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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.”

Oh, 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 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 will take a
mate. I’ve called a gathering for tonight. Be there, and for once
in your life, try to remember you’re supposed to be a bitch, not
butch.”

The door slammed behind him as he left.

 




 


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 Shannon 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 their alpha.

As Rory climbed the natural raised
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.

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 hunt!”

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.

Rory waited for the pack to settle
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 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.

Running as fast as she could with
the rest of the fleeing females, she 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.
Shannon 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 her
scent. Damn, why hadn’t she figured out ahead of time 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 ran
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, and Shannon 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 her 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 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 here—to ensure 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 them 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 a woman had 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.

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 Caleb 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, knowing 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.

Shannon 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. The rules,
as she knew them, had seemingly been thrown out the proverbial
window so she waited uncertainly to see what would happen next. It
felt like she played 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 Shannon 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 she
really was.

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—showing
her alpha the proper respect.

As they circled each other,
another plan came to his mind so genius in its simplicity, Rory
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 the 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. She bled
profusely and Rory 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 assist Shannon, Rory 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
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 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 his sister had to go to another pack, he couldn’t have picked a
better alpha. The Ravens would be good to her, or he would truly
become his father’s son and kill them all.


Chapter Two

 


Nikolai Taranosky prowled the
darkened rooms of his castle-like home like a caged tiger. This
restless pacing was out of character. After all, he’d had over two
hundred years in which to learn the art of contentment, yet tonight
he was on edge.

It wasn’t hunger driving him. Nikolai had sated his
thirst upon rising this evening. The satisfaction was temporary, as
the blood lust could never be fully quenched.

Perhaps it was boredom. Life had
been become rather bland these last twenty years. He rose, he fed,
he whiled the hours of moonrise away, and then he slept. That’s the
problem with being a vampire, Nikolai mused. After a while time no
longer held any meaning.

In the last two centuries he’d seen countless wars.
Had even participated in a few, more to amuse himself than anything
else. Humans and their petty squabbles had little bearing on his
life.

Nikolai had experienced the technological revolution
and mastered every gadget known to man. He spoke ten languages
fluently, had enough money to last several lifetimes, and had
traveled the world many times over.

Looking back, he couldn’t say when
or why he’d made the decision to settle on top of this mountain, in
this town. Of all the places he’d been to in the world, it was
Refuge which spoke to him. Though he shared the space with
shifters, humans, and psychics, Nikolai considered this area his
domain.

Feeling the walls beginning to close in on him,
Nikolai climbed the stairs to the highest level of his house and
strode out onto the balcony. A gentle breeze stirred the hair on
his nape and molded the loose white linen shirt he wore to his
chest. He lifted his face to the cool, night air.

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.

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 wolf-shifter male,
just in case any of the wolf’s brethren were close. Surely the wolf
wasn’t out here alone.

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. That was unusual. 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, Nikolai slowly lowered to the ground to see how badly it was
injured. As soon as his knee touched down, the wolf launched itself
at him, aiming for his throat. 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.
Nikolai cursed in his native language. In this moment it was
obvious to him he’d become too complacent over the years, too
dependent on his telepathic gift to warn him of impending
trouble.

The two battled silently. The wolf
was determined to severe Nikolai’s forearm from his body. Nikolai
fought not to do further injury to the wolf. He sensed the moment
the wolf swallowed some of his blood. The strange protective
barrier vanished and Nikolai instantly seized control.

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

The wolf immediately lost
consciousness. Nikolai gently pried its mouth open and carefully
removed his arm, examining it to see the extent of the damage.
Though nasty looking and painful, the wound would heal
quickly.

He turned his attention to the
sleeping wolf, their minds still firmly linked. The wolf was female
and 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 he and Alex
were friends. They shared the natural wariness and respect of two
apex predators residing within the same territory. They each
recognized the other’s power and maintained a wary
truce.

He landed in the yard and walked slowly, in a
nonthreatening manner, to the door. From the look 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 he made it as far
as the porch without being scented. 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
others 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.

Nikolai frowned. If the wolf was already healing,
how severe had her injuries originally been and who was responsible
for them?

“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.”

Nikolai made a mental note to check out the
Sparrowhawks’ pack.

“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 predator, especially an alpha, who failed to protect those
under his care didn’t deserve to be notified.

“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?”

Nikolai briefly made eye contact
with the alpha before returning his attention to the wolf. “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 Raven pack was now indebted to him.

Nikolai politely nodded his
acknowledge of the debt, though he wasn’t 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.

As he slowly circled the bed,
examining her from every angle, he asked, “Little wolf, why do I
find you so fascinating?”

How had she managed to spark his
interest after all these years of ennui? There was nothing special
about her appearance that he could see. She was small for a
wolf-shifter, about the size of a large breed dog. Her coat, what
he could see of it, was blonde tipped with red.

What did she look like in human
form? Not one to deny himself anything he truly desired, Nikolai
fully connected to her mentally and issued a commanded. “Shift,
little wolf. Let me see what you look like.”

She flowed seamlessly from a wolf into a beautiful
redhead. He studied her naked form, surprised to realize 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. He would bring her to orgasm and then sink his fangs into
the rich vein in her inner thigh to feed. To one of his kind, the
combination of food and sex formed one of life’s choicest
pleasures.

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 responded. He looked away and willed
his body to cool. 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
nest, 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 this
meant.

 




 


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
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