock to rub
against the G-spot located on the front wall of her vagina.

Nikolai reached up and dug his fingers into her hips, trying to force her to take more of
him. “Answer the question. What do you need me to do?”

Shannon called on her power and allowed her fangs to grow. “Fight me,” she
responded, right before she sank her fangs into his chest, marking him as her mate.

Nikolai hissed his pleasure as his fangs dropped into place. His hips arched up off the
ground, and he began pumping violently into her sheath. Shannon withdrew her canines
from his chest, locked her knees against his sides, and held on for the ride. Her back arched
sharply, and she howled as her release roared through her.

Nikolai flipped her onto her back and lifted her legs until her ankles were on his
shoulders. Pushing forward until her knees were level with her chest, he hammered her as
he locked his teeth into her shoulder in the manner of a shifter male, marking his mate. The
bite caused Shannon to cry out as another release roared through her body. Her vagina
clamped down on his cock, milking it of its seed.

When Nikolai could think again, he remembered what she had said. “What do you
mean fight you?”

When he didn’t get a response, he lifted his body off hers and looked down into her
face. Shannon lay there, barely conscious, a goofy smile on her face. Nikolai couldn’t help
but smile at the knowledge that he’d literally fucked his mate silly. Still, he didn’t have time
to wait for her to snap out of it.
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He rose to his knees, straddled her body, and lifted her shoulders off the ground. He
shook her slightly as he demanded, “Come on, love. Tell me what you meant. If you don’t
tell me, I'll look and see for myself.”

“S’okay,” she slurred, “need a nap.” Her head lolled back as her eyes closed.

Knowing she was in no condition to answer, he searched her memories for the
information. When he found what he needed, Nikolai lay Shannon back down and sank back
on his knees. He thought about what he’d learned. In order for Shannon’s wolf to accept
him, he was going to have to subdue it and mate with it. He wasn’t too keen on the idea of
mating in wolf form, but if that was what his mate needed to accept him as her chosen, he’d
do what he must.

He allowed Shannon to sleep for an hour while he prepared himself for what he
needed to do. When he was ready, he woke her. “It’s time, love. Allow your wolf out to
play.”

Shannon searched his face and must have found whatever it was she was looking for.
She kissed him lightly on the lips before motioning him away from her. Glancing at him one
last time, she turned her gaze to the moon, which was almost full. He felt her reach deep
inside and unlock the cage in which her beast resided, giving it complete control.

She shifted in a dizzying rush. Nikolai could find no trace of his mate. She’d buried
herself deep within the red she-wolf. Nikolai shifted into the form of the large black wolf
he’d assumed on prior occasions.

He knew the minute the she-wolf had spotted him. It snarled deep in its throat and
assumed the attack position. Nikolai mirrored the she-wolf, growling in a command for it to
submit and recognize him as dominant. The she-wolf bared its teeth in reply and launched
itself at him.

Nikolai leaped out of the way and turned quickly to face it. To gain respect, he had to
defeat her as a wolf and not use any of his vampire powers against her. It put him in a
difficult position. The she-wolf would try to kill him; however, he could not forget that the
wolf was his mate, whom he was sworn to protect. It went against his instincts to harm
Shannon, no matter what form she was in.

The she-wolf was aggressive, attacking over and over again, determined to remove this
threat from its life. Nikolai assumed a defensive position, blocking each attack while waiting
for the she-wolf to tire itself out. Finally, he spotted what he was looking for, an opening in
its defenses.

The next time the she-wolf charged him, he waited until the last minute to dodge.
Moving so fast that he was a blur, he had the she-wolf pinned with his teeth locked on its
throat before it knew what was happening. The she-wolf struggled in his grasp. Nikolai
growled and tightened his grip on its throat. It hesitated for a moment, before finally
admitting defeat. It whimpered in submission and arched its neck more fully into Nikolai’s
mouth.
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Knowing only half the battle had been won, Nikolai released the she-wolf and nudged
it to its feet. Circling around behind it, he nipped at its hindquarters until it presented itself
for mounting. Swallowing his distaste in the act, he allowed his wolf’s penis to drop from its
sheath and mounted the she-wolf, penetrating her until she accepted him as her mate.

As soon as he recognized that the battle had been won, he thrust his power deep inside
the she-wolf until he located the spot where his mate rested. “Shift,” he commanded.

As she flowed seamlessly from wolf to human, Nikolai shifted with her, never losing
contact. When Shannon was back to herself, he pressed down on her shoulders until her
breasts touch the ground, arching her hips higher in the air. With his knees, he spread her
legs wider apart, increasing the depth of his thrusts as he covered her with his body.

Shannon rocked back into his body, tightening her sheath around him and riding his
cock. Nikolai brought his wrist to his mouth and tore into the skin with his fangs, then
brought his wrist to Shannon’s mouth. Linking his mind with hers, he compelled her to
drink, though it was no longer necessary. As she fed from his wrist, he locked his fangs into
her neck and fed deeply, completing the third exchange.

When they’d both consumed enough blood, he released his fangs from her shoulder
and commanded her to release his wrist, which he then licked until the wound was sealed.
Bracing her shoulders with his arms, Nikolai hunched over Shannon and plunged into her,
driving them both to release. As soon as their orgasms had passed, Nikolai commanded
Shannon into a deep sleep.
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When Shannon awoke, she was once more in Nikolai’s bed.
“Ours now.”

She stretched and wrapped her arms around his neck, drawing him down for a kiss. “Is
it done?”

“Yes,” he answered as he covered her body with his own.
Shannon took mental inventory. “/ dont feel any different”
“What did you expect?” Nikolai smiled as he arched his eyebrow.
I don’t know. Something. Anything. This just feels so normal.”

“Let’s see if I can help you with that” He sheathed his hardness inside of her softness
and gently made love to her, drawing the pleasure out for a long time.

When it was over, Shannon lay resting on his chest. 7 sti/l don't feel any different
Inside.”

Nikolai laughed deeply, bouncing her on his body so that she had to grab ahold of him
to keep from falling off. “Youve already done all the changing you're going to do. Your body
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will continue to feed mine, and my blood will increase your life span so that as long as I live,
you live.”

Shannon reached down and tickled his sides, causing Nikolai to buck beneath her.
“You couldn’t have told me this before? You knew I was worried.”

He smiled smugly as he rolled her beneath him and pinned her arms above her head.
“And still you came to me, not knowing what would happen.” In his voice was all of the
pride and love that he felt for her, his chosen.

“How could I do any less? I love you.”

“Indeed,” he agreed as he began to love on her again. “Now about those children you
wanted...”

% %k k k k

A lone male wolf stood on a ridge, high above the valley. Throwing back its muzzle, it
howled, the mournful sound echoing off the rocks, before slowly fading away. The massive
red wolf settled down on its haunches until its muzzle rested on its outstretched paws, a
single tear drifting from the corner of one eye.
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