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      Chapter 1

      
      All I could smell was blood.
      

      
      Blood that was thick and ripe.

      
      Blood that plastered my body, itching at my skin.

      
      I stirred, groaning softly as I rolled onto my back. Other sensations began to creep through the fog encasing my mind. The
         chill of the stones that pressed against my spine. The gentle patter of moisture against bare skin. The stench of rubbish
         left sitting too long in the sun. And underneath it all, the aroma of raw meat.
      

      
      It was a scent that filled me with foreboding, though why I had no idea.

      
      I forced my eyes open. A concrete wall loomed ominously above me, seeming to lean inward, as if ready to fall. There were
         no windows in that wall, and no lights anywhere near it. For a moment I thought I was in a prison of some kind, until I remembered
         the rain and saw that the concrete bled into the cloud-covered night sky.
      

      
      Though there was no moon visible, I didn’t need to see it to know where we were in the lunar cycle. While it might be true
         that just as many vampire genes flowed through my bloodstream as werewolf, I was still very sensitive to the moon’s presence.
         The full moon had passed three days ago.
      

      
      Last I remembered, the full moon phase had only just begun. Somewhere along the line, I’d lost eight days.

      
      I frowned, staring up at the wall, trying to get my bearings, trying to remember how I’d gotten here. How I’d managed to become
         naked and unconscious in the cold night.
      

      
      No memories rose from the fog. The only thing I was certain of was the fact that something bad had happened. Something that
         had stolen my memory and covered me in blood.
      

      
      I wiped the rain from my face with a hand that was trembling, and looked left. The wall formed one side of a lane filled with
         shadows and overflowing rubbish bins. Down at the far end, a streetlight twinkled, a forlorn star in the surrounding darkness.
         There were no sounds to be heard beyond the rasp of my own breathing. No cars. No music. Not even a dog barking at an imaginary
         foe. Nothing that suggested life of any kind nearby.
      

      
      Swallowing heavily, trying to ignore the bitter taste of confusion and fear, I looked to the right.

      
      And saw the body.

      
      A body covered in blood.

      
      Oh God …

      
      I couldn’t have. Surely to God, I couldn’t have.

      
      Mouth dry, stomach heaving, I climbed unsteadily to my feet and staggered over.
      

      
      Saw what remained of his throat and face.

      
      Bile rose thick and fast. I spun away, not wanting to lose my dinner over the man I’d just killed. Not that he’d care anymore
         …
      

      
      When there was nothing but dry heaves left, I wiped a hand across my mouth, then took a deep breath and turned to face what
         I’d done.
      

      
      He was a big man, at least six four, with dark skin and darker hair. His eyes were brown, and if the expression frozen on
         what was left of his face was anything to go by, I’d caught him by surprise. He was also fully clothed, which meant I hadn’t
         been in a blood lust when I’d ripped out his throat. That in itself provided no comfort, especially considering I was naked, and obviously had made love to someone sometime in the last hour.
      

      
      My gaze went back to his face and my stomach rose threateningly again. Swallowing heavily, I forced my eyes away from that
         mangled mess and studied the rest of him. He wore what looked like brown coveralls, with shiny gold buttons and the letters
         D.S.E. printed on the left breast pocket. There was a taser clipped to the belt at his waist and a two-way attached to his
         lapel. What looked like a dart gun lay inches from his reaching right hand. His fingers had suckers, more gecko-like than
         human.
      

      
      A chill ran across my skin. I’d seen hands like that before—just over two months ago, in a Melbourne casino car park, when
         I’d been attacked by a vampire and a tall, blue thing that had smelled like death.
      

      
      The need to get out of this road hit like a punch to the stomach, leaving me winded and trembling. But I couldn’t run, not yet. Not until I knew everything this man might be able to tell me. There were too many gaps in my memory
         that needed to be filled.
      

      
      Not the least of which was why I’d ripped out his throat.

      
      After taking another deep breath that did little to calm my churning stomach, I knelt next to my victim. The cobblestones
         were cold and hard against my shins, but the chill that crept across my flesh had nothing to do with the icy night. The urge
         to run was increasing, but if my senses had any idea what I should be running from, they weren’t telling me. One thing was
         certain—this dead man was no longer a threat. Not unless he’d performed the ritual to become a vampire, anyway, and even then,
         it could be days before he actually turned.
      

      
      I bit my lip and cautiously patted him down. There was nothing else on him. No wallet, no ID, not even the usual assortment
         of fluff that seemed to accumulate and thrive in pockets. His boots were leather—nondescript brown things that had no name
         brand. His socks provided the only surprise—they were pink. Fluorescent pink.
      

      
      I blinked. My twin brother would love them, but I couldn’t imagine anyone else doing so. And they seemed an odd choice for
         a man who was so colorless in every other way.
      

      
      Something scraped the cobblestones behind me. I froze, listening. Sweat skittered across my skin and my heart raced nine to
         the dozen—a beat that seemed to echo through the stillness. After a few minutes, it came again—a soft click I’d never have
         noticed if the night wasn’t so quiet.
      

      
      I reached for the dart gun, then turned and studied the night-encased alley. The surrounding buildings seemed to disappear
         into that black well, and I could sense nothing or no one approaching.
      

      
      Yet something was there, I was sure of it.

      
      I blinked, switching to the infrared of my vampire vision. The entire lane leapt into focus—tall walls, wooden fences, and
         overflowing bins. Right down the far end, a hunched shape that wasn’t quite human, not quite dog.
      

      
      My mouth went dry.

      
      They were hunting me.

      
      Why I was so certain of this I couldn’t say, but I wasn’t about to waste time examining it. I rose, and slowly backed away
         from the body.
      

      
      The creature raised its nose, sniffing the night air. Then it howled—a high, almost keening sound that was as grating as nails
         down a blackboard.
      

      
      The thing down the far end was joined by another, and together they began to walk toward me.

      
      I risked a quick glance over my shoulder. The street and the light weren’t that far away, but I had a feeling the two creatures
         weren’t going to be scared away by the presence of either.
      

      
      The click of their nails against the cobblestones was sharper, a tattoo of sound that spoke of patience and controlled violence.
         They were taking one step for every three of mine, and yet they seemed to be going far faster.
      

      
      I pressed a finger around the trigger of the dart gun, and wished I’d grabbed the taser as well.

      
      The creatures stopped at the body, sniffing briefly before stepping over it and continuing on. This close, their shaggy, powerful
         forms looked more like misshapen bears than wolves or dogs, and they must have stood at least four feet at the shoulder. Their eyes were red—a luminous, scary
         red.
      

      
      They snarled softly, revealing long, yellow teeth. The urge to run was so strong every muscle trembled. I bit my lip, fighting
         instinct as I raised the dart gun and pressed the trigger twice. The darts hit the creatures square in the chest, but only
         seemed to infuriate them. Their soft snarls became a rumble of fury as they launched into the air. I turned and ran, heading
         left at the end of the alley simply because it was downhill.
      

      
      The road’s surface was slick with moisture, the streetlights few and far between. Had it been humans chasing me, I could
         have used the cloak of night to disappear from sight. But the scenting actions these creatures made when they first appeared
         suggested the vampire ability to fade into shadow wouldn’t help me here.
      

      
      Nor would shifting into wolf form, because my only real weapon in my alternate shape was teeth. Not a good option when there
         was more than one foe.
      

      
      I raced down the middle of the wet street, passing silent shops and terraced houses. No one seemed to be home in any of them,
         and none of them looked familiar. In fact, all the buildings looked rather strange, almost as if they were one-dimensional.
      

      
      The air behind me stirred and the sense of evil sharpened. I swore softly and dropped to the ground. A dark shape leapt over
         me, its sharp howl becoming a sound of frustration. I sighted the dart and fired again, then rolled onto my back, kicking
         with all my might at the second creature. The blow caught it in the jaw and deflected its leap. It crashed to the left of me, shaking its head, a low rumble coming from deep within its chest.
      

      
      I scrambled to my feet, and fired the last of the darts at it. Movement caught my eye. The first creature had climbed to its
         feet and was scrambling toward me.
      

      
      I threw the empty gun at its face, then jumped out of its way. It slid past, claws scrabbling against the wet road as it tried
         to stop. I grabbed a fistful of shaggy brown hair and swung onto its back, wrapping an arm around its throat and squeezing
         tight. I had the power of wolf and vampire behind me, which meant I was more than capable of crushing the larynx of any normal creature in an instant. Trouble
         was, this creature wasn’t normal.
      

      
      It roared—a harsh, strangled sound—then began to buck and twist violently. I wrapped my legs around its body, hanging on tight
         as I continued my attempts to strangle it.
      

      
      The other creature came out of nowhere and hit me side-on, knocking me off its companion. I hit the road with enough force
         to see stars, but the scrape of approaching claws got me moving. I rolled upright, and scrambled away on all fours.
      

      
      Claws raked my side, drawing blood. I twisted, grabbed the creature’s paw, and pulled it forward hard. The creature sailed
         past and landed with a crash on its back, hard up against a shop wall. A wall that shook under the impact.
      

      
      I frowned, but the second creature gave me no time to wonder why the wall had moved. I spun around, sweeping with my foot,
         battering the hairy beastie off its feet. It roared in frustration and lashed out. Sharp claws caught my thigh, tearing flesh even as the blow sent me staggering. The creature was up almost instantly, nasty sharp teeth gleaming
         yellow in the cold, dark night.
      

      
      I faked a blow to its head, then spun and kicked at its chest, embedding the darts even farther. The ends of the darts hurt
         my bare foot, but the blow obviously hurt the creature more, because it howled in fury and leapt. I dropped and spun. Then,
         as the creature’s leap took it high above me, I kicked it as hard as I could in the goolies. It grunted, dropped to the road,
         and didn’t move.
      

      
      For a moment, I simply remained where I was, the wet road cold against my shins as I battled to get some air into my lungs.
         When the world finally stopped threatening to go black, I called to the wolf that prowled within.
      

      
      Power swept around me, through me, blurring my vision, blurring the pain. Limbs shortened, shifted, rearranged, until what
         was sitting on the road was wolf not woman. I had no desire to stay too long in my alternate form. There might be more of
         those things prowling the night, and meeting two or more in this shape could be deadly.
      

      
      But in shifting, I’d helped accelerate the healing process. The cells in a werewolf’s body retained data on body makeup, which
         was why wolves were so long-lived. In changing, damaged cells were repaired. Wounds were healed. And while it generally took
         more than one shift to heal deep wounds, one would at least stem the bleeding and begin the healing process.
      

      
      I shifted back to human form and climbed slowly to my feet. The first creature still lay in a heap at the base of the shopfront.
         Obviously, whatever had been in those two darts had finally taken effect. I walked over to the second creature, grabbed it by the scruff of the neck, and dragged it off the road. Then I went to the window and peered inside.
      

      
      It wasn’t a shop, just a front. Beyond the window there was only framework and rubbish. The next shop was much the same, as
         was the house next to that. Only there were wooden people inside it as well.
      

      
      It looked an awful lot like one of those police or military weapons training grounds, only this training ground had warped-looking creatures patrolling its perimeter.
      

      
      That bad feeling I’d woken with began to get a whole lot worse. I had to get out of here, before anything or anyone else discovered
         I was free.
      

      
      The thought made me pause.

      
      Free?

      
      Did that mean I’d been a prisoner in this place? If so, why?

      
      No answers emerged from the fog encasing the part of my brain that held my memories. Frowning, I continued down the street.
         The road banked sharply to the left, then fell away, revealing the lower half of the complex. Partially built houses and shops
         lined the rest of this road, but this time they were interspersed between lush gum trees. At the end of the street stood a
         formidable-looking gate, and to one side of this, a guard’s box. Warm light seeped out of a small window at the side of the
         box, suggesting someone was home.
      

      
      To the left, beyond the partial buildings, there were concrete structures lit by harsh spotlights. To the right, a long building
         that looked like stables, and beyond that, several blocky concrete structures and lots more trees. And surrounding the whole complex, a six-foot wire fence.
      

      
      “Any sign of Max or the two orsini?”

      
      The sharp voice came out of nowhere. I jumped a mile, my heart racing so hard I swear it was going to tear out of my chest.
         Wrapping the cloak of night around myself, I melted back into the shadows of the shopfront and waited.
      

      
      Footsteps approached, their leisurely manner suggesting the missing Max and orsini weren’t yet causing concern. Though considering
         I’d probably just killed Max and seriously damaged the missing orsini, that lack of concern would very quickly disappear.
      

      
      A figure appeared out of a small lane just ahead. He was human—had to be, because anything else I would have sensed. He was
         dressed in brown, and like the man I’d killed, had brown hair and eyes. He stopped, his gaze sweeping the street. The spicy
         scent of his after-shave stung the night air, mingling uneasily with the reek of garlic on his breath.
      

      
      He pressed a button on his lapel, then said, “No sign of them yet. I’ll head up to the breeding labs and see if Max is there.”

      
      “He was supposed to have reported in half an hour ago.”

      
      “Won’t be the first time he’s slacked off.”

      
      “Might be his last, though. The boss ain’t gonna like this.”

      
      The guard grunted. “I’ll give you a call in ten.”

      
      Ten minutes wasn’t much time, but it was better than the two it would take him to walk up the road and discover the knocked-out
         beasties.
      

      
      “Do that.”
      

      
      I waited until the guard came close, then clenched my fist and let rip with a blow to his chin. The force of it sent a shockwave
         up my arm, but he was out long before he hit the ground. I rolled him into the shadows of the fake shop’s doorway, then scanned
         the road ahead.
      

      
      With the main gate guarded, I’d have to try and climb the wire fence. The best place to do that was in the shadows created
         by the stable.
      

      
      I ran down a side road into a slightly larger street. More mock shopfronts and houses met me, but the night air carried a
         hint of hay and horse. It was a stable. What in hell would a testing ground want with horses?
      

      
      As I raced down the road, a strident alarm cut through the silence. I slithered to a halt, my heart back to sitting somewhere
         in my throat and my stomach battling to join it.
      

      
      Either they’d discovered the bodies, or someone had finally realized I wasn’t where I was supposed to be. Either way, that
         alarm meant I was in deep shit.
      

      
      With the alarm came lights, the sudden brightness stinging my eyes. I swore and ran off the road, keeping to what little shadows
         the shopfronts offered. The perimeter fence was lit up like a Christmas tree. There wasn’t a hope of getting over it unseen.
      

      
      Footsteps pounded through the night. I stopped, pressing back into a doorway. Five half-dressed guards went past, running
         as if the hounds of hell were after them.
      

      
      When they’d gone, I edged out of my hidey-hole and ran down the lane they’d come out of. The stable loomed above me, the smell
         of horse and hay and shit so strong I wrinkled my nose in disgust. The many snorts and stomps indicated more than one animal was housed inside. If I released them,
         they might just provide enough confusion to help me escape.
      

      
      The stable doors loomed. From the night behind me came the sound of more footsteps. I quickly pushed through the smaller of
         the two doors, then closed it behind me and looked around.
      

      
      There were ten stalls in all, nine of them occupied. A single globe hung off a wire halfway down the center walkway, its pale
         light sparking off the hay bales lining the edge of the floor above.
      

      
      Heads swung my way, dark eyes gleaming intently in the muted light. They were all tall and strong-looking, most of them chestnut,
         gray, or bay. The stallion closest to me was a truly stunning mahogany bay, though with his ears pinned back and teeth bared,
         he looked anything but friendly.
      

      
      No surprise there. Horses and wolves were rarely the best of buddies.

      
      “Hey,” I muttered, swatting his nose as he lunged at me. “I’m just as pissed off at being here as you, buddy boy, but if you
         promise to behave, I’ll let you and your friends go.”
      

      
      The horse snorted, glaring at me for a moment before nodding its head, as if in agreement. Chain clinked as he moved. I frowned
         and stepped closer. I wasn’t hearing things. And it wasn’t ordinary chains that held the stallion. Having been shot with silver
         a couple of times, my skin was now oversensitive to its presence.
      

      
      And there could only be one reason to use such restraints on a horse.

      
      I looked up sharply. “You’re a shifter?” And if so, why hadn’t I sensed it? Shifters might not be weres, and they certainly
         weren’t forced through the change every full moon like we were, but they were from the same family tree as us rather than
         the human side of things. I couldn’t sense humans, but I should have known what he was straightaway. Should have smelled it in his scent.
      

      
      The stallion nodded again.

      
      “And them?” I waved a hand at the other horses.

      
      A third nod.

      
      Fuck. Looks like I wasn’t the only one caught in this web. Whatever this goddamn web was.
      

      
      “You promise not to stomp on me if I come into the stall?”

      
      The stallion snorted again, and somehow it sounded disdainful. I opened the door carefully. I might not have had a whole lot
         to do with shifters in the past, but the few I had dealt with tended to treat us weres with as little respect as humans did.
         Why, I had no idea, especially considering our “animal” tendencies were the same as theirs.
      

      
      Well, except for the moon heat—and they could hardly look down their nose at us for that when a good percentage of them enjoyed
         the week of the moon heat just as much as any were.
      

      
      The stallion didn’t move, just continued to stare down at me. At five seven, I wasn’t exactly small, but this horse somehow
         made me feel it.
      

      
      The sharp snap of a latch being pulled back made my blood freeze. I swung around and saw the main stable doors opening. Swearing
         under my breath, I relocked the stallion’s door and scrambled into the corner.
      

      
      The stallion snorted, his dancing hooves inches from my toes. This close, his rich coat was dull, and he reeked of dried sweat and blood. Barely healed welts marred his rump.
      

      
      Obviously, he had not been a model prisoner.

      
      Footsteps entered the walkway, and stopped.

      
      “Told you she wasn’t in here,” a harsh voice said.

      
      “And I’m telling you we’d better check all the stalls or the boss will have our hides.”

      
      Light pierced the stallion’s box. My breath caught somewhere in my throat and I clenched my hands. If they wanted me, they
         were going to have to fight me. I’d be damned if I’d go anywhere willingly.
      

      
      But in this case, I had an ally. The stallion lunged forward, his chest hitting the door before the chains around his neck
         snapped tight. One of the men swore, the other laughed.
      

      
      “Yeah, she’s really going to be hiding in that bastard’s stall. We have to drug him just to get the specimens we want.”

      
      “Could have mentioned that,” the second man muttered.

      
      The two of them walked away. The rattle of latches indicated they were checking the rest of the stalls, then their footsteps
         receded and the door down the far end opened and closed. I waited several seconds, then rose and peered over the stall door.
         Nothing but horses.
      

      
      Letting go of the breath I’d been holding, I turned and studied the chains. They were padlocked to rings concreted into the
         walls on either side of the stall.
      

      
      I looked up and met the stallion’s keen gaze. “So, where’s the key?”

      
      He snorted and pointed with his nose toward the main doors. I scanned the wall and, after a moment, saw a small cabinet. I undid the latch and walked over. The cabinet held
         a single key. I grabbed it and went back, swiftly undoing the padlocks then carefully pulling the chains over the stallion’s
         head. Though I was barely even touching them, the silver burned my fingers. I cursed and threw them into a corner.
      

      
      A golden shimmer appeared on the stallion’s nose, quickly dancing across the rest of his body. I stepped back, watching him
         change. He was just as magnificent in human form as he was in horse, his mahogany skin, black hair, and velvet brown eyes
         a truly striking combination.
      

      
      “Thank you,” he said, his voice deep, and somewhat husky. His gaze swept down me, lingering a little on my breasts before
         sweeping down to the cuts that decorated my side and thigh. “I gather you, too, are a prisoner here?”
      

      
      “Wherever here is.”

      
      “Then we’ll help each other escape and worry the whys and hows later. But first, the others.”

      
      I tossed him the key. “You unlock them. I’ll keep watch on the doors.”

      
      “Bolt this end closed. They often do, as they tend to enter mainly from the other end.”

      
      I did as he suggested, then ran down the far end and cracked open the smaller door. The boundary fence wasn’t that far away,
         but lights still swept it, and the wail of the siren was almost lost to the grating howl of those bearlike creatures. The
         hunt was well and truly on. If we didn’t get out of here soon, we wouldn’t get out at all.
      

      
      I looked behind me. Men gathered in the shadows. When the stranger had freed the last of them, he joined me by the door. He still smelled of hay and horse and excrement, but
         this time it was entwined in the musky, enticing scent of man.
      

      
      “Not good,” he muttered, peering out over my head.

      
      “The main gate is barred and guarded. I think the only way out is over that fence.”

      
      He glanced down at me. “Can a wolf jump that high when she’s wounded?”

      
      “I’d jump the moon if that’s what it took to get out of this place.”

      
      His sudden grin was warm, crinkling the corners of his velvet eyes. “That I believe. But for safety’s sake, you’d better mount
         me. I’d hate to see my savior left behind.”
      

      
      I frowned. “You sure you can leap that high with a rider?”

      
      “No probs, sweetheart. Trust me.”

      
      I glanced at the fence and nodded. He was right. While the wounds on my side and leg weren’t particularly painful, they were
         still weeping, and the strength in my leg might give way at a vital moment. And there was no way in hell I was going to risk
         being left behind. “Let’s get those doors open.”
      

      
      We did. When the stranger had shifted back into horse form, I grabbed a handful of mane and pulled myself aboard. Once settled
         on his back, I twisted around. “Good luck, everyone.”
      

      
      Horses snorted softly in response. I took a deep breath, clenched my legs against the stallion’s belly, then said, “Ready.”

      
      He sprang forward, all raw muscle and power. We sped down the road, arrowing toward the brightly lit fence, the wind a howl that snapped at my hair and stung my skin with
         ice.
      

      
      The clatter of hooves on stone sang through the night. A shout went up from the left of us. Pain flicked my ear, and I jerked
         away, catching sight of sparks as something hit the road. Warmth began to trickle down my neck.
      

      
      “They’re shooting at us,” I yelled. “Faster.”

      
      He surged forward. Behind us, a horse screamed. I looked over my shoulder, saw a bay go down, half his head missing. Fear
         knotted my stomach. They’d rather see us dead than have us escape.
      

      
      The fence loomed. I closed my eyes and held on tight as the stallion gathered himself, then rose. The sensation of flying
         seemed to go on and on, then we hit the ground with enough force to jar every bone in my body and almost dislodge me.
      

      
      But we were over the damn fence.

      
      Now all we had to do was shake any pursuers, and find out where the hell we were.

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      The stallion ran until the howls of the pursuit were lost to silence and all that surrounded us were trees and mountain.
      

      
      Eventually, we hit a stream, and he slid to a stop. I fell more than jumped off his back, but my legs were like jelly and
         collapsed underneath me. Flopping onto my back, I watched the golden haze sweep across the stallion’s body. In human form,
         he fell beside the river, sucking in water as greedily as I sucked air.
      

      
      “Not too much,” I said, my voice little more than a pant of air. “Cramps.”

      
      He grunted, but stopped drinking and rolled into the water instead. His mahogany skin gleamed with heat, and his breath was
         little more than a wheeze.
      

      
      It was amazing he’d run as long as he had, especially if he’d been locked up for any length of time.

      
      I turned my gaze to the night sky. The moon I couldn’t see was beginning to wane, suggesting it was around three in the morning.
         Though we’d run for a good two hours, we had to be a hell of a lot farther away by dawn if we wanted to remain free.
      

      
      The trembling in my legs finally eased enough that I could push onto all fours. I crawled to the river and scooped up handfuls
         of icy water, sipping it until the fire in my throat had eased. I splashed some over my face, then more over my neck and ear
         to wash away the blood, but I felt no better. What I needed was a hot bath, a big fat steak sandwich, and a large cup of coffee.
         And not particularly in that order.
      

      
      “You’d better wash those body wounds down, too,” he commented, husky tones so soft his words barely carried.

      
      I glanced at him, but his eyes were closed. “I intend to.” I shifted shape first, just to help the healing process along a
         little more, then changed back and pushed up into a sitting position and began to clean not only the blood and dirt from the
         wounds, but the horse hair and sweat from my legs and nether regions.
      

      
      I don’t know what Lady Godiva’s caper was about, but she obviously hadn’t been riding that horse bareback for the sheer pleasure of it. Horse sweat against bare skin was not nice.
      

      
      “Do you think they’ll still be giving chase?” he asked, after a few moments.

      
      “Oh yeah. Those things hunt by scent, and we weren’t exactly careful about not leaving a trail.”

      
      He grunted. “I just wanted to get away from the bastards.”

      
      Didn’t we both. “How long were you there?”

      
      “Months. Some of the others had been there over a year.”
      

      
      “And they were … ummm … milking you all?”

      
      He opened an eye and gave me a measuring sort of look. “How did you guess?”

      
      I shrugged. “The guard said they were taking specimens.”

      
      “Even so, that wouldn’t have been my first guess.”

      
      “Two months ago, it wouldn’t have been mine, either.” But I’d learned a lot since then. Been through a lot.

      
      “Meaning you have some idea as to what was going on in there?”

      
      “Vague suspicions, nothing more.”

      
      “Like what?”

      
      I grimaced. “Gene research. Crossbreeding.”

      
      His face was expressionless, his eyes slightly narrowed. He obviously suspected I knew more than what I was saying, but all
         he said was, “How long were you in there?”
      

      
      “Around eight days, but tonight is the first night I can really remember.”

      
      He grunted. “It was like that for me, too. Though I was apparently there for two months before I came to my senses.”

      
      Then obviously, we’d all been drugged. But why did it take two months for the effects to wear off the stallions, and just
         over a week for me? Was the simple fact that I shouldn’t have woken yet the only reason I’d been able to escape?
      

      
      I scrubbed a hand across my eyes and wished the fog would clear so I could remember what had gone on. “Did you ever try to
         escape?”
      

      
      “No, because it was impossible. The chains were never off us, and the stables were fitted with psi-deadeners, just in case
         any of us tried to get cute that way.”
      

      
      At least that explained why I hadn’t sensed what they were—though he’d known what I was, which was interesting. Or maybe it was simply a matter of a horse being sensitive to the odor of a wolf.
      

      
      “Did they do any more than milk you?”

      
      “No, thank God.”

      
      “Did you ever see any other type of shifter?”

      
      “We were never out of the damn stable.”

      
      Then he had to have been superbly fit before he’d been captured to still carry any sort of strength and endurance months down
         the track. He crawled out of the stream on all fours, and stretched out on the grass.
      

      
      My gaze traveled down the length of him. It wasn’t only his coloring that was magnificent. He was built like a thoroughbred—broad
         shoulders, powerful chest, slim hips, and long, strong legs. His rump and back still bore the barely healed whip scars, but
         he had the best ass I’d seen on a man since Quinn had walked in, and then out, of my life.
      

      
      I’d never met a horse-shifter before, and had to wonder where they’d been hiding all my life. If this man was a sample of
         what they had to offer, I might be tempted to seek one or two out the next full moon. If they could get over their instinctive
         hate of wolves, fun could definitely be had.
      

      
      “There’s no vibration of steps through the earth,” he said.

      
      “They could be way behind, but they will be following us.”
      

      
      He shifted, his expression intent as his gaze met mine. “You seem very certain of that.”
      

      
      “They tried to kill us rather than capture us. That suggests they value secrecy more than they value us.”

      
      “Then we’d better get moving again.”

      
      Moving was the last thing I wanted when every bone ached with weariness. I needed to sleep even more than I needed coffee—a big statement considering
         how hooked I was on caffeine. But staying put, even for a few hours, wasn’t an option when we were still so close to that
         complex.
      

      
      He climbed to his feet with effortless grace, then offered me a hand. His fingers were warm despite the time he’d spent in
         the water, and his palm was rough against mine. He pulled me upright then let go, but made no immediate attempt to move away.
      

      
      My gaze rose to his. Awareness burned in his brown eyes, and suddenly I remembered that this was a man who hadn’t been with
         a woman for many months. The icy water had washed the stable smells from his skin, and his musky odor, rich with the scent
         of desire, swam around me. Lust stirred, warming the chill from my flesh.
      

      
      He raised a hand and brushed wet strands of hair from my cheek. “May I know your name?”

      
      His fingers trailed heat where they touched. It felt nice, and the stirring lust sharpened. Though nowhere near enough to
         wipe out the fear of recapture and the need to get moving. I quickly said, “Riley Jenson. You?”
      

      
      “Kade Williams.”

      
      “We need to get moving, Kade.”

      
      “Yes, we do.”

      
      But he didn’t budge and the smile that tugged his lips went beyond sexy. My hormones did an excited little jig. Of course,
         my hormones never needed much of an excuse to get excited about a fine-looking man, and if we’d been anywhere else but in
         the middle of the forest with hairy monsters and psychos with guns chasing after us, I might just have given my hormones free
         rein.
      

      
      “But first,” he continued softly, “a kiss to thank my savior.”

      
      “This is hardly the time or place—”

      
      “I know,” he interrupted, “and I don’t care.”

      
      As his lips claimed mine, his hand slid around my waist, his fingers pressing heat into my spine as he pulled me close to
         his warm, hard body. For half a second, I resisted, but he felt so good, tasted so good, that I just gave in to the moment.
         And as my resistance melted, the initial tentativeness gave way to passion, and the kiss became fierce and explorative.
      

      
      After what seemed like hours we came up for air. The rapid pounding of my heart was a cadence that filled the silence, and
         it was accompanied by the heated rush of blood through my system.
      

      
      The full moon might have passed, but the fever still burned in my veins. An indicator, perhaps, that while sex had been on
         the menu during the eight days I couldn’t remember, satisfaction had been absent.
      

      
      But I was not ruled by my hormones—at least not until the moon was full. I might want this big, strong shifter, but not enough
         to take what was being offered right here and now.
      

      
      That could come later, when we were out of the woods—literally and figuratively.

      
      I pulled out of his arms and stepped back. “We’d best walk in the water for a while, to throw them off our scent.”
      

      
      The smile that tugged his lips was decidedly sensual. “Upstream, not down.”

      
      I raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

      
      “Because most people would take the easy way and go downstream, and that’s probably what they’d expect of us.”

      
      “I guess that’s a good enough reason.”

      
      He nodded. “When the water gets too cold for your feet, climb onto my back.”

      
      “I’m shifting to my wolf shape.”

      
      He shrugged. “The offer’s there when you need it.”

      
      “Thanks.”

      
      His eyes twinkled. “Never had a naked woman ride my alternate shape before. It’s rather … erotic.”

      
      I grinned. “So Lady Godiva wasn’t as stupid as I thought?”

      
      “Not if that horse of hers was a shifter.”

      
      My gaze drifted downward, coming to rest on the tent pole he had going. That would certainly explain the silly woman’s satisfied smile. I waved a hand toward the river. “After you.”
      

      
      He shifted shape, waited until I’d done the same, then led the way upstream. We walked through the remainder of the night.
         When the icy water became too much for my paws, I shifted shape and climbed onto Kade’s back, moving in rhythm with him as
         he picked his way through the rock-strewn stream.
      

      
      Dawn was beginning to taint the sky with flags of rose and gold when we finally left the stream. Kade walked to the edge of an outcropping of rock. Before us stretched a tree-filled valley, and nestled in its heart was a small town. The
         drop down to that town had my stomach flip-flopping, and I slid off his back, barely keeping my legs from buckling as I staggered
         away from the edge.
      

      
      Kade shifted to human form. “You okay?”

      
      I took several deep breaths, then nodded. “I hate heights.” And cliff tops, thanks to the fact I was thrown off one when I
         was a pup.
      

      
      He motioned down to the town I could no longer see. “Recognize it?”

      
      “Not in the least. You?”

      
      He didn’t answer directly, just frowned. “Are those specks soaring above the town eagles?”

      
      I watched the two brown shapes, sensing nothing more than ordinary eagles. But, given the distance, that wasn’t surprising.
         We couldn’t afford to presume anything was as it appeared when we were still so close to that complex. “They may be shifters. They may be watching all the
         towns near the complex.”
      

      
      His gaze narrowed a little, but again, he didn’t voice his suspicions. “So we go around it and keep walking?”

      
      “No. I really can’t walk much farther. Not until I get some coffee, anyway.” I edged closer, until I could see the town but
         not the actual drop. There was an iron-roofed house barely visible through the trees that had distinct possibilities.
      

      
      “What about that one?” I said, pointing. “We should be able to make it down there without being seen.”

      
      “That’s a good two hour walk, at least.” His gaze rolled languidly down my body—a touch that wasn’t a touch and yet one that made my toes curl. “You up to that?”
      

      
      I’d already said I wasn’t, but I couldn’t exactly stay here, either. Or ask him to carry me—a horse would be too easily seen
         in the thinning trees. “I’m a wolf, and stronger than I look.”
      

      
      “I know.” He grimaced and rubbed a hand across his ribs, though it was amusement rather than pain that shone in his brown
         eyes. “And I have the bruises to prove it.”
      

      
      A smile teased my lips. “Sorry, but I haven’t had much experience riding stallions.”

      
      “Then that’s something we’ll definitely have to remedy.”

      
      Warmth fled like quicksilver through my veins. I raised an eyebrow and said, “And what if it takes more than one lesson?”

      
      “Then I shall have to stay until you are proficient.”

      
      Couldn’t be sad about that. If nothing else, having Kade around for a while would have the added benefit of driving my brother
         crazy with lust. And after the teasing he’d been giving me about my love life—or lack thereof—he certainly deserved having
         mahogany perfection slapped in his face.
      

      
      Kade led the way down the mountain, and I kept my gaze centered on his broad and muscular back. The sharp descent had my stomach
         wavering more than a few times, especially when I inadvertently glanced at the drop to the side of us. But I made it down
         without puking, and the sheer relief had me trembling.
      

      
      Or maybe that was exhaustion settling in.

      
      The sun had well and truly risen by the time we reached the house, and by then, my feet felt like lead and every step was an effort.
      

      
      Kade wasn’t in much better shape. He leaned a brawny arm against a fence post, sweat gleaming on his forehead and cheeks as
         he eyed the weatherboard house. “I can’t hear anyone. Can you smell anyone?”
      

      
      All I could smell was eucalyptus and sweat—his and mine. “No.”
      

      
      “I’ll check the garage, you check the house.”

      
      I glanced up to ensure none of those circling eagles were in sight, then unlatched the gate and stumbled to the nearest window.
         The room was pale yellow in color and dominated by a luxurious—and empty—bed. I almost wept at the sight. God, I needed to
         rest. Sleep.

      
      I pushed away from the window and walked around to the back of the house. The door was locked. I felt around the frame, looked
         under the mat, and finally found the spare key under the blood-colored geraniums filling the window box.
      

      
      The door creaked as I opened it. I winced, and didn’t move. The old house was still, but not entirely quiet. A clock ticked
         steadily in one of the rooms, and the aroma of mothballs and lavender vied for attention on the air.
      

      
      Kade came up behind me, pressing warmth into my spine as he stopped. “Anything?”

      
      His breath caressed my ear, sending little shivers of delight lapping across my skin. My body might be exhausted, but my hormones
         certainly weren’t. I shook my head and pulled away from him again. “You?”
      

      
      “No car, and the garage doors don’t look as if they’ve been opened for a few days.”

      
      “Then we might have found a refuge for a few hours.”
      

      
      “Hopefully.” He took the key from me, then locked the door and hung the key on a handy nearby hook. “I don’t think I could
         have walked much farther.”
      

      
      The first doorway off the small hall led into the kitchen. Kade went inside while I continued to explore. The house was small,
         little more than the kitchen, a living room, bathroom, and two bedrooms. All the walls were either pastel or covered in flowery
         wallpaper, and there was lace everywhere. Combined with the overwhelming scent of mothballs, it was pretty evident older people
         lived here—a fact backed up by the clothes I discovered hanging in the closet.
      

      
      Still, thieves couldn’t afford to be choosy.

      
      I retraced my steps to the bathroom. After running the water to ensure it was hot, I jumped in the shower and cleaned myself
         up, feeling a hundred percent better once I had. I dried myself, then wrapped the towel around me, and returned to the kitchen.
      

      
      “How do you like your coffee?” Kade said as I walked in.

      
      “Hot, preferably.”

      
      His gaze skated down me, and a luscious smile teased his lips. “You smell almost edible.” He poured hot water into two mugs,
         then slid one across to me.
      

      
      “So does that.” I plonked down on the nearest stool and sniffed the coffee appreciably. “It looks like our unwitting hosts
         have been gone for a few days.”
      

      
      He nodded. “A fact backed up by the lack of perishables in the fridge.”

      
      I sipped at the coffee, then asked, “Is there a phone here?” It was the only thing I hadn’t seen on my search.
      

      
      “On the wall behind you.” He studied me for a second, then added, “There’s someone in your life you need to ring urgently?”

      
      I raised an eyebrow. “Would it make a difference if there is?”

      
      His expression tightened a little. “Of course it would.”

      
      “I thought stallions were into collecting harems?”

      
      “Yeah, but unlike our animal counterparts, we draw the line at stealing other stallion’s mares.”

      
      “Ah.” I drank some coffee, letting him wonder for a little while. “So how many women have you got in your herd?”

      
      “Four before I was captured.”

      
      “A nice even number.”

      
      He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t seemed shocked.”

      
      “Wolves tend to have several mates at any one time—at least until we find our soul mate.”

      
      “So at the moment?”

      
      “I’m playing the field. But I’ve had up to five mates.” Though not at the same time. Male wolves tended to get a little testy
         about sharing that way.
      

      
      “And when you find your soul mate?”

      
      “We’re monogamous.”

      
      “Unlike us stallions.”

      
      It was a warning—a gentle one, but a warning all the same. A smile touched my lips. “When I take on a permanent mate, it’ll
         be a man from my own race. I want to have babies one day.” Though my vampire half might already have snatched that desire
         away from my grasp. Rhoan, my twin, had discovered two weeks ago he was infertile. I’d been undergoing similar tests, but whether I’d gotten the test results was anyone’s guess, as I could remember
         going there, but not leaving.
      

      
      “So, the people you must ring are …?”

      
      “The pack-mate I live with, and my boss.”

      
      “Meaning you’re sleeping with your boss?”

      
      I choked on my coffee. “No,” I said, when I could. “I work for the Directorate of Other Races. They tend to get a little concerned
         when one of their people disappears—even if it is a lowly paper pusher like myself.”
      

      
      “Then I’ll go have a shower while you ring them.”

      
      He walked out. I enjoyed the sight, then grabbed the phone and dialed Jack’s work number. All I got was a computer voice telling
         me the number did not exist. His home number got the same result, as did my home number, so I tried their mobile phone numbers.
         Both were either turned off or out of range.
      

      
      That bad feeling reappeared, sitting like a lump in the pit of my stomach.

      
      Kade came back a few minutes later, as deliciously naked as before, but looking and smelling fresher.

      
      “Nothing,” I muttered, throwing the phone on the bench.

      
      He frowned. “The phone’s not working?”

      
      “It’s working, but the calls aren’t going through.”

      
      “Then try again later. It’s still very early.”

      
      Not for Jack. And not for Rhoan. He’d probably be in a state of panic by now, and I seriously doubted whether sleep would
         be on his agenda.
      

      
      “Why don’t you try?”

      
      Kade reached for the phone and dialed a number. He listened for several minutes then pressed the end button. “Recorded message telling me it’s the wrong number.”
      

      
      I nodded. “So who did you try ringing? One of your mares?”

      
      “No. After all this time, they’d be with someone else.”

      
      “So who?”

      
      “Are all wolves this nosy?”

      
      I shrugged. “I like to know a little about the man I eventually intend to fuck.”

      
      Heat flared in the depths of his velvet eyes. “Eventually?”

      
      I nodded. “Escape first, fun later.”

      
      “A plan I could live with.”

      
      “Good.” Because as much as I was attracted, I wanted safety more. We might have found ourselves somewhere to have a bit of
         a breather, but I very much doubted we could stay here for long. The orsini looked like hunters, and I had a bad feeling they
         wouldn’t be fooled by our little walk through the river. “So, who were you calling?”
      

      
      He grinned. “My business partner.”

      
      “And your business is …?”

      
      He studied me for a moment, his dark gaze somewhat assessing, then said, “I’m a building contractor.”

      
      “Houses or offices?”

      
      “Houses. Ever heard of J. K. Constructions?”

      
      “Not a whisper.”

      
      “Not surprising, really. We’re one of the smaller building contractors in South Australia.”

      
      The cold lump in my stomach got larger. “You’re from Adelaide?”

      
      “Yeah. Why?”

      
      “I’m from Victoria.”

      
      He stared at me for a moment, then closed his eyes. “Fuck.”
      

      
      “Yeah. And maybe that’s the reason the phone wouldn’t work.” Because we were no longer in the same state, which meant I’d have to use the proper
         state code to get through to either Jack’s phone or Rhoan’s cell. Unlike many cell phone systems the world over, Australia’s
         didn’t automatically get shunted to voice mail if the caller was out of range.
      

      
      I picked up the phone and dialed Jack’s work number, this time adding Victoria’s STD code. It barely rang once before it was
         answered.
      

      
      “Parnell here.”

      
      I closed my eyes, never in my life more relieved to hear my boss’s gruff tones. “Jack, it’s Riley.”

      
      “Jesus, girl, where are you? We found your car—”

      
      I cut him off. “I have no idea where I am, but I need you to come and get us.”

      
      “Us?” His voice was sharp.

      
      “Yeah. Long story, but I’m here with a shifter by the name of Kade Williams. He helped me escape what I think was another
         gene research lab.”
      

      
      Jack’s next few sentences were long, loud, and inventive.

      
      Kade chuckled softly. “The man has a fine line in swearing.”

      
      “Where are you?” Jack eventually asked.

      
      “That’s the problem—I don’t know. But we’re not in Victoria or South Australia.”

      
      “I’ll do a tr—”

      
      “Riley? Are you all right?” Rhoan’s warm tones replaced Jack’s, and I closed my eyes at the hoarse tiredness in my brother’s voice.
      

      
      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      
      “So what happened? We found your car crashed into a tree. Blood was everywhere, and we’d thought the worst.”

      
      I couldn’t remember the crash. Couldn’t remember getting hurt. And I was mighty pissed that I’d crashed my car—I’d only had
         the damn thing a week.
      

      
      “I’m fine,” I repeated. “But I can’t remember anything about the last eight days.”

      
      “Got it,” Jack said in the background. “They’re in New South Wales.”

      
      “New South is a mighty big state,” Rhoan grumbled. “Care to define it a bit more?”

      
      “I’m working on it.”

      
      “So,” Rhoan said to me, “did I hear you say you were there with a shifter?”

      
      My gaze went to Kade’s and I grinned. “You certainly did.”

      
      “And he’s being good to you?”

      
      “Oh, I intend to be very good to you,” Kade murmured wickedly.

      
      Oh lordy … Were all stallions this damn hot?
      

      
      “He made me coffee,” I said, “and that’s a fine start.”

      
      “Uh-huh,” Rhoan said. “Just remind him you’ve got a ferocious pack-mate who will stomp all over him if he so much as bends
         a fingernail.”
      

      
      Kade snorted softly, and I grinned. “He’s quaking in his boots as we speak.”

      
      “Good.” Rhoan hesitated. “So, did this place do anything to you?”

      
      “I don’t know. They were milking Kade and the other stallions, though.”
      

      
      Silence met this remark, and my smile grew.

      
      “He’s a horse-shifter?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Damn. You get all the luck.”

      
      I laughed softly—and knew that’s exactly what Rhoan had intended. “This from the man who currently has how many mates?”

      
      “Only three.”

      
      Which was two too many in Liander’s view, but both he and I knew my brother wasn’t ready to settle down yet.

      
      “Trace is in,” Jack said. “They’re in Bullaburra.”

      
      “Which is where?” Rhoan asked, before I could.

      
      “In the Blue Mountains. Tell them to stay put. It may take a few hours to get things moving, but we’ll be there as soon as
         we can.”
      

      
      “Leave your mobiles on,” I said, “so we can contact you if we have to move.”

      
      “Will do. You be careful.”

      
      “Natch. See you soon.” I hung up and met Kade’s gaze.

      
      “You’re close to your pack-mate,” he said.

      
      “Very. We’re wolves, and pack is all to a wolf.” Especially when there was only him and me in the pack, thanks to the fact
         our mother’s pack had thrown us out when we’d reached maturity. “But we’re not physically close, if that’s what you’re getting
         at.”
      

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Because he prefers men.” And because he was my brother. I mean, that was illegal, not to mention icky.

      
      Kade drained his coffee, and put it in the sink. “So, how long have we got before we’re rescued?”
      

      
      “Four hours, at least.”

      
      He raised an eyebrow. “So what do we do in the meantime?”

      
      The look in his eyes set my pulse racing yet again. But I meant what I’d said earlier, and no matter how much my hormones
         might be pleading to be set loose, I just didn’t dare do it. No matter how good having sex with Kade promised to be—and I
         had no doubt that it would be good—it wasn’t worth the risk of recapture. “I think we should sleep. Or rather, take turns sleeping and keeping watch.”
      

      
      “That’s boring.” He
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